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ABSTRACT 
 
Uganda has suffered a brutal civil war for more than two decades.  In recent years, 

international non-governmental organizations (iNGOs) have developed a huge presence 

in the region.  They are engaged in development, peacebuilding, and emergency relief 

programs.  How does this unevenly transplanted iNGO regime, including its discourse, 

projects, culture, and social and political agendas interface with survivors’ community 

transitional justice process?  What unintended, new arrangements in power, culture and 

social order grow out of these interfaces, or as anthropologist Alice Tsing refers to it, 

what “frictions” occur?  My study focuses specifically on the frictional interfaces 

between NGO peacebuilding programs and survivors’ expressions of forgiveness for 

perpetrators of atrocities in Gulu District.  The study is based on original field research 

conducted during two periods in 2008. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
 An NGO employee involved in peacebuilding work told me a story one afternoon 

as we drove down a dusty road to a meeting in an internally displaced persons (IDP) 

camp.  She told me about a woman I will refer to under the pseudonym Stella,1 and others 

told me similar stories on several occasions during my fieldwork in Gulu District, 

northern Uganda.  The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a rebel group fighting in the war 

in the region for the past 23 years, abducted Stella.  She was given as a "wife" to one of 

the top commanders.  During an attack, she managed to escape and eventually returned to 

Gulu.  A non-governmental organization (NGO) reception center for people who had 

been abducted by and/or fought with the LRA sheltered, counseled, and provided her 

with basic necessities and vocational training.  After a few months, they helped her to 

find a place to live in a nearby IDP camp.  She remained connected to the NGO by 

regularly participating in one of its community groups for women who had been 

abducted.  Like most groups, the NGOs held many trainings and “sensitizations,” or 

educational sessions about topics such as forgiveness and living peacefully, for it.  Stella 

promoted reconciliation and forgiveness in her community by spreading the word of the 

NGO "sensitizations.”  She also joined in the call to bring the LRA home and to build 

peace and reconciliation through Acholi cultural practices.  She also sang about 

forgiveness and peacebuilding in a female Christian musical group.  

 Some time later, the commander to whom she had been given left the LRA and 

returned to Gulu through the amnesty process.  Stella heard he was back.  Late one night, 

while he was sleeping, Stella snuck to his hut and set it on fire.   

                                                 
1 Pseudonym 
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 I chose to share this story not because of how true it is or is not, but because it and 

similar stories were told to me on similar occasion in divergent settings.  Stella’s story is 

about the complexity of forgiveness in Gulu District and the interface between the 

international NGO (iNGO) peacebuilding regime and community transitional justice.  By 

community transitional justice, I mean the organized and unorganized ways in which 

survivors and communities seek and value (or don’t seek and don’t value) justice, co-

existence, a shared narrative, or peace in their everyday experience and surroundings.2   

 This striking interface between the iNGO and community transitional justice is 

creating unforeseen effects.  To understand this interface, I draw on Tsing’s concept of 

“friction”.   “Rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light; one stick alone is just a 

stick… friction reminds us that… unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements in 

culture and power.”3  How is the attempted transplant of the iNGO regime, including its 

language, political and social agendas, programs, projects, and culture, “rubbing” with 

community transitional justice in Gulu District?  What are the affects of this “rubbing?”  

What new arrangements in power, social order, and cultural practice have emerged?  

Specifically, how have these frictions affected survivors’ attitudes and expressions about 

forgiveness? 

 For the past twenty-three years, "war in northern Uganda has rolled back and 

forth, like the changes from rainy season to dry season and back to rainy season” 

(Finnstrom 2008, 1).  The war is between the Lord’s Resistance Army/Movement 

(LRA/M, LRA), headed by Joseph Kony and the Ugandan government headed by Yoweri 

                                                 
2 The phrase “community transitional justice” refers to transitional justice in a holistic sense and is 
inclusive of processes such as forgiveness.  “Communal methods of social recovery” or other phrases might 
be used to refer to the same processes.  
3 Tsing, Alice.  Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), 5. 
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Museveni.  INGOs and aid agencies have proliferated in northern Uganda in recent years, 

most basing their regional headquarters in Gulu Town.  These "global" institutions also 

attempted to transplant toolkits about how community transitional justice should be 

conducted.  Interestingly, they have also brought with them the “international 

community’s” abstracted debates and polarizing dichotomies about transitional justice, 

such as restorative and retributive justice as two real, distinct, and opposing possibilities.  

It is important to note that, in this study, I view the “international community,” “global” 

institutions, and “universal” notions such as human rights through Tsing’s framework; 

they are not truths or lies, but rather “sticky engagements.”4  In Gulu, these sticky 

engagements (NGO toolkits, culture, and social and political agendas) engage with 

various dimensions of the local context.  Changes in cultural practice, social order, and 

power emerge for all parties.  Friction occurs.   

 While I began my fieldwork asking what the nature of the interfaces and their 

effects were, I soon found that this question was both too broad and too narrow.  It was 

not just the peacebuilding programs that were interfacing with community transitional 

justice, but the entire NGO and humanitarian regime unevenly transplanted into Gulu 

Town with many aspects of community life.  While I began to map a few of these “zones 

of awkward engagement” more broadly, I decided to focus on forgiveness as one zone in 

which the effects of friction could be seen and understood.5  Survivors’ expression of 

forgiveness towards perpetrators of violence during the war has attracted a great deal of 

debate and prior research, properly grounding this study.  However, forgiveness has not 

been studied specifically in the context of its engagement with the NGO regime.  Further, 

                                                 
4 Tsing, Alice.  Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), 6. 
5 Ibid, xi. 
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I try to re-orient some of the common approaches to understanding forgiveness based on 

my findings. 

 How can Stella’s alleged actions (and their telling) be understood?  What did the 

forgiveness she sang about actually mean to her?  Further, what was the NGO that helped 

Stella actually promoting, and how can the dissonance between their and her peaceful 

words and her actions be understood?  Some researchers have suggested that there is 

confusion among the war-affected population when it comes to vengeance and 

forgiveness or that they truly favor justice.  On the other hand, some international 

journalists and peace activists have suggested that the Acholi people have a unique 

capacity to forgive those who have killed family members, particularly when going 

through culturally-based reconciliation processes: they would view Stella's story as a 

strange aberration.6  Local cultural, religious and governmental leaders would agree that 

this is certainly a sad aberration, as they have publicly called upon all of Acholiland7 to 

forgive fully.  Another vocal group, advocates of the international criminal justice 

paradigm, would see this as a clear and sad symptom of the need for a western-style court 

justice  

 Based on my research, I find none of these interpretations to be accurate. Stella’s 

story dramatically demonstrates that there is more complexity in survivors’ attitudes 

about the forgiveness that is so commonly and publicly expressed. Though some 

survivors have surely forgiven in the dictionary sense of giving up feelings of resentment 

and pardoning the perpetrator, this is not the case for many people in Gulu District.  

                                                 
6 Gettleman, Jeffrey. “Peace Agreement Expected in Uganda,” (original text) New York Times, April 11, 
2008 and informal interview with Resolve Uganda activists February 26, 2008. 
7 “Acholiland” refers to the Acholi ethnic sub-region, which is comprised of Gulu, Amuru, Kitgum and 
Pader Districts. 
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Rather, there is a sense that all the powerful actors -the government and its army, 

Uganda’s neighbors, and the international community- were not able to or chose not to 

protect them or stop the violence. The International Criminal Court entered four years 

ago, yet it has only disrupted the peace process and remained proved legless, unable to 

execute any of its arrest warrants.  The Ugandan government has launched numerous 

offensives against the LRA with indirect8 and, recently, direct military assistance9 from 

the US, which has always resulted in greater violence and insecurity. Today, the war is 

neither over nor fully occurring in northern Uganda; informants often described the 

Acholi as having one foot in the internally-displaced persons (IDP) camps, for relative 

safety in case of war, and one foot in their home villages to prepare for peace.  Further, 

survivors often do not know whom the individual perpetrators of crimes against their 

family and them were, as attacks often took place at night and/or in large groups. Thus, 

because of the uncertainty of reality, the perceived failure of the government, the 

contextual emptiness of “international justice,” and the pressures of the new social order 

and power dynamic in Gulu District, born out of the encounter with the attempted 

transplant of the iNGO regime, expressing forgiveness towards perpetrators in general is 

the only remaining choice for survivors that is pro-peace in this highly limited, 

dichotomized set of options.  For many survivors, expressing general forgiveness of 

perpetrators is a strategic and highly pragmatic decision in the new social order in 

Acholiland.  

 For many of the people I spoke with, their expressions of forgiveness are devoid 

                                                 
8 “Background Note: Uganda” (Department of State Bureau of Public Affairs), 2. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2963.htm (accessed April 16, 2009) 
9 Izama, Angelo, “US, Uganda to discuss military cooperation,” The Daily Monitor, February 25, 2009. 
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/US_Uganda_to_discuss_military_cooperation_80478.shtm
l (accessed April 19, 2009) 
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of meaning that pertains to pardoning or taking vengeance on a specific perpetrator; that 

emotion and decision involves an entirely different process, which I explore in Chapter 

VI.  Stella's actions are thus not incompatible with her public expression of forgiveness, 

nor do they suggest confusion.  Her decision to participate in iNGO peacebuilding 

activities, including espousing the message of forgiveness, should be considered 

situationally sincere; it was a way to access the only available material resources and to 

reenter the social order by publicly demonstrating her commitment to living peacefully 

with fellow community members.  While the focus of this study is on forgiveness, I first 

map and propose several other frictions occurring as a result of these interfaces.  I attempt 

to relate these frictions to the question of forgiveness by explaining how they are 

symptomatic of a fundamental change in the social order, power, and culture in Gulu 

District, in which the practical, strategic decision by many survivors to express 

forgiveness was sensibly made.   

 

METHODOLOGY: “PATCHWORK AND HAPHAZARD” 

 How can one study the encounter between sticky, transplanted “globals” and the 

local context?  Tsing suggests that this can only be done through a “focus on zones of 

awkward engagement, where words mean something different across a divide even as 

people agree to speak.”10  This type of divide, disconnect, and engagement occurring at 

the same time is an accurate description of Gulu District, my site of field research.  Tsing 

continues to suggest that such zones arise out of interaction and appear and reappear “in 

new places with changing events,” meaning that the only way “to study them are 

                                                 
10 Tsing, Alice.  Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), xi 
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patchwork and haphazard.”11   

 This is how I approached my fieldwork.  This study is based fieldwork I 

conducted for two months between June and August 2008 in Gulu District.  I used a 

combination of semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, and participant 

observation.  For the interviews, my sampling was selective and purposive.  I conducted 

33 interviews with members of international NGOs, national NGOs, community-based 

organizations, the local government, and the cultural institution.  I conducted 45 

interviews with people living in internally displaced person (IDP) camps, urban sites of 

displacements, and transit displacement camps, or informal and formal settlements that 

are smaller than IDP Camps and closer to their fields.  I never spent more than two days 

in one sight where I conducted semi-structured interviews.  I also conducted a number of 

unstructured interviews; these took place during routine parts of my life in Gulu Town, 

such as while on a bus or at the market.  They also took place in conjunction with 

arranged participant observation experiences, such as observing a youth group perform or 

observing a mato oput ceremony.  Participant observation was a major component of this 

field study.  In addition to pre-arranged, specific observation such as of an NGO 

workshop, I also observed survivors’ daily lives, when permitted and the daily life of a 

family I was very close with in Gulu Town.  I have drawn a tremendous amount of 

insight from these observations.  I triangulated data collected from interviews with 

information gathered from participant observation, in addition to secondary literature 

including population-based surveys, qualitative studies, newspaper articles, and NGO 

reports. 

 I conducted my fieldwork in Gulu District, moving in all geographic directions 
                                                 
11 Ibid xi. 
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from Gulu Town (see Appendix II for a map of the area).  Several interviews and days of 

observation took place in parts of Amuru District that are relatively close to the border 

with Gulu.  Amuru was part of Gulu District until very recently, and it is thus only an 

administrative division that separates the two districts.  Because of this, I will refer to the 

location of this study as “Gulu District.”   

 In addition to this period of field research, I have also drawn to a lesser extent on 

three weeks of field research on the relationship between transitional justice and 

development that I assisted on in January 2008.  I also draw on three weeks of 

consultations I made in August 2008 while setting up a project to document ritual 

reconciliation processes through the 100 Projects for Peace Initiative. 

 It will be clear that I am in no way suggesting my findings are exhaustive or 

conclusive.  These are my interpretations based on the relatively brief fieldwork periods 

described above and on the findings of experts who have done work in the region for 

many years. I draw heavily on the works of Sverker Finnstrom, Erin Baines and the 

Justice and Reconciliation Project, and Tim Allen.  I use important theoretical works by 

Anna Tsing, and Rosalind Shaw.  Lastly, my conclusions are not about any specific NGO 

or aid agency unless stated, but rather consist of a mapping and analysis around the 

frictions that always exist in such interfaces.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

 My research faced many limitations.  Inherent barriers exist when conversations 

must take place through a translator.  As I do not know more than very basic 

conversational Acholi phrases, about half of my interviews were conducted through 
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translation.  Small nuances such as voice inflections and variations in word choice were 

surely lost sometimes because of this.  My translator was a young male, and younger 

women were sometimes particularly shy when I asked them questions about children and 

marital relations through him. 

 Asking questions about NGOs as a white, resourced, foreigner may have led to 

answers that aimed to paint a more negative picture of NGO services than was accurate 

out of hope that I might be connected to the NGOs, could report this, and gain more 

services for the community.  On the other hand, people might have also felt an incentive 

to praise NGO programs in the hope of winning more services. I have tried to fully 

consider this and have not used information from any circumstances in which this factor 

may have weighed heavily.  In general however, I think most people I spoke with were 

open and direct with me.  I approached each interview very openly and let the person 

guide our direction.  I noted that interviews were confidential and explained measures I 

took to ensure their confidentiality, such as using pseudonyms.  In interview, people felt 

comfortable saying when they did not feel like answering certain questions.  Further, in a 

few group interviews and focus discussion groups people felt comfortable disagreeing 

with each other and representing multiple viewpoints.  In addition, discussions with key 

informants and participant observation served to cross check most potentially incorrect or 

biased information some one might have given in an interview.  Lastly, there were a few 

cases in which I could tell people were not answering honestly or felt positive or negative 

pressure to answer in a certain way.  I have accounted for this in my findings, and in 

many cases drawn very useful information based on these demonstrated pressures.  For 

these reasons, I am confident that this limitation did not seriously impact my findings. 
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 The dynamics of the situation changed again this December when the Ugandan, 

southern Sudanese, and Congolese armies jointly struck the LRA base in eastern 

Democratic Republic of Congo.  While the offensive did not lead to any known attacks in 

northern Uganda, this may have affected the way survivors think about forgiveness and 

talk about the government, in particular. 

 I am convinced the role of religion, particularly Christian ideology and various 

Christian organizations, is very important to understanding many of the frictions I have 

mapped, particularly those around forgiveness.  Forgiveness has many roots, deep ones of 

which are in Christian ideology.  Further, many of the leaders, national NGOs, and 

community-based organizations promoting forgiveness are Christian or are affiliated with 

the religion.  I did not focus or engage sufficiently with this in my field research, 

particularly in semi-structured interviews.  I would if given the opportunity to continue 

this study. 
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II. HISTORY: ACHOLILAND, WAR AND CONSTRUCTING A HUMANITARIAN 
CRISIS  
 
 It is unclear when and where to begin in Uganda’s history when one studies the 

LRA conflict in northern Uganda.  The history could begin in the mid-1990s when the 

LRA changed tactics to target civilians en masse and gained enhanced support from 

Khartoum.  It could begin in 1986 when head of the National Resistance 

Army/Movement (NRM), Yoweri Museveni, took power and initiated mass violence 

throughout the North, including in Gulu District.  It could begin at the end of colonialism 

when President Milton Obote favored northerners over people of other ethnicities in 

Uganda and made Idi Amin head of the army.  It could even begin in the 19th century 

during the violence associated with the ivory and slave trade.12    The focus of this history 

is on the current conflict, its dynamics, and how the humanitarian/NGO regime entered 

Gulu.  Thus, I will briefly describe the colonial period but will largely focus on the 

conflict post-1986 when Museveni came to power and groups in the North organized 

against him. 

 The British colonized Uganda and administered it under a system of indirect rule.  

Northern groups like the Acholi did not initially collaborate with the British, but the 

people of Buganda, a powerful kingdom in south-central Uganda that includes the area 

around Kampala, did.13  Indirect rule involved creating council structures that reported to 

the British and were a means to control politics and governance.14  Prior to this, 

Acholiland was structured around “loosely knit clans” headed by a Rwot Moo or 

                                                 
12 Allen, Tim.  “War and Justice in Northern Uganda: An Assessment of the International Criminal Court’s 
Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 7. 
13 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 23. 
14 Ibid, 21. 
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“anointed chief.”15  The British stripped the Rwot Moo of official governing power and 

replaced them with Rwot Kalam, or “men of the pen” who were formally educated and 

reported to the British.16  The Rwot Moo continued to exercise informal power and 

cultural leadership throughout the colonial era.17   

 Uganda’s population is extremely ethnically and linguistically diverse.  This 

diversity grew to be divisive, significant, and sometimes violent during colonialism 

because the indirect system of administration made more loosely defined ethnic groups 

into more finite “tribes.”18  Some were favored while others were marginalized.  

Missionaries furthered the divisions particularly because of the rivalry between Catholic 

and Protestant evangelizing groups.19 

 These deep divisions changed the nature of the call for independence.  Unlike 

many other African countries, the rallying call against colonialism in the years following 

World War II did take a pan-African or even pan-Ugandan shape.  The Buganda kingdom 

sought separation from the British and Uganda.20  A prominent historian of Uganda 

suggests, “The dream of Ugandan independence quickly became a nightmare from which 

the country has yet to emerge.”21  This nightmare is very much connected to the violence 

that ensued after colonialism, and it is intimately linked with the LRA conflict and 

situation in Gulu District today. 

                                                 
15 “Roco Wat I Acoli: Restoring Relationships in Acholi-land: Traditional Approaches to Justice and 
Reintegration” (The Justice and Reconciliation Project, Liu Institute, and Gulu District NGO Forum, with 
assistance by Ker Kwaro Acholi: 2005), 20. 
16 Allen, Tim.  “War and Justice in Northern Uganda: An Assessment of the International Criminal Court’s 
Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 21. 
17 Ibid, 21. 
18 Ibid, 9. 
19 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 18-20. 
20 Ibid, 34. 
21 Ibid, 39. 
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 Uganda’s first president, Milton Obote, was from Lango, a neighboring region to 

Acholiland where Gulu is located.  Both regions share Luo as a language, though the 

dialects have many differences.  He first established the military as a political actor by 

increasing the Langi and Acholi in the ranks and using it in attempts to eliminate all 

perceived political opponents.  He also abolished traditional leadership structures because 

he feared them as threats to his power.22  Obote also initiated what is now a longstanding 

history of Kampala supporting the southern Sudanese militia groups and separatist 

movements while Khartoum supports rebel groups aimed at toppling the supporting 

Ugandan regime.  All of these actions are very much connected to the conflict today.   

 When General Idi Amin took over in a coup in 1971, he feared the domination of 

the Langi and Acholi because of their large presence in the military.23   He wanted to 

remove all Luo-speakers from the armed forces, and he massacred many of them.24  

Many former soldiers escaped the massacres and fled to southern Sudan to work with 

Obote supporters to form the Uganda National Liberation Army (UNLA) with the goal of 

regaining power in Uganda.   

 Amin committed atrocities throughout his time in power, often with similar tactics 

to those used by the Lord’s Resistance Army/Movement (LRA) today such as cutting off 

peoples’ lips.  Amin’s policy to so-called “Africanize” the economy collapsed it, which, 

in addition to extreme human rights violations, isolated him from most major world 

powers and many neighbors. Tanzania eventually invaded in 1978 to oust him.25  While 

their intention was not to reestablish the Obote regime, he soon returned to power with 

                                                 
22 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 40-41. 
23 Ibid, 42. 
24 Allen, Tim.  “War and Justice in Northern Uganda: An Assessment of the International Criminal Court’s 
Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 10. 
25 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 47. 



 18 

the UNLA.  He immediately began a military campaign against several insurgent groups 

fighting to topple him.26  The NRM was one of the more experienced insurgent groups.   

 Led by Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, the group established its base in the “Luwero 

Triangle,” an area north of Kampala between the roads to Hoima and Gulu in Buganda, 

where Museveni’s support base is.27  Many of the government soldiers who fought 

against the NRM in this area were Acholi, and the Acholi people at large are thus often 

viewed as the culprits for the atrocities that took place.28  This contributes to the divides 

between people of northern ethnicities, particularly the Acholi, and those in the rest of the 

country, particularly those in the capitol and Buganda.  The UNLA herded civilians in 

Buganda into unsafe, squalid camps so that the UNLA could carry out their counter-

insurgency campaign.  The death toll from this period of horrific violence is estimated to 

be 300,000.29 

 Briefly before Museveni seized power, General Tito Okello, an Acholi military 

leader ruled as the result of a split between the shaky Acholi-Langi alliance.  His reign 

did not last and attempts at a peace accord with the NRM were unsuccessful.30  While 

some Acholi people who had been in the UNLA tried to move back to Acholiland and 

begin new lives after the fall of Okello, many moved to southern Sudan and began to 

regroup or joined other guerilla groups supported by the government in Khartoum.31 

                                                 
26 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 50-53. 
27 Ibid, 53. 
28 Mirezeler, Mustafa & Crawford Young.  “Pastoral politics in the northeast periphery in Uganda: AK-47 
as change agent,” The Journal of Modern African Studies 38 (2000), 417. 
29 Ibid, 417 and Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 
1996), 53. 
30 Allen, Tim.  “War and Justice in Northern Uganda: An Assessment of the International Criminal Court’s 
Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 11. 
31 Ibid, 11. 
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 Today, Museveni’s Uganda is often viewed as an “African success story.”32  It is 

“stable,” particularly compared to past regimes.  The country has made notable strides in 

the battle against HIV/AIDs.33  Museveni is a close ally of the US and receives military 

support as a supporter of the Global War on Terror34.  His administration also closely 

follows the program of international financial institutions.35  The North is an 

“embarrassing blot” on Museveni’s record; human development indicators are incredibly 

low and unequal to the rest of Uganda.36  Gulu has an average life expectancy of about 30 

years, as compared to about 60 years in the rest of the country. 37  Poverty and literacy 

rates follow similar trends.  Further, Amnesty International reports that soon after 

Museveni was in power, he committed mass atrocities against the Acholi; there was “a 

consistent pattern of extrajudicial killings,” torture, and maltreatment of “suspected 

rebels” in Acholiland.38  The NRM also mass looted Acholi cattle, formerly a major 

source of livelihood and important social resource.39 

 The memories of this period of NRM brutality are still very recent for the Acholi 

people.  I had a conversation with an Acholi man sitting next to me on the bus to Gulu 

                                                 
32 International press and financial institutions commonly portray this image of Uganda.  For example, see 
“Uganda is an African success story” in The Global Property Guide. 
http://www.globalpropertyguide.com/Africa/Uganda (accessed April 19, 2009). 
33 Cavaliere, Victoria, “Uganda's AIDS Prevention Campaign Hailed as Model for Other Countries” Voice 
of America, March 23, 2005. 
http://www.voanews.com/english/archive/2005-03/2005-03-23voa59.cfm?CFID=176782015&CFTO 
KEN=77036806&jsessionid=6630ff65573c27c080a064031472216252e7 (accessed April 15, 2009) 
34 Kiggundu, Edris.  “Uganda: U.S. Hails Military Relations With Country,”  The Weekly Observer, April 
17, 2008. 
 allafrica.com/stories/200804170787.html (accessed April 19, 2008) 
35 The World Bank, “Uganda: From Conflict to Sustained Growth and Deep Reductions in Poverty” 
(Shanghai Poverty Conference: Case Study Summary), 1. 
36 Baguma, Arthur, Harriette Onyalia and Gerald Tenywa, “Agriculture declines by 50 percent,”  New 
Vision, November 29, 2007.  
allafrica.com/stories/200711300027.html (accessed November 30, 2007). 
37 Ibid. 
38 “Uganda: The failure to safeguard human rights,” (London: Amnesty International, 1992), 29-30. 
39 Baines, Erin.  “The Haunting of Alice.”  The International Journal of Transitional Justice Vol. 1 (2007), 
99. 
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from Kampala in January 2008.  He stared at the road for a long time, pausing in our 

conversation.  He told me that people used to call it “pray road,” because you would pray 

you got to the end of it.  He described three ambushes he had experienced on the road, 

explaining that “the rebels” would stop the bus, get everyone off, and shoot certain 

people.  He noted that they sometimes laid the dead, naked dead bodies in the middle of 

the road to make a cross symbol.  This was one of my first days during my first period of 

fieldwork in Uganda, and I initially assumed he was referring to LRA attacks.  When I 

asked him he told me that he was referring the NRM.  Others in Gulu Town described the 

looting of their cattle during the beginning of the NRM regime or by the Karamojong 

cattle raiders with support from the regime.  While the hostility and mistrust toward the 

NRM took on new tones during the displacement, insurgency campaigns, and several 

stalled peace processes, its roots clearly go even deeper. 

 The Holy Spirit Movement or the Holy Spirit Mobile Forces (HSMF) was one of 

the spiritual, resistance groups that emerged in the years following Museveni’s ascent to 

power.40  Led by Alice Lakawena, the group pursued war as “a form of healing through 

which people would be purified.  The healing is on both sides, as those that die are like 

the rotten flesh cut out by a surgeon.  The pure, on the other hand, could not be killed.”41  

The increased presence of “traditional” healing, promoted during the Amin era, perhaps a 

seeking of new solutions, the power of female diviners in Acholi society at the time, and 

initial victories of the HSMF against the NRM led to many others joining.42  Lakawena 

commanded tremendous power.   

                                                 
40 Ibid, 99. 
41 Allen, Tim.  “War and Justice in Northern Uganda: An Assessment of the International Criminal Court’s 
Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 14. 
42 Ibid, 12-14. 
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 Joseph Kony, the current leader of the LRA was also a spiritual diviner like 

Lakawena, and there are rumors that they were related.43  However, his force was 

relatively insignificant until 1988 when the UPDA, which had remained active from 

bases in southern Sudan, signed a peace deal with the NRM government.  Many were 

unwilling to surrender, and these combatants joined Kony. The International Crisis Group 

explains that the LRA grew out of “a fusion of UPDA conventional military tactics and 

objectives… with HSMF spiritualism.  Many of the [UPDA] combatants who still did not 

want to end the struggle joined the LRA.  This was a major event in taking the LRA from 

smaller movement to a serious rebel force.  To this, Joseph Kony added his own 

dimension of terror and coercion.”44  The LRA received support from the Government of 

Sudan in Khartoum (GoS), while the Government of Uganda (GoU) retaliated by funding 

the secessionist group SPLA during Sudan’s Civil War.45  Thus, the GoU and the GoS 

were engaged in a proxy war via funding each other’s rebel groups, which had taken 

place on and off for decades. 

 Initially, Kony and the LRA were at war with the GoU.  While their political goals 

were somewhat vague, their grievances against the NRM for marginalizing the Acholi 

and committing atrocities were clear.  In the mid-1990s Kony came to view the Acholi as 

traitors, “co-opted” and “polluted” by the government.46  This changed the dynamic of 

the war, as civilians became the target of the LRA’s unfathomably brutal tactics, 

including mutilation, rape, and abduction designed to instill fear in to the population47.  

                                                 
43 Ibid, 16. 
44 “Northern Uganda: Understanding and Solving the Conflict,” International Crisis Group Africa Report 
77 (April 14 2004), 31.  
45 Baines, Erin.  “The Haunting of Alice.”  The International Journal of Transitional Justice Vol. 1 (2007), 
100. 
46 Ibid. 
47 “Still gripped by fear,” The Economist, November 29, 2008. 
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People living in the Acholi sub-region, in addition to the Lango, Teso, and West Nile 

sub-regions have been most directly affected by the violence.  Within these populations, 

the LRA has abducted thousands of people, including as many as 30,000 children, who 

are often integrated as combatants or kept as sexual slaves48. 

 While living in displacement camps was voluntary in some parts of the North, the 

government forcibly displaced the population in Acholiland as part of their counter-

insurgency strategy.  In 1996, the government “proceeded to forcibly displace and intern 

the entire rural Acholi population, over a million people, in squalid, under-protected 

internment camps, where excess mortality rates have reached a staggering level of 1,000 

people per week.”49 As late as 2005, the UPDF was not providing legitimate protection to 

the camps, often situating themselves in the center of the camp (rather than surrounding 

it), launching grenades into the camps during LRA attacks, or simply being mysteriously 

not present during attacks.50  This created pervasive insecurity in the camps and permitted 

mass abductions during LRA attacks, creating the horrifying phenomenon of child “night 

commuters” which is perhaps the most common image in the international press of the 

conflict; children from the insecure IDP camps flooding into the few large towns to sleep 

in storefronts, bus parks and churches out of fear of abduction in the night. 

 The mass displacement of people turned the conflict from a civil war in a part of 

Africa that typically receives very little international attention to a “humanitarian 

                                                                                                                                               
www.economist.com/world/africa/displaystory.cfm?story_id=10214802 (accessed April 2, 2008) 
48 “The Crisis in Northern Uganda.”  Human Rights Watch: Campaigns. 
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49 Branch, Adam.  “Against Humanitarian Impunity,” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding Vol 2, No 
2 (June 2008), 153. 
50 Finnstrom, Sverker.  "Survival in war-torn Uganda." Anthropology Today Vol 22, No 2 (2006), 18 and 
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Intervention,” (Draft, London School Economics: 2005), 24. 
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crisis.”51  In 2003, UN Undersecretary General for Humanitarian Affairs Jan Egeland 

described the conflict as “the biggest forgotten, neglected humanitarian emergency in the 

world.”52  The displacement of nearly two million people in the North eventually 

“bought” the attention of the world and the humanitarian agenda because the civil 

conflict was suddenly viewed as a crisis involving “internally displaced persons” (IDPs) 

and the disease, hunger, and insecurity that accompanies that.  Media attention on the 

“night-commuters,” particularly because of an amateur documentary made about them 

called Invisible Children also drew attention.   

 This humanitarian type of attention affected how NGOs viewed the situation, 

communicated about it, and engaged with it.  Because of how the humanitarian regime 

operates and is theoretically routed in ideas of neutrality, the war was reconstructed into 

an apolitical problem.  For example, the IDP label suggests people have been “displaced” 

because of the violence perpetrated by evil rebels, not as a calculated, counter-insurgency 

tactic by the government.  Indeed, a more accurate description is that the government 

forcibly drove one million people from their, made them live in overcrowded camps, and 

allowed disease and hunger to proliferate.   Once the conflict was framed on the world 

stage as an apolitical crisis and made it onto the humanitarian agenda, huge amounts of 

funding became available.  Many NGOs and agencies entered the region, particularly as 

relative security increased after 2006 ceasefire53 and a new round of peace talks began.   

 The Peace Process is currently (4/2009) stalled or collapsed after Kony consistently 
                                                 
51 Branch, Adam.  “Against Humanitarian Impunity,” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding Vol 2, No 
2 (June 2008), 153. 
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failed to show up to sign the final accord, which was painstakingly negotiated.54  The 

negotiations took place in Juba, capitol of Southern Sudan. Vice President of South 

Sudan Riek Machar mediated the talks.  The unsigned final agreement includes the 

creation of a special division within the Ugandan High Court in which people charged 

with crimes related to the war could be tried55.  Those accused of “lesser crimes” would 

go through the mato oput process, a community- and culturally-based accountability and 

reconciliation process described in detail in following sections. The details are unclear 

about what types of crimes would be eligible for prosecution, but Museveni has made it 

clear that only the LRA (not the government) would be eligible to tried in the courts.56 

Museveni has however also suggested that all members of the LRA would go through the 

mato oput process, though this is not what reports on the peace agreement suggest.57  The 

primary reason Joseph Kony did not sign, according to his representatives, is because of 

the International Criminal Court indictment of him and four other top LRA commanders, 

two of which have likely died.58  The ICC issued the arrest warrants in 2005 and has 

refused to withdraw them.  The court noted that it could not lawfully do so and that it 
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would injure the state and prospect of international justice59. 

 Today, the LRA primarily operates in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 

and, to a lesser extent, in South Sudan.  They or a faction of them may have also been in 

the Central African Republic.  In December 2008, a US-assisted joint force from all three 

countries struck at the LRA base in Garamba Park in eastern DRC.60  They were 

unsuccessful in eliminating Kony or much of the LRA’s force. Civilians clearly in 

potential LRA escape routes were left unprotected, and the LRA killed as many as 900 

people in the following two weeks.61 

 There have been no known attacks in northern Uganda in the past two years, but 

insecurity persists.  Banditry and robbery associated with former combatants remains a 

serious concern for people seeking to reestablish their lives outside of the IDP camps.  

Much of the population still lives in the IDP camps because most rural areas lack basic 

necessities, such as access to sanitary water.  Fear of full-blown conflict returning is also 

a major factor in preventing a larger scale return.  In short, people in northern Uganda 

live in a “gray zone” in which most perpetrators are also victims, and there is neither war 

nor peace.   
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III. UNDERSTANDING FRICTION 
 
 This chapter is about friction as a theoretical framework and an applied concept.  I 

first explain why the concept of “friction” is the most useful way to understand the 

interface between NGOs and community transitional justice in Gulu.  I explain this by 

both drawing on theoretical literature and by grounding the concept in my fieldwork.  I 

draw particularly on one day in which frictions were illuminated to me in countless ways. 

It is also important to note that I drew on the concept of ‘friction’ to explain what I was 

seeing.  In other words, the theoretical grounding of this study emerged from the field 

research during the process and was not previously selected or rigidly applied.  

 Much literature depicts the engagement between NGOs and the local context as a 

static “clash of cultures” or as a fully neocolonial relationship in which the NGOs are 

resourced and powerful and local actors have no agency.  While this may be an accurate 

depiction of the NGO regime in many societies, my fieldwork shows that this neglects 

the agency and power of local actors and the change that both they and the NGO 

programs experience though their engagement.  All involved actors, both the unevenly 

transplanted NGO paradigm and a spectrum of local actors, each with varying degrees of 

power and agency, are in constant negotiation about how community transitional justice 

should be done based on their respective culture, resources, and social and political 

agendas.  This leads to continuous changes in and reorganizations of power, culture, and 

social order.  Friction is the intersection of ideas, practices and discourses even when the 

interface is not consciously negotiated.  As Tsing puts it, “Rubbing two sticks together 

produces heat and light; one stick alone is just a stick… friction reminds us that 

heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements in culture and 
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power.”62  Thus, such interfaces cannot be understood as simply a “clash of cultures” or a 

purely a one-directional, neocolonial domination or displacement of local ideas and 

practices.  The sticky “global” institutions, in this case NGOs and ideas about transitional 

justice, engage with the local context too.  As Tsing describes it: 

Engaged universals travel across difference and are charged and changed 
by their travels.  Through friction, universals become practically effective.  
Yet, they can never fulfill their promises of universality.  Even in 
transcending localities, they do not take over the world.  They are limited 
by the practical necessity of mobilizing adherents.  Engaged universals 
must convince us to pay attention to them.  All universals are engaged 
when considered as practical projects accomplished in a heterogeneous 
world.63 
 

 My fieldwork identified and described the frictions taking place that affect 

community transitional justice while also going into greater depth to understand how 

these frictions have affected the articulation of and focus on forgiveness in particular.  

The best way to understand how to see and study these frictions in Gulu is through a 

story.  I don’t analyze the following information in depth, but rather use it to elucidate 

instances of friction in order to clarify my application of the concept; in depth analysis is 

the project of the following chapters.  Rather, the following story is meant to provide 

clear, practical examples of what frictions are and how I identified them.   

 

A TRAINING FOR WOMEN “PEACEBUILDERS” 

 In June 2009 I observed a “training” on peacebuilding for female cultural leaders 

of relatively low power.  It was part of a “women in peacebuilding” initiative funded and 

developed by one of the largest international NGOs (iNGO), which I will call by the 
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pseudonym Global Aid.64  This particular training was implemented through one of 

Global Aid’s project partners, several higher ranking traditional leaders.  My observation 

of and interviews around this training are what led me to begin speaking of frictions, 

tensions, and disconnects.    

 I first arrived at the training with Kettie65, the head of this particular Global Aid 

program.  A traditional leader approached us and began to argue with Kettie.  He told us 

that women have always resolved conflict in their communities, and there is no need to 

train them to do so.  He explained that in the past, women spoke with their husbands in 

bed, a safer space, and guided them to the right conclusion which the man would execute 

the following day.  Kettie laughed and gritted her teeth, arguing politely with him.  He 

assured her that he did not mean to cause any trouble, but the way peacebuilding is 

described in the Acholi language is the same as human rights, which meant it was in 

conflict with Acholi culture.  Kettie assured him that peacebuilding was different than 

human rights, but he just shook his head.  Earlier she had explained her view to me; 

human rights doctrine “sees culture as backward, glass half empty.  Peacebuilding sees 

the glass half full.”  Either way, it was clear to this elder that a younger, non-Acholi 

woman and her NGO were suggesting that something about his culture was not sufficient 

to bring about peace.  His view of Kettie and Global Aid unintentionally connects them to 

the pervasive stereotype throughout Uganda that Acholi people and culture are inherently 

violent and unable to resolve conflicts.66 
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 At the tea break, I introduced myself to a few of the participants, female cultural 

leaders from IDP camps in Acholiland, primarily in Gulu District.  A few women invited 

me to sit with them while we ate hard-boiled eggs and sipped black tea.  When I asked 

them how they were finding the training, a barrage of criticism ensued: Their husbands 

demand money when they return home because they assumed spending so much time 

with an NGO should lead directly to receiving funds.  When the husbands found that their 

wives had brought no money home, fights or abuse sometimes ensued.  The NGOs tell 

the women to start groups and use the new skills in which they have been trained in to 

build peace in their communities, but there is no follow-up or support.  Women do all the 

work in the gardens and with the children, and they are still expected to go to these 

trainings.  When I asked why they go, despite of all these problems, the woman next to 

me said she really didn’t know why.  Another woman agreed, and then placed her empty 

plate on the folding table and went back inside.  An older woman said to me, “Peace is 

also in the home, in a relationship between man and woman.  You must respect.”  She, 

like the elder we first spoke to that day, felt that Global Aid’s approach to peacebuilding 

actually created household conflict by excluding men and then raising their suspicions.   

 After tea, Kettie began her presentation about the female peacebuilding program.  

Kettie was Ugandan but not Acholi, and while she could speak the language she was 

much stronger in English.  She chose to address every one in English with a translator.  

The program was based on UN Resolution 1325, which aims to address the unique 

impacts of war on women and their contributions to conflict resolution and building 

peace.  The resolution particularly focuses on high-level conflict resolution noting “the 

need to increase their [women’s] role in decision- making with regard to conflict 
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prevention and resolution.”67  Global Aid was trying to bring the resolution’s emphasis 

on increased participation of women in peacebuilding and conflict resolution “down to 

the grassroots,” as Kettie put it.  “You [women participants] are the grassroots… the real 

grassroots!”  She referred to herself as the “grass tips.”   

 A debate soon ensued between Kettie and the male chief from a nearby area.  

Kettie demanded that he explain why there are no female chiefs, a position affiliated 

today with cultural or traditional leadership, in Uganda’s Acholiland while there 

supposedly are among the Acholi in Southern Sudan.  She and some of the other women 

quickly refuted his reasons, which mostly pertained to the fact that women are born into 

one clan but marry into another, making it unclear in which they could be chief.  Women 

and the few men in the room raised hands with great enthusiasm and stood to deliver 

eloquent speeches.  One male elder finally grew very irritated and told Kettie that every 

nation has different constitutions and ways of doing things; Uganda does not need to be 

like South Sudan or any other place.  Kettie responded, “The [Ugandan Acholi] cultural 

institution is provided for under the constitution… the government of Uganda signed UN 

Resolution 1325, and that’s why we we’re implementing it.”  She also reminded the chief 

with whom she had begun the debate to “take notes” on the points she and the women 

were making. 

 The frictions are clear.  The traditional leaders accepted funds from Global Aid in 

an attempt to use their resources to promote their ideas about the role of women in 

community transitional justice.  They are trying to shape culture, which is currently 

fiercely contested in Acholiland, in a way that is most advantageous to them and most in 

line with their view of what it is and should be, yet even the walls that they make these 
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decisions in are funded by Global Aid or other international NGOs and institutions.  

Further, their mandate is formally from the central government.68  They struggle to resist 

the iNGO view of how women should be leaders combined with the need to also 

accommodate them as their grantee creates serious frictions, which Kettie and the iNGO 

are clearly directing.  It is important to note that while Global Aid is directing the friction 

and the interface is certainly unequal, the dynamic is not one of clear domination of the 

traditional leaders, but rather of creative and tense engagement.  

 The women in the training tried to use the NGO platform as well.  They voiced 

their frustrations to male cultural leaders and tried to use Global Aid’s pro-female 

empowerment culture to negotiate a better arrangement for themselves, despite their 

frustrations and articulate criticism of the Global Aid program itself.  Indeed, they clearly 

did not fully share the program's ideas, yet they tried to use their power to advocate for 

themselves. 

 Kettie used her “grass tips” status as an employee of an international NGO and 

connection to an international resolution to create power.  She positioned culture and the 

traditional leadership structure under the formal state, and positioned the UN and 

international bodies like her NGO in some ways above the state, but also as its partner 

acting on its behalf.  She used this created power through her connection to the “global” 

to negotiate for her view of how Acholi women should live and be treated.  Though she 

positioned herself above traditional leader, she relies on them as a project partner.  She 

needs to make sure they are not hostile toward her and believe in her NGO's mission, as 

she showed by trying to distance herself from human rights and imbue new, separate 

meaning into the term peacebuilding. 
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 A creative, energized engagement around and struggle for material and social 

resources was clearly manifest at this training.  All parties are trying to use aspects of the 

interface to achieve practical goals, namely improvement of their own surroundings.  As 

noted above, the training also makes it evident that in any situation, it is not simply the 

“local context” and the “transplanted global” that are creating friction.  In this case, there 

were at least three parties- the women “participants,” the male cultural leaders and their 

conception of culture, and the NGO staff and their regime.  Within even one of these 

groups, there could be even more actors.  For example, the NGO approach to engagement 

varies depending on whether the staff member is international, Acholi, Acholi but didn’t 

live in the North during the war, or Ugandan but not Acholi. 

 After about half an hour of heated debate about why Ugandan Acholi women 

cannot be chiefs, Kettie gestured a lot of waving hands away and tried to draw everyone 

back to the “training.”  She asked women to share stories of when they have been 

peacebuilders in their communities.   

 One woman told a story about her son who had left her to join the LRA.  She 

couldn’t bear him being away and thinking of him in the bush, so she decided that if he 

could survive there, she could too.  She took her baby and went to the bush to stay with 

the LRA until she could convince her son to leave and come home with her.  She 

eventually convinced him and two others to escape and return.  When they returned to 

Acholiland, she paid for all of their school fees, and they are all now educated.  Kettie’s 

eyes welled with tears as she listened to the story, and she thanked the woman profusely 

for sharing it.  When I later interviewed her and, separately, one of her staff members, 

both told me that the stories like the one above were very touching, but ultimately not 



 33 

about women in peacebuilding.  They were simply about general experiences during the 

war, and it was their job as NGO staff to get the participants back to the topic of the 

“training.”  Peacebuilding stories were supposed to be about teaching others about 

forgiveness, reconciliation, and conflict resolution or resolving communal conflicts.  

Here, friction clearly exists around what it means to be a female peacebuilder in one’s 

community.  The way Acholi women view their role in the community transitional justice 

process did not fit into the NGO’s toolkit. 

 This story is meant to demonstrate how tangible and almost visible friction is in 

many situations in Gulu District.  Interfaces are constantly taking place.  The focus of the 

following chapters is on better understanding how such frictions affect the community 

transitional process, particularly forgiveness.   
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IV. MAPPING A FEW “ZONES OF AWKWARD ENGAGEMENT” 
  
 This chapter identifies several “zones of awkward engagement” or space in which 

friction occurs between the local context, including local institutions, cultural practices, 

and politics and the international aid community, specifically the awkwardly, unevenly 

transplanted global models and ideas.  In addition to identifying areas of friction, I also 

examine their effects on society in Gulu District.  While the focus of this chapter is not on 

forgiveness and reconciliation, I try to relate observed frictions to this and to community 

transitional justice in general.  The frictions and their resulting effects that I propose are 

by no means exhaustive. 

The conflict and its resulting frictions have fundamentally changed the way 

material wealth is accessed, society and power is organized, and cultural practices are 

conducted in Gulu District.  Firstly, the displacement strategy of the government of 

Uganda (GoU), insecurity, and mass cattle looting during the beginning of the war made 

it impossible for the Acholi people to continue earning their livelihoods as farmers and 

cattle herders.  War was also clearly not conducive to the development of a private sector 

in northern Uganda, and it currently supplies very few formal jobs.  The public sector is 

underfunded and only offers a small amount of employment.  Furthermore, unless one is 

involved with the local councils or an elected position, demonstrated loyalty to the ruling 

party ranges from highly important to non-negotiable.69  As in most African countries, 

the informal economy is one the largest sectors of employment.70  Some smaller-scale 

markets and other informal economic activity existed in the internally displaced persons 
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camps throughout the war, particularly during times of relative peace.  Today informal 

activity has greatly increased as town markets are open and the roads are safer. 

 The large-scale entry of the NGO regime changed the way in which wealth and 

power is accessed and earned in Gulu District.  NGOs brought tremendous formal 

employment opportunities never previously seen.  For youth who could gain education in 

agriculture, development, or peace and conflict studies, employment finally seemed 

possible.  Survivors of the war could also access material wealth from the iNGOs by 

being their “beneficiaries,” but only certain “types” of people were able to become 

beneficiaries.  A new informal market in the sales of suffering to iNGOs arose.  Visiting 

journalists and researchers have contributed to this to a lesser extent.  Additionally, local 

institutions restructure or “NGOize” themselves in order to access NGO material wealth 

as an “implementing partner.”  This often involves radically changing or expanding their 

discourse and way of engaging with the community.  New local institutions have 

emerged as well. 

Inextricably linked with changes in economic access and power are changes in 

social order.  War had already deeply affected social organization in Gulu District.  Men 

were no longer able to provide for their families, the local government crumbled in most 

cases, and children were abducted from their homes.  The entry of the iNGO regime also 

affected social organization by creating a new, young class of economically and socially 

powerful elite who spoke the language of NGOs and gained power and standing by being 

connected to the “global.”  It also let to the emergence, re-emergence, and reincarnation 

of local institutions, each in resistance to and engagement with iNGOs, creating friction 

that has also let to new, constantly contested arrangements in culture and power.  Each 
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impacts the state of community transitional justice, the focus of the following two 

chapters.   

 I have organized each interaction under a broad heading that refers to the zone in 

which the engagement and friction takes place.  Each sub-section maps the interface and 

then notes the effects of the friction, particularly focusing on changes in power 

arrangements, social order, access to material wealth, and cultural practices.  This 

organization and the explanations themselves are a bit patchwork.  As Tsing notes, this is 

unavoidable to an extent with when studying such connections.71  Furthermore, this is 

simply a first attempt.  It is yields interesting findings alone and to understand how 

forgiveness and reconciliation promotion can be viewed in the context of friction and its 

impact of Acholi society, the subject of the following chapters. 

 As noted in the introduction, it is important to clarify that this is in no way an 

evaluation or judgment of the effectiveness or value of NGO programs, peace-related or 

otherwise. Rather it is an attempt to see, describe and understand more closely the 

tensions and frictions created by such programs.  Given that NGOs exist in Gulu Town 

and other conflict-affected communities around the world, understanding these interfaces 

and their frictions is important. 

 
YOUTH AND NGO EMPLOYMENT 

 
 Employment opportunities offered by NGOs have remade the way educated youth 

access material wealth and negotiate their place in the social order.  As noted above, 

NGOs and international institutions offer the majority of formal employment.  What they 

                                                 
71 Tsing, Alice.  Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), xi. 
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don’t offer – positions with the local government or a community-based organization – 

they often fund.  Employment by NGOs is both part of social reconstruction and 

community transitional justice for those who are able to participate, and it understandably 

affects these processes in the population at large. In this sub-section, I try to demonstrate 

these points by drawing on the stories of several NGO employees, which are rich and 

complex as they earn their living based on the existence of the conflict and from 

organizations that are both locally engaged and international. 

 On the streets of Gulu Town, there are many young men and women in Western 

clothes walking back and forth between the tall, gated compounds of NGOs.  Many men 

wear a flash drive around their neck tucked under their collared shirt or into their front 

pocket; It is a sign of knowledge and status in the new social order in which NGO 

employment is the best paying, most sought after position. 

 Comfort72 works at one of the largest, most well known international NGOs 

(iNGO) in Gulu District.  She is originally from an area of the district that endured one of 

the most horrific, largest massacres, but she grew up and gained all of her education in 

Kampala.  She moved back to Gulu with her young son.  She spends weekend nights 

dancing at the bars in Gulu Town and listens to Christian rock music played from her 

computer at her desk in the gated compound of the iNGO.  Comfort represents one 

general group of Ugandan NGO employees- people who are originally from the North, 

but grew up in Kampala or elsewhere and have moved back primarily for employment.  

Surely ties to home draw them as well, and often they speak Luo, making them attractive 

job candidates to the NGOs.   

                                                 
72 Pseudonym 
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 Comfort was very concerned about losing her current job because the transition 

from, in NGO discourse, “emergency” to “development” is currently taking place now 

that the North is in a period of relative peace.  This means less resources and jobs.  

“When they [NGOs] phase out, it’s going to cause a high level of unemployment… 

personally, I know for me, I will probably look for work elsewhere [another location]… 

There are few well paying private sector jobs… So it’s basically the NGOs… There will 

be a scramble for the little that’s there.”73  Like the other respondents I interviewed from 

NGOs, she explained that the government offers better job security, but the NGOs offer a 

higher salary and better training and skill building.  She also noted that it is much easier 

to work for the government if one is affiliated with the ruling party.  If one is affiliated 

with an opposition party, there is little chance. 

 Comfort spoke of the other broad type of Ugandan employee of iNGOs with great 

respect.  People who had lived through the war, were often not highly educated, and were 

primarily Acholi had been most of the first employees at many of the iNGOs.  At this 

point, many such people have even become project managers, leading specific projects or 

programs of the organization, though they may not have completed more than six years 

of school.  The job from the NGO was “a very good reward for them,” she told me; it was 

in some ways a reparation for all they had suffered during the war.  “We outsiders didn’t 

live through it and just come in and grab something… They survived death really,” she 

explained.   

 Because the scale of the NGO regime in Gulu Town is so large, employment has 

not just affected community transitional justice in its programs, but also in its ability to 

employ such a large percentage of the population.  “Eating” from these organizations, as 
                                                 
73 Interview with Comfort (pseudonym) in Gulu Town, June 2008. 
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many people describe earning a living from them, is directly from the international 

community to a survivor of the war, in many cases.  The opportunity only exists because 

the war exists.   

 To gain such employment and thus access wealth in this new economic structure, 

one must subscribe to NGO ideology and lingo to an extent.  Many youth seek higher 

education in fields such as development and peace and conflict studies.  Even those who 

have not succeeded in gaining employment with an NGO still participate in the culture.  

This impacts the social order of Gulu District.  Firstly, because rights-based approaches 

are often considered to be potentially in conflict with culture by local traditional leaders, 

this puts educated youth in a place of tension with them.74  Secondly, as the local 

government both depends on and profusely criticizes the NGO regime, this also places 

educated youth in position of potential tension with the local government.75  Lastly, as 

NGOs are there as mandated by the central government and are essentially doing the 

work of the central government, educated youth theoretically stand closer to the 

Museveni regime than their elders, many of whom were directly engaged in the fight 

against his NRM.  This friction has augmented generational and socioeconomic divides.  

Furthermore, some of the people who most succeed within these types of frictions are 

those that view themselves as separate from the local context or look down on it. 

 This repositioning of youth in the social order is demonstrated dramatically by the 

story of Gideon.  Gideon rose quickly in one of the largest international aid organizations.  

When I called to arrange an interview, he suggested we meet in one of the fancy 

                                                 
74 The debate between Kettie and the Acholi traditional leader elder explained in the previous chapter is an 
example of this. 
75 Local government members from the highest ranking elected official to chairman of smaller communities 
criticized NGOs.  Occasionally they publicly critique them over the radio or kick them out.  See Mazige, 
Joseph and Gladys Oroma. “Gulu to expel clumsy NGOs,” Daily Monitor, 10 July 2008. 
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restaurants along the road where all the NGOs are located, nicknamed “NGO row.”  The 

restaurant served western food and had a large assortment of imported alcohol, all prices 

about 1000-2000% higher than in the smaller “chop shops” in town.  The restaurant was 

empty when we entered.  Gideon scanned the open tables and began to walk briskly along 

them until we reached the corner of the long, open-air room.  He stood in front of the one 

occupied table where the staff sat playing cards and laughing.  He told them that he 

would like to sit at that table and asked them to move.  They jumped up quickly.  He then 

took off a high-tech looking, black backpack and pulled out two newspapers, The New 

Vision and The Daily Monitor and began to read them side by side while encouraging me 

to let him know what my research was about while he read.  While this might have been 

considered a surprising, rude attitude in the US, it certainly considered far beyond that in 

Uganda where meetings are often done over tea and after a conversation about someone’s 

family.  It is clear from Gideon’s (extremely atypical) treatment of the employees of the 

restaurant and of his general demeanor, working for an NGO was a way to distinguish 

himself based on the connection to the “global,” which he sought to demonstrate in every 

possible way.  While most NGO employees do not demonstrate it so blatantly, there is a 

clear separation and sense of status associated with those who are employed by NGOs. 

 Gideon was from Gulu District but had lived outside of it until his father died.  He 

and his mother began to have financial problems after the death, compelling them to 

return to Gulu and reintegrate into their community during the war.  Gideon recalled 

taking his final exam one year to the sound of gunfire and having to sneak back to his 

home after he finished.  He eventually found his way to internships and higher education 

in Kampala.  I asked him if he had been scared to return to Gulu for his job with the 
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NGO.  He shook his head noting, “We are protected… the cars that we travel in have 

humanitarian flags, so rebels don’t shoot… We have the flags, we have the armed 

escorts.” 

 In addition to Gideon’s position in the social structure, the issue of reparation in 

NGO employment is apparent here as well.  While local staff is not afforded the same 

protection as international staff in emergency situations, the level of protection is much 

higher than that of the local population living in town or the IDP Camps.  For Gideon, 

employment with an NGO allowed him to shift from a position in society in which he 

runs from gunfire and must live along side people he viewed as below him to a position 

in which he is protected by armed guards and international law and can have any table he 

wants in an expensive restaurant  

 
HIERARCHIES OF SUFFERING 

 
The donor-driven culture of NGO and the focus on specific populations in the 

name of maximizing the impact of programs, or “targeting,” has led to people being 

categorized by type of suffering and organized along fundable types of victimhood.  The 

friction between these NGO-created hierarchies has remade access to wealth, local 

economic needs and power dynamics.  In the hierarchy, women always come before men, 

as men are treated as perpetrators.  People who fought with and/or were abducted by the 

LRA, youth ex-combatants, survivors of sexual violence, widows, and people living with 

HIV or AIDs are in highly “fundable” categories of victimhood.  The hierarchy varies to 

an extent, depending on the layout of NGO programs in each community, but this is the 

basic model. 
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In order to access NGO funds for any peace-related activities (in addition to other 

activities, such as entrepreneurship) community members must form groups.  People I 

spoke with constantly explained that the only way to approach an NGO was in a group.  

Community-based organizations (CBOs) often organize groups and then approach NGOs 

for funding.  Even counselors view part of their job as advising people (typically women) 

about how to form groups to access NGO funds.76   

 A counselor involved in advising community members about creating groups 

noted that it was very rare for men to form groups.  She immediately attributed it to 

common male problems with substance abuse and a general tendency to benefit from the 

work of wives.  While I don’t seek to refute, agree with, or even examine this point about 

men and substance abuse, which is certainly a problem seriously affecting the entire 

population,77 her attitude portrays a common one of men as creators of problems and 

violence and women as peaceful and hard-working.  In other words, men are the 

perpetrators and women are the victims.  While this may be a common stereotype in 

many parts of the world, it has a new dimension in war-affected northern Uganda; Men 

created the war and fought it through women’s bodies by raping them and stealing their 

children.  Acholi men who historically earned respect and status by providing for their 

family were unable to during the many years in the displacement camp.  A social sense of 

collapsing male identity has been observed.78  NGO programs unintentionally engage 

with this through targeting women and excluding men, implicitly coining them as 

                                                 
76 Interview in Gulu Town with counselor from large counseling center, June 2008. 
77 “95% Gulu Youth Into Alcohol,” The Daily Monitor, 11 June 2008. 
78 Dolan, Christopher.  “Collapsing Masculinities and Weak States  - a case study of northern Uganda” 
(Acord UK: 2001), 4. 
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perpetrators.  This frictional engagement contributes and adds a new dimension to a 

dynamic of women as the victims and men as the perpetrators in every day life.   

Many of the men I spoke to observed this.  One young man I interviewed in 

Palero IDP Camp explained this very clearly, “They [NGOs] focus only on women.  It’s 

not very good because they should help both sides… For them [NGOs] they say they help 

someone who has been wronged only… It’s the man who looks for the problems, it’s the 

ladies who are disturbed.”79   

 While women are targeted more often than men, the hierarchy is a more complex.  

Generally, victims of sexual and gender-based violence or SGBV victims are an even 

more easily fundable “category of victim” within the female population.  “Abductees,” or 

people who were abducted by (or chose to fight with) the Lord’ Resistance Army are 

another fundable category of victim.  In this context, people are never referred to as “ex-

combatants” but as “abductees,” or victims without agency.  Perhaps the most highly 

fundable category of victimhood is “child solider” because it is associated with those who 

have the least amount of agency.  Films such as Blood Diamond and, more specific to 

northern Uganda, Invisible Children raised awareness about the horrific, pervasive 

abduction of children.  Many NGOs, including the one that grew out of the Invisible 

Children film, target this population, though often the children are now adults by 

common definition, some times in their thirties.   

Beyond these clear categories, the nature of the hierarchy varies to an extent 

depending on the NGO landscape in each IDP Camp or community.  What is common is 

all is that adult men, especially those who were “just” displaced by the war and “just” 

witnessed the death and abduction of family members and friends are not fundable.  
                                                 
79 Interview in Palero IDP Camp, July 2008. 
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Further, survivors are completely aware of the hierarchy and must use it and insert their 

lives into its categories in order to access resources.  Another person I spoke to in Palero 

IDP Camp, a young mother whose husband was killed during the war explained, “They 

are helping the widows, then the orphans, then the people affected by HIV.”  I asked her 

how they are helping the men and she smiled and said quickly, “They help the women.”80 

 A few people I interviewed disagreed that women were focused on over men.  

Even in these cases, the categorization of victims was still quite evident.  For example, an 

elderly man in Opit Camp who did not feel that women were focused on more than men 

noted that in his surroundings, “They are helping everybody equally, the leaders, the… 

the disabled, and the old alike.”  He then explained that for those with HIV, it is the 

missionaries that will help.  While he did not necessarily view this as a hierarchy of 

victimhood, categorization by type of suffering was clearly present.  For the purposes of 

resource access, each person belonged to a different category of suffering, and there was 

a different NGO or other actor to help.  Interestingly, he never noted adult men in his 

explanation to me.81 

 Again, this section is not to argue that adult men are or are not in as great of need 

of NGO resources as others.  It is simply to note that a categorization of victimhood and 

suffering has taken place, and friction has resulted.  As it relates to gender, NGOs have 

engaged with an image of men as the perpetrator created probably by a combination of 

reality, stereotypes, and war-time dynamics and imbued it with more meaning by locking 

                                                 
80 Interview in Palero IDP Camp, July 2008. 
81 Interview in Opit IDP camp, July 2008. 
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these male perpetrators off from participating in the new system of accessing wealth, 

which further lowers their social standing.82   

 Another aspect of hierarchies of suffering involves the many journalists and 

researchers in Gulu Town, particularly those that are there for short periods of time and 

are not sensitive to local dynamics. For example, often a crew of journalists often arrives 

in Gulu Town and asks around about finding child soldiers.  They conduct interviews and 

then leave, often compensating the child or his or her caretaker.  Suffering is molded into 

NGO categories and sold for purposes of bettering oneself and surroundings.  While 

people surely are using the NGO paradigm and discourse to access its resources, the 

encounter is profoundly unequal and, again, directed by the NGOs. 

 

NGOIZATION OF LOCAL INSTITUTIONS  

 Local institutions that largely fell apart during the war, such as the local 

government and cultural institution Ker Kwaro Acholi (KKA), have re-emerged in the 

current era of relative peace.  New local institutions, namely many community-based 

nonprofit organizations have also been created.  The re-emergence or creation of these 

institutions is inextricably linked to the existence of iNGOs and aid money in northern 

Uganda.  Friction is the result.  All local institutions have undergone an “NGOization,” to 

at least some extent.  By NGOization, I refer to the process through which an institution 

tailors itself to meet the demands NGOs place on institutions they finance and the 

demands of conforming to “global” norms and ideas, including notions about and 

language/lingo around community transitional justice.  The extent of NGOization has 
                                                 
82 This only holds true for accessing wealth as a victim in a group or as a single “beneficiary” of an NGO 
program.  As noted in the previous section, educated young men earn a great deal of wealth from the NGO 
regime as employees. 
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varied tremendously between institutions.  Some, such as the local government, 

significantly resist it while engaging in other ways.  Others have NGOized more fully.  

Friction has clearly emerged from the simultaneous resistance and engagement, and new 

organizations of and struggles around social and material power are the result. 

 KKA, often referred to as Acholi “traditional leadership,” was originally 

composed of an anointed chief for each clan (a Rwot Moo), over whom the people had 

some democratic authority.83  There was also a council of elders composed of one elder 

from each household.  Under colonialism, the institution was significantly weakened and 

changed.  The British appointed chiefs of their choosing, but the actual chiefs and leaders 

continued to exercise leadership, though increasingly in social and cultural affairs, rather 

than explicitly in the political and economic aspects of governance. 84  The Obote regime 

finally made “traditional institutions” illegal, considering them a threat to power.85  In 

1995, Museveni made traditional institutions legal again, recognizing Ker Kwaro Acholi, 

which “led to a revival of cultural practices” in Gulu District, in spite of the ongoing 

conflict.86  While cultural practices were revived in new forms, such as cleansing 

ceremonies for people returning from being with the LRA (discussed in detail in the 

following the chapter), the institution itself changed tremendously.  Rather than being 

“revived,” it was more incarnated in a new form.  For example, the role of Paramount 

Chief (the chief who presides over all the others), which was created during colonialism 

but did not exist prior to it, was revived.  A young, dynamic, educated man was chosen as 

                                                 
83 “Roco Wat I Acoli: Restoring Relationships in Acholi-land: Traditional Approaches to Justice and 
Reintegration,” Liu Institute and Gulu District NGO Forum, with assistance by Ker Kwaro Acholi.  (Sep 
2005), 20. 
84 Ibid, 21. 
85 Ofcansky, Thomas P, Uganda: Tarnished Pearl of Africa  (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 50-53. 
85 Ibid, 40-41 
86 Ibid. 
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Chief.  Some people I spoke who were involved with KKA noted that he was chosen 

because of his reputation among NGOs, in addition to his education and English language 

abilities.  Many people, particularly “lower-level” chiefs, disagree with his appointment 

and with the existence of a paramount chief87.  The re-creation of this role is exemplary 

of the formalization of the institution in order to access wealth made available by NGOs.  

Today, KKA serves as an “implementing partner” to many NGOs.  They have program 

officers who liaise with NGOs and negotiate funding.  They have been involved in 

numerous peacebuilding programs, including even facilitating NGOs to make 

documentaries on mato oput to advocate for its use in the international community.88  

Further, cultural practices and norms of Acholi lifestyle were once somewhat flexible and 

unwritten.  Today there is a book of laws dictating this and a central administering 

institution. 

 This is not to argue that culture and traditions should not change or are not 

constantly reinvented.  Rather, it is to note the pressures that led to the reinvention 

happening in this particular way are related to the power and resources of NGOs.  

Interestingly, most people I interviewed had tremendous respect for KKA, particularly in 

contrast to the local government, which was viewed by many as fairly corrupt and 

inadequate.  In fact, it is the respect KKA’s commands and its informal mandate to lead 

the community transitional justice process that has compelled NGOs to engage with it to 

such a great extent.  The engagement is one of great tension, as many international norms 

and ideas, particularly around women, create friction with ideas of Acholi cultural elites.  

While both institutions resist the change outwardly, KKA’s physical structure is funded 

                                                 
87 Interview with Acholi researcher of cultural institution in Gulu Town, July 2008 and interview with 
lower-level chief in July, 2008. 
88 Participant observation of the filming of a mato oput ceremony in July, 2008. 
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by US aid money, and iNGOs have funded reconciliation and cleansing ritual processes.  

Both rely on the other and are forced to creatively engage, leading to friction, tension, 

and change as they do. 

 
 
RESULTING CHANGES AND EFFECTS ON COMMUNITY TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE 

The engagement and friction mapped in this section demonstrates some of the 

ways in which the interface with NGOs has changed arrangements in power, culture, 

social order, and access to material wealth.  All such changes are constantly in 

negotiation.  These fluid changes clearly affect ideas around community transitional 

justice.  For example, it is clear that the way material wealth is gained has been 

fundamentally altered; NGO involvement in providing resources for suffering, whether in 

the form of employment of funding a community groups, changes the meaning of NGO 

funds in community transitional justice contexts.  The formality and increased rigidity of 

KKA and their view of culture affects community transitional justice as they are the 

largest advocate for and implementer of cultural practices of community transitional 

justice. While this chapter examined various interfaces and frictions, such as that between 

the identity of youth and iNGO employment, the following chapters study forgiveness 

and the interface between ideas around practices of it with iNGOs. 
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V. GROUNDING FORGIVENESS 
 
Representatives of the Acholi people have publicly and consistently expressed 

forgiveness toward the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) for the violence they perpetrated, 

though the message toward the Government of Uganda is somewhat less clear.  This 

expression of forgiveness during ongoing, brutal atrocities is rare and has drawn a great 

deal of attention from the international community, GoU, and the LRA.  Further, local 

Acholi leaders have actively encouraged LRA combatants and abductees to return to 

Acholiland.  They have also advocated for the use of cultural practices to reconcile 

former combatants with the community.  Survivors who were involved in the Juba Peace 

Process community consultations also publicly expressed forgiveness.  Opinion surveys, 

which have serious limitations in the northern Ugandan context, have had varying results 

that I explain in greater depth below.  In general, they found an emphasis on peace and 

forgiveness in recent years.  This chapter looks more closely into these expressions, 

explains various cultural practices of reconciliation, and examines the dichotomies that 

currently frame much understanding around forgiveness in northern Uganda.  The goal is 

to provide the relevant grounding and background for chapters VI and VII, which explore 

forgiveness and the interface between NGOs and forgiveness by drawing on my field 

research. 

Outside of Uganda, much understanding of forgiveness in Acholiland has 

unfortunately been framed in binary dichotomies: peace vs. justice, local/African vs. 

international, traditional/cultural vs. modern/universal, and impunity v. accountability.  I 

seek to examine and ultimately explode these dichotomies.  I suggest that these 

dichotomies are not a meaningful way to understand forgiveness and don’t portray 
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realistic options and relationships.  In the following chapters, I will seek to understand 

forgiveness in a way that reveals more about the everyday experience and priorities of 

survivors.  

Social or personal forgiveness is my focus; other types of forgiveness, such as 

political forgiveness in the sense of the amnesty process are not the subjects of study and 

are not explicitly related to the argument I make.  It will be clear in this chapter that 

survivors’ attitudes about forgiveness interface with many “globals” other than the iNGO 

regime, such as the international justice paradigm and the peace v. justice debate.  This is 

simply a further example of how engaged the local context always is with transnational 

ideas, cultures, and institutions, though it is not the focus of this chapter. 

 
EXPRESSIONS OF FORGIVENESS 

This section focuses on the ways in which leaders and community members have 

communicated messages of forgiveness toward the LRA, Government of Uganda (GoU), 

NGOs and the international community.  I probe deeper into these expressions and their 

connected assumptions by drawing on my own research in the following chapter (VI). 

 The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative was the first group to represent the 

Acholi people in a wide, public call for forgiveness and the return of LRA combatants in 

the late 1990s.  They are one of the now three organized groups that represent cultural, 

political, and religious leadership in Acholiland and call for an end to the war and 

forgiveness of perpetrators through the use of cultural practices of reconciliation.   

Father Carlos Rodriguez, a religious leader involved in the Acholi Religious 

Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI) and other organizations/movements with similar 

mandates (namely the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission) explains,  “During the 
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early years of the war in Acholiland, religious leaders in the region focused primarily on 

providing moral and practical support to their parishioners and Church institutions 

became centres of support for thousands seeking shelter from the violence.”89  

Eventually, religious leaders came to the consensus that their role needed to be a more 

active one of peacemaking.  After the collapse of the peace talks and renewed violence 

throughout the mid and late 1990s, Muslim, Anglican, and Catholic leaders came 

together and began organizing meetings to discuss the insurgency and issue statements; 

they denounced the UPDF’s displacement campaign, asked the LRA to stop their attacks, 

affirmed that ‘the insurgency cannot be won by the gun,’ and subsequently called for 

political forgiveness (amnesty) and social forgiveness through Acholi cultural practices 

of reconciliation, namely mato oput.90 

Uganda’s 1995 Constitution restored the power of cultural and traditional 

leadership and institutions, and Uganda’s Ker Kwaro Acholi (KKA) began to regain 

power and recreate itself in the years following this decision.91  KKA has also been a 

major, public advocate for a nonviolent end to the war through forgiveness and use of 

Acholi cultural practices of reconciliation.  The KKA is present in many communities 

today resolving disputes, particularly land disputes, which are very common during the 

return process from the IDP camps.92  As the local government regrouped and began to 

rebuild its capacity, it too became an active leader in calling for a nonviolent end to the 

conflict and for forgiveness and reconciliation.  Thus, the local government, cultural 

                                                 
89 Rodriguez, Carlos.  “The role of the religious leaders” ACCORD 2002. 
http://www.c-r.org/our-work/accord/northern-uganda/religious-leaders.php (accessed: March 22, 2009) 
90 Ibid, 2. 
91 The Constitution of Uganda 1995, Chapter 16, 246. 
92 Most informants were familiar with KKA and noted their presence in the community.  All were familiar 
with Paramount Chief Ochana. 



 52 

institution, and religious leaders are generally united, arguably representing Acholi 

society, and have all called for forgiveness.  It is important to note that while these three 

institutions may not represent the views of all, combined they best represent much of the 

population.  A 2005 study found that in Gulu more survey respondents identified the 

government, camp leaders (often grouped with local government), traditional leaders, 

and/or religious leaders over all other options (including none) as best representing their 

view.93 

Today, leaders from all these institutions frequently speak on the radio and 

encourage LRA combatants to return to Acholiland.  In fact, LRA combatants who did 

return now also speak over the radio to testify to the forgiving attitude of the Acholi 

people and the authenticity of the amnesty process, encouraging their comrades to return 

as well.94  These messages are specifically targeted at those in captivity and those who 

are LRA combatants, as they often have access to the radio.   

 Opinion surveys that touch on forgiveness have had somewhat varying results.  

Survey probably represent only a “snapshot” of survivors’ views grounded in time, in 

addition to the typically severe constraints of survey questions about complex, evolving 

processes like reconciliation or justice.  This is important to note because conflict 

dynamics have varied a great deal throughout the 22-year war, and peoples attitudes may 

vary based on these major changes in human security and other factors.  Further, I will 

later argue that many survivors exist in a “gray zone” in which two seemingly opposing 

                                                 
93 Giovanni, Adrian d., Phuong Pham , Eric Stover, Patrick Vinck, and Marieke Wierda. "Forgotten Voices: 
A Population-based Survey on Attitudes about Peace and Justice in Northern Uganda,” The International 
Center for Transitional Justice and The Human Rights Center at UC Berkeley (2005), 30.   Note: the survey 
did not distinguish between “local government” and “central government.”  
94 Finnegan, Amy.  “A Memorable Process In a Forgotten War: Forgiveness Within Northern Uganda,” 
MALD Thesis at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (2005), 80. 
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beliefs can be held at the same time and activated based on context and pragmatism; a 

survey cannot reflect this.  Further, many surveys focus on the North as a whole only 

breaking it into ethnic sub-regions rather than into districts; since my study is based in 

Gulu District, this presents a challenge.   

 Despite these limitations, the 2005 Forgotten Voices survey is somewhat useful to 

this study because 2005 represents a time in which a relative peace was building, as there 

is today.  It also breaks the response into districts, so the responses of those in Gulu 

District can be specifically considered.  According to this survey, 37% of respondents in 

Gulu forgive the leaders of the LRA.95  While there is no corresponding data on 

forgiveness towards lower ranking members and/or abductees, 72% of people don’t want 

lower ranking members to be held accountable.96  While the exact percentages are 

probably not that meaningful given the dynamic nature of forgiveness and accountability, 

this does suggest that the level of expressed forgiveness towards perpetrators and 

abductees is significant.  The survey findings also suggest that attitudes about forgiveness 

differ between the leaders and the majority of the LRA who were abducted.  This 

differentiation is found in other studies too; Amy Finnegan’s “study suggests that it is 

easier to receive, forgive and reintegrate those that were not direct combatants,” 

particularly women.97  These gray lines between perpetrator and victim very much affect 

attitudes towards forgiveness, which I explore in greater depth in my own research.   

 Another interesting finding of the Forgotten Voices survey is that “Respondents 

                                                 
95 Giovanni, Adrian d., Phuong Pham , Eric Stover, Patrick Vinck, and Marieke Wierda. "Forgotten Voices: 
A Population-based Survey on Attitudes about Peace and Justice in Northern Uganda,” The International 
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96 Ibid. 
97 Finnegan, Amy.  “A Memorable Process In a Forgotten War: Forgiveness Within Northern Uganda,” 
MALD Thesis at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (2005), 48. 
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from the non-Acholi districts were three times more likely to believe someone should be 

held accountable than the Acholi districts.” 98  This suggests another dimension to the 

“grey zone” which I also identified in my field research; there is a sense that while the 

war has affected many ethnicities and four countries, it originated in Acholiland and was 

led by Acholis.  Perhaps it is somehow easier to forgive, or at least more difficult not to 

forgive, one’s own kin, even if the kinship is somewhat imagined.   

 In addition to forgiveness publicly expressed by representatives of the community 

and by community members in surveys, people also expressed forgiveness during the 

Juba Peace Process “consultations” with the community.  While this can hardly be 

viewed as an environment that would cultivate an authentic ground for expression of 

attitudes about forgiveness, it is notable because it drew a great deal of attention to 

forgiveness.  The message of forgiving the LRA was clear and consistent, even if it was 

organized by local government and religious leaders who advocate for it.99   

 As it is currently expressed, forgiveness goes hand in hand with reconciliation and 

cultural practices of it.  The following sections explores and explains this before 

examining the dichotomizing way forgiveness has been framed by all powerful actors 

engaged with the conflict and transitional justice process in northern Uganda, including 

the government of Uganda, the LRA, and the international justice community. 

 

CULTURAL RECONCILIATION PRACTICES: MATO OPUT AND NYONO TONG GWENO 

                                                 
98 Giovanni, Adrian d., Phuong Pham , Eric Stover, Patrick Vinck, and Marieke Wierda. "Forgotten Voices: 
A Population-based Survey on Attitudes about Peace and Justice in Northern Uganda,” The International 
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99 “Uganda rebels ask for forgiveness” BBC,  November 6, 2007.  
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There are two Acholi processes/ritual ceremonies most relevant to community-

based reconciliation and forgiveness: a cleansing ceremony called nyono tong gweno, or” 

stepping the egg” and a reconciliation and accountability process called mato oput.  

Cleansing ceremonies are symbolic and exist primarily as rituals, though ideally their 

effects last permanently.  Mato oput also has many symbolic components, but it can take 

years or even decades to complete.  Survivor groups, community-based organizations and 

KKA adapted cleansing ceremonies to the conflict-specific needs of community members 

and returning LRA combatants/abducted people.  Research and my own findings suggest 

that mato oput has not yet taken place for any directly war-related crime, but there are 

certainly rumors and common sentiments that it has.100  Further, mato oput has been used 

for crimes that are connected to aspects of the war, such as the murder of a man in a 

drunken brawl resulting in an unintentional murder that only was made possible by the 

close living conditions in a displacement camp.  People involved in these ceremonies 

connect the crime to the war, but not as directly as if someone were killed by the 

government or LRA.101 

Cleansing ceremonies or nyono tong gweno were originally a way for a family to 

welcome back some one who had been in a place foreign to the clan.  The ritual aimed to 

reintegrate the traveler back into his or her home and family.  It cleanses the person of the 

corrupting influences of the foreign place.  “Historically,” the ceremony involved 

stepping on an egg, which symbolizes the restoration purity, and holding a layebi (stick 

                                                 
100 “Roco Wat I Acoli: Restoring Relationships in Acholi-land: Traditional Approaches to Justice and 
Reintegration,” Liu Institute and Gulu District NGO Forum, with assistance by Ker Kwaro Acholi.  (2005) 
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101 Follow-up interviews with participants in Mato Oput ceremony in Gulu District July 2008. 
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with a fork) to symbolize a return to sharing meals with his or her family.102  The 

ceremony was originally conducted by the family and within the home.103  

 Cleansing ceremonies in their current, war-related form are conducted for people 

who are returning from the LRA usually under the Amnesty Act.104  They often involve 

many people at once, some times as many as 800 people.105  Between 2003-2004, “more 

than 30 communal and family cleansing ceremonies overseen by traditional leaders have 

taken place, involving over 2,500” returning people.106  In this sense, the ceremonies 

have changed both in their physical representation—now they seem to be organized by 

cultural leaders, supported by NGOs or CBOs, and designed for mass participation—but 

also in their symbolic meaning. There is evidence that the ceremonies have helped people 

returning from time with the LRA to feeling more accepted in their community upon 

return.107  This may not be explicitly due to the ceremony itself; the adapted ceremonies 

are attended by much of the community, community leaders, local government, UPDF, 

and NGOs.  They often end in music, dance, speeches from leaders, and the sharing of 

food.  The event brings the community together and creates a framework for initial 

interaction everyone, potentially helping to avoid stigma and the other tensions that 

would result without such a reintroduction.  People who were with the LRA have an 

opportunity to demonstrate their calmness and commitment to living within Acholi 

morals.  Additionally, the departure from the traditional one-person ceremony to a many 
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26. 
103 Ibid, 6-7. 
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person ceremony may be a first step in building a sense of solidarity or shared experience 

between LRA returnees.108  These creative adaptations of nyono tong gweno suggest that 

community leaders and members are interested in adapting cultural practices to reflect the 

new needs of the population, build community, and promote reconciliation.   

 Unlike the cleansing ceremonies, mato oput has not been widely adapted for war-

related purposes, though its practice has changed in some ways.  I first explain to process 

of mato oput before describing the changes.  “Mato oput is both a process and ritual 

ceremony to restore relationships between clans in the case of intentional murder or an 

accidental killing.”109  This is an important point; traditionally, mato oput was only used 

in cases of death, not for other types of violence including those common during the war, 

such as mutilation, abduction and rape.  Mato oput is often described as a justice process.  

I understand it as a reconciliation and accountability process, which certainly has 

elements that can be considered “justice.”   

 Mato oput involves a long process that culminates in a symbolic ritual.  Soon after 

the murder or accidental killing, elders sever all relations, including economic and social, 

between the clan of the victim and the perpetrator(s).  This is to prevent revenge killings 

from taking place or to allow “a period of cooling bitterness.”110  An elder then engages 

in “shuttle diplomacy,” going between the two clans and arranging a time and neutral 

place to meet and speak before the chief.  There, the individual perpetrator(s) voluntarily 

confesses.  There is no mechanism to compel confession, and the voluntary nature of it, 

in addition to an accompanying expression of remorse, is seen as highly important and 
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probably necessary to the success of the process.111  Additionally, all parties must be 

“satisfied with the account of what happened, including reflection of the perpetrator on 

the motives for his or her crimes, the circumstances in which it was committed, [and] 

expression of remorse.”112  Historically, the elders facilitated a negotiation about the 

amount of compensation, typically in the form of livestock (usually cows).  The 

offending clan, not just the individual, actual perpetrator(s), raises compensation.    

Today the KKA has a book of laws defining how much compensation various types and 

levels of crimes deserve.113   

When the compensation is agreed upon, members from the two clans meet for the 

actual Mato oput ceremony.  Unlike the process leading up to the ceremony, which is 

fairly uniform, the ceremony itself can vary a great deal by clan, though the core 

elements behind the rituals seem to be similar.  Generally, several rituals are conducted to 

symbolize the former hostility between the two clans, such as knocking heads and the 

eating of a spoiled vegetable called boo. 114  Several rituals are then conducted that 

symbolize the reconciliation of the two sides, namely each side brings an animal to be 

slaughtered and eaten and gives half of their animal to the opposite clan or group.  The 

ceremony climaxes with the a representative from each clan drinking a mixture of bitter-

root (oput) and other substances with their hands clasped behind the back as a show of 

respect to the deceased and/or to signify the end of violence or potential for violence 
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between the two clans.115  The day ends with both clans sharing a meal together, finishing 

all of the food to symbolize that no tension or bitterness is brought home with either clan.  

The process is not complete until all the compensation is paid.  Additionally, in the past 

the life taken had to be “replaced;” the offending clan would give a young girl to the clan 

of the deceased, after whom her first child is named.  The belief of replacing the life is 

still held, but now the offending clan often gives compensation in the form of a dowry for 

whomever a male family member of the offending clan intends to marry.  The male who 

uses this bride price then names the first child after the deceased.116 

Mato oput today has been conducted in substitution for, along side and after 

justice by Ugandan Courts. While the formal justice system addresses retribution and the 

legal consequences of killing, it does not address the spiritual problems and disunity 

within a community after a killing.  This is the charge of mato oput. 

The Mato oput ceremony was defined as the ‘final act which concludes the 
process of reconciliation following a killing, and resolves the bitterness and ill 
that follows from it. Thus, the process of Mato oput also addresses a ’spiritual 
dimension’, as it was believed that the spirit of the dead remained restless with 
bitterness and consequently brought misfortune to both the perpetrators and 
offenders, in addition to the disunity caused amongst clans. The Mato oput 
ceremony involves an elaborate series of symbolic acts to restore unity between 
the injured parties.117 
 

The practice of both ceremonies demonstrates a high degree of creativity and 

adaptability.  In the case of mato oput, the degree of this is not yet known. 

 The LRA and the government of Uganda seem to have changed their opinion 

regarding the use of cultural practices of reconciliation since the ICC indictments.  Prior 
                                                 
115 This practice can vary a bit, though the symbolism of sharing remains.  For example, one informant in 
Onyama IDP Camp told me that the representatives hold the bowl together when they drink from it (July, 
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57. 
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to the indictments, there is evidence that the LRA was strongly against the use of such 

practices and viewed it as a perpetuation of the dynamics that led to the rebellion, 

evidenced by the LRA letter included below.  On the Ugandan government side, they 

simply did not seem to have a stake in whether these practices were or were not used, as 

they arguably were not committed to stopping the war in the first place, but just to 

marginalizing it.   

 In 1999 the LRA circulated an anonymous letter voicing their opposition to Mato 

oput and other cultural reconciliation practices: 

You who advocate mato oput [single-death reconciliation] or gomo tong 
[larger scale reconciliation] with Museveni know quite well that 
Museveni, who came to his leadership position through the barrel [of a 
gun], has never admitted that he has committed crimes against Ugandans. 
He has never apologised … It was Museveni who first attacked us. His 
army NRA/UPDF was the first to kill us, to destroy our homesteads 
including foodstuffs, rustling cattle, goats, sheep and even children … 
Why should the religious leaders and cultural chiefs mislead the people, 
but not be honest and speak the truth to the people they administer. Mato 
oput and gomo tong ceremonies should not be taken as joking matters … 
People … are ignorant when they say that Acholi should pardon us 
[LRM/A]. We are not fighting Acholi but Museveni’s government and all 
his supporters. If there is any apology at all, it should be for the Acholi 
and all Ugandans to demand from Museveni and his cronies. This can only 
be possible when they confess their mistakes publicly.118 
 

If this letter is representative of the LRA in 1999, the LRA clearly viewed promoting 

reconciliation within the Acholi community as an intentional misinterpretation and 

perversion of the conflict, removing its political purposes as a war against the 

government and corroborating the image the government has painted of the LRA in the 

international community—namely, that they are ‘rebels without a cause,’ have no 

political goals, and simply kill their own children.  As noted in the historical section, it is 
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in the mid to late 1990s that the LRA are viewed as having seriously changed their tactics 

to begin targeting northern Ugandan civilians on a wider scale and in more brutal ways.  

Many would argue that their blurry but real political goals were mostly lost at this point. 

 The message was drastically different during the 2007 LRA consultations in 

northern Uganda through the Juba Peace Process.  Martin Ojul, the LRA spokesman at 

the time, said on a local radio show in Gulu, “The LRA made plenty of mistakes and I 

ask for forgiveness for what happened to our people.”119  Ojul continued to say that the 

LRA wanted to reconcile with the Acholi people and return to live in Acholiland.  

Further, he and several other LRA members went on to participate in stepping the egg 

ceremonies.120  There are four likely reasons for this drastic change.  Firstly, perhaps the 

LRA was confident that the social structural changes they initially claimed to fight for 

would be enacted through the peace process.  Thus, cultural reconciliation practices 

would be an addition to resolving the conflict, not a substitution for structural change.  

Secondly, it is possible that the LRA delegation simply did not represent Kony and other 

top commanders’ ideas about resolving the conflict.  Thirdly, LRA political ideology may 

have been completely obscured in recent years; perhaps the rebel group became more of 

the mercenary force the press often describes it as.  In this case, the LRA might accept 

cultural reconciliation practices and forgiveness simply as part the “best deal.”  Lastly, 

the threat of the ICC indictments may have made resolving the conflict in this way much 

more appealing.  Ultimately, the reason for this marked change is unknown.  In the case 

of the GoU, the last possibility certainly influenced their decision to negotiate more 

seriously.   
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The world’s eye closed in on northern Uganda when the ICC released it first 

arrest warrants there.  Museveni suddenly had a vested interest in resolving the conflict 

and also in keeping that eye from the atrocities his the NRM and national army had 

committed.  His negotiating team agreed to having Mato oput in the peace accord (never 

signed), and Museveni began a campaign in which he publicly called for the use of mato 

oput and opposed the ICC indictments, though he had initially invited the ICC into the 

country. “What we have said in the [Comprehensive Peace] [A]greement is that instead 

of using this formal, Western type of justice  [the ICC] we are going to use the traditional 

justice, we have got a traditional blood settlement mechanism whereby the one who 

committed a mistake asks for forgiveness and then there is some compensation done to 

the victims and then that settles the accountability."121  Museveni misrepresents mato 

oput in this statement, probably due to genuine lack of knowledge but also in intent; most 

obviously mato oput it only used in cases of a murder, not merely any mistake, and other 

ethnic groups affected by the conflict may not partake in mato oput.  Some other northern 

ethnic groups have similar practices to mato oput, but there has been no call or wide-scale 

support for them as there has been for mato oput.  His interest in supporting it is probably 

close to what the LRA assumed in their 1999 letter.  By scripting justice as a process to 

address conflict that took place within the Acholi community between Acholi actors, the 

government discretely removes itself from having ever had a role in the conflict and re-

writes history. 

The ICC’s stance is clear. ICC senior legal advisor Phakiso Mochochoko 

explained: 
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The LRA and government of Uganda are pursuing a political process, but 
the ICC is pursuing a legal process… As far as the ICC is concerned, the 
arrest warrants remain valid and enforceable, and the expectation from the 
court is that the government of Uganda should enforce them. The matter 
came to the court through a legal process, and it can only go out of the 
court through a legal process122. 
 

In other words, a cultural practice is no substitute for international court justice, 

and a teetering peace process is not a valid legal reason to reverse a legal 

process.123 

 This information is important in grounding forgiveness because it has been 

charged by its engagement with LRA leadership, the government of Uganda, and the 

ICC.  The ways in which these engagements have affected forgiveness are further 

explored in the following section on dichotomies. 

 
 
DICHOTOMIES 

 The public call for forgiveness remained relatively unnoticed by the international 

community, as did the conflict in northern Uganda in general until about 2005.  In 2003, 

UN Undersecretary General for Humanitarian Affairs Jan Egeland described the conflict 

as “the biggest forgotten, neglected humanitarian emergency in the world.”124  The 

conflict came to be known as the “forgotten war.”  In 2005, the ICC released its first ever 

arrest warrants for five LRA commanders, and suddenly the “forgotten war” was the 

main focus of the international community, particularly advocates of the international 
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justice regime.  As Stover and Wierda point out, the focus is not largely on the northern 

Ugandan people and the suffering that had gone relatively unnoticed to much of the 

international community, but on the ICC, its promise, and the challenges it faces “The 

ICC's first case will effectively place the court - and by extension, the international 

community - on trial.”125   

Because the peace process was ongoing at the time the ICC released the warrants, 

the theoretical “peace v. justice” dilemma was believed to quickly become a reality.  All 

countries that are parties to ICC law, the Rome Statute, were required to focus resources 

on arresting the indicted commanders instead of on the peace process; this includes 

Uganda.  The media and international community soon focused on the forgiveness and 

community reconciliation and justice initiatives (primarily mato oput) for which local 

leaders advocated.  This added another dimension to this dilemma. 

 Several dichotomies emerged in the international press, which I will phrase as 

questions:  Most obviously, which is more important “peace” or “justice”?  Which will 

win out, the international, retributive option (ICC) or the African, restorative option 

based in culture (mato oput and forgiveness)?  Many humanitarian organizations and 

thinkers argued against the ICC, calling for peace first and justice later and suggesting 

that this was the wish of the northern Uganda people too.126  Advocates of the 

international justice paradigm noted that the ICC was a justice institution, not a political 

one and must stay true to its mandate regardless of the effects on peace.  “[I]f you have a 

system of international justice, you've got to follow through on it. If in some cases that's 
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going to make peace negotiations difficult, that may be the price that has to be paid”, 

Richard Goldstone Former Chief Prosecutor of the ICTY and the ICTR explained.127  

Many scholars argued that these dichotomies belie the complexity of the situation.128  

They instead drew attention to the ICC’s peacebuilding powers, namely its alleged role in 

motivating the LRA to seriously come to the negotiating table at the peace talks.  Others 

called for mato oput to be used for lower level criminals, while the ICC and domestic 

courts would prosecute “higher-level” criminals, which is similar to what was included in 

the unsigned 2008 peace agreement. 

My argument is not that the dichotomy can be resolved, but that justice and 

retribution are not actual, real options or possible outcomes presented by the ICC when 

the northern Ugandan people are considered.  The ICC would only prosecute 2-3 LRA 

commanders if arrests ever were made. 129  No arrests or near arrests have been made, as 

the ICC does not have a police force and can only operate through existing state security 

apparatuses, which do not currently support them.  The ICC offers nothing of court or 

any type of justice for the thousands of other combatants and abductees, the ones most 

survivors actually live alongside today.  Further, there is a sense that the ICC is not 

particularly punitive or punitive in a way that likely has any meaning, symbolic or 

otherwise, to Ugandan society.  "If Kony goes to the Hague, he has TV, flushing toilet.  

The man will be better off than when he was in the bush. Here, he would have to publicly 
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apologise for all the crimes under his leadership,” explained James Otto, head of a Gulu-

based human rights organization.130 

The dichotomies are also misrepresentative in how they describe Acholi ideas 

about restoration and forgiveness.  They suggest that Acholi people favor impunity, 

which no surveys or other research shows, or that they more easily “get over” the murder 

of their children and other loved ones because of an omnipresent, divine cultural ability 

to forgive.  At a lobbying training conference on northern Uganda that I attended in 

February, 2008, countless western activists argued that Acholi people had an innate, 

cultural ability to forgive.  The dichotomy implies that because of culture the Acholi 

don’t want to hold perpetrators accountable.   

On the contrary, there are clear examples of extreme vengeance, retribution and 

the absence of forgiveness in modern Acholi society.   Most obviously, mob justice is a 

somewhat common practice in Gulu district.  For example, a teenage boy allegedly stole 

some bed sheets and lamps from his classmates in Anaka District last April.131  A mob 

found him soon thereafter and beat him to death.  While the local government, religious 

leaders, or cultural leaders do certainly not condone this practice, it is a reality in 

Acholiland.  This stark contrast in reaction to perpetrators of a horrific civil war and to 

petty criminals reveals that there is no special, divine Acholi cultural capacity to forgive, 

but rather survivors are activating and expressing the forgiving aspects of their culture to 
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respond to perpetrators for a reason.  Clearly the issue of agency plays a role too, as one 

petty criminal can be dealt with by an angry mob while thousands of combatants cannot 

be.  Still, the reality of mob justice dispels any notion that some static cultural trait is the 

reason for expression of forgiveness in Gulu.   

It is important to address another powerful argument that has been made.  Dr. Tim 

Allen has argued that there is little widespread enthusiasm for mato oput or other rituals 

and that people do not consider them “justice.”132  He has also suggested survivors do not 

have antipathy toward the ICC, and their concerns are more around specific practical 

issues of efficacy, such as its ability to secure arrests.133 

Firstly, numerous studies conducted in recent years found a high degree of 

awareness about mato oput and other processes and desire for them to be enacted, even 

when understanding of them is vague. The most recent study that found this was 

conducted in 2008-2009 jointly between a nonprofit I am involved with and Gulu 

University.134  The widespread use of cleansing rituals, which former LRA members and 

abductees have identified as useful and beneficial, is further testament to this.135  This 

does not suggest that cultural practices are the “silver bullet,” which is Allen’s important 

concern about advocacy around such processes, but rather that there certainly is 

widespread expressed support for them.  My study asks what this expressed support 

suggests about the everyday tensions and realities survivors experience, rather than trying 

to dispute its existence. 
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Allen goes on to support his argument that survivors mostly favor formal justice 

options by noting that, when asked what “justice” is, only 7% of respondents identified 

“traditional justice” as an answer in the 2005 Forgotten Voices survey.136  While higher 

cumulative percentages of people identified various aspects of ‘traditional justice’ as 

“justice,” such as compensation, Allen’s argument is misguided.  The nature of the 

interfaces between Acholi communities in Gulu and the international justice community, 

Juba Peace Process, and humanitarian regime is one that has led to the capture of 

transitional justice language from survivors.   

In early interviews in IDP camps, I often asked people to define terms like 

“justice,” “reconciliation,” or “peace” to ground our interview.  While some people 

defined “peace” as “the good life,” others made statements that they heard it was 

“coming,” but it was not yet there.  Others noted that peace was happening in Juba, not in 

Gulu.  When I asked about “justice” people often simply noted, “No, we don’t want that 

one.”  When I asked about “reconciliation” people commonly noted that they had not 

seen it, but they were “getting it on the radio,” meaning that they heard sensitizations and 

the common pleas from their leaders for forgiveness and reconciliation over the radio.  I 

soon stopped asking these questions in semi-structured interviews, because they revealed 

nothing other than the capture of transitional justice words by dichotomizing debates and 

elite actors.  I instead focused on peoples’ daily routines, which often led to far more 

illuminating stories about the state of “reconciliation” or coexistence in a community.  It 

is my view that coexistence in communities in Gulu can be better understood by learning 

about who local gardening land is and is not rented to or about politics at the water pump.  

                                                 
136 Allen, Tim. Trial Justice: The International Criminal Court and the Lord’s Resistance Army (London: 
Zed Books, 2006), 168. 
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While I too have drawn on some aspects of the Forgotten Voices survey, I find this 

particular question and all those surrounding definitions to be too political and complex 

for any meaningful insight to be drawn from such a narrow question.  In sum, Allen’s 

argument that people are not actually interested in mato oput or a more reconciliatory 

approach is not well founded, nor his point that people’s attitudes about “justice” signify 

support for the ICC.  His finding that people were more concerned about the ability of the 

ICC to effectively enforce its mandate rather than having antipathy towards it supports 

the main approach my findings guided me to take in exploding dichotomies and, in the 

next chapter, understanding expressions of forgiveness; after over two decades of war, 

the efficacy of any community transitional justice approach, rather than its political 

grounding in abstracted debates about justice and peace, is of first priority to most 

survivors.  The ICC has proved itself to be distant, illusive, and ineffective. 

Clearly the attempt to dichotomize the stance of Acholi survivors is superficial 

and misrepresentative.  Rather, it is much more useful to go beyond these abstracted, 

dichotomies and seek to understand the reasons why many Acholi survivors and their 

leaders are activating the forgiving, reconciliatory aspects of their culture and society. 

This is the project of the next chapter. 
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VI. FORGIVENESS: NGOS AND WHAT HANGS IN THE BALANCE  
 
“There is no one who has ever expressed that [they do not forgive]… I forgive fully.”  
-A young man living in an Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp 
 
"I support forgiveness.  I forgive the rebels, so they will come home and then we can 
arrest them,”  
-A young, female teacher working in a rural village 
 
“[P]eople talk about forgiveness, but… we just want this war to stop.” 
–A local professor 
 
 

This chapter draws on Rosalind Shaw’s approach to exploring survivors’ 

expressions about and behavior around forgiveness.  In her work on forgiveness in Sierra 

Leone, she asks “What hangs in the balance for survivors of violence when they talk 

about forgiving perpetrators…? What conditions on the ground do they seek to address, 

and what tensions, contradictions, and histories inform their expressions of 

forgiveness?”137  These questions guide my exploration of forgiveness, as I seek to go 

beyond the existing dichotomies and instead understand forgiveness as it relates to the 

everyday realities of survivors.  Amy Finnegan’s questions about why Acholi people 

have expressed forgiveness are an excellent starting point in understanding past 

suggestions as to why many are expressing forgiveness. 

[I]s this manifestation of forgiveness due to the personality of key civil 
society and religious leaders? Is it because all of the other methods 
employed to end the reign of warring terror have thus far failed and so 
forgiveness is a last resort to employ?  Is there a profound cultural 
tendency that the Acholi have which makes forgiveness a more suitable 
choice than it is for other populations?  Does it have anything to do with 
the fact that, for the most part, the Acholi are forgiving their own kin 
returning from the LRA rather than some estranged enemy?138 
 

                                                 
137 Shaw, Rosalind.  “The production of “forgiveness”: God, justice, and state failure in postwar Sierra 
Leone” (Forthcoming), 5. 
138 Finnegan, Amy.  “A Memorable Process In a Forgotten War: Forgiveness Within Northern Uganda,” 
MALD Thesis at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (2005), 75. 
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To her thoughtful, clear guiding questions, I add a delineation between what I 

view as two, often conflated spheres of forgiveness and relation to violence in Gulu, 

general forgiveness of perpetrators (the LRA or the GoU) as a collective (“general 

forgiveness”) and specific forgiveness of individual perpetrators (“specific forgiveness”). 

In Gulu, I find that general forgiveness is a political choice and often also a 

demonstration of social values, though it surely can be deeply personal and rooted in a 

sense of absolving perpetrators of guilt.  Specific forgiveness refers to individual 

survivors forgiving individual perpetrators for specific acts of violence he or she 

committed.  This type of forgiveness is a deeply personal process, though it can surely 

have political meanings.  In debate and analysis about and survivor expressions of 

forgiveness in northern Uganda, the two are often not distinguished, but I find that very 

different motives “hang in the balance” in these two spheres of forgiveness.  They should 

be understood separately as they demonstrate different “tensions, contradictions, and 

histories” in the lives and communities of Acholi survivors.  The distinction between 

general and specific forgiveness is also useful in responding to suggestions that Acholi 

survivors are confused or commonly express contradictions [Allen].  

I further suggest that the expression of general forgiveness of perpetrators is based 

primarily on two factors.  Firstly, Acholi people have a sense of collective suffering and a 

corresponding spiritual/moral and practical need to build conflict-related social 

transformation collectively.  I describe this in detail in the following sub-section.  

Expressing general forgiveness in this context is about patching (perhaps temporarily) the 

rip in the social fabric for the benefit of one’s own safety, family, and self-betterment.  

Secondly, expression of general forgiveness is political.  It is a clear, political statement 
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and attempt to bring about immediate peace in a situation in which all other options – 

such as government offensives, international law, and humanitarian protection – have 

failed to protect civilians or stop the violence.  It is the only way for non-elite survivors to 

attempt to build peace.  It is thus a pragmatic, strategic choice in a highly limited set of 

options.  

 While such expressions of general forgiveness are sincere when considered in this 

context, I argue that they are not necessarily related to feelings of specific forgiveness, as 

they are often taken to be.  Rather, while many informants supported general forgiveness 

in certain ways, they varied a great deal in feelings of forgiveness toward individual 

perpetrators and in regards to specific acts of violence.  In addition to the diversity of 

opinion, survivors exist in a “gray zone” where many feel both forgiving and vengeful 

toward their perpetrators, who themselves are often both victims and perpetrators.   In 

sum, while general forgiveness has clear, practical advantages for social transformation, 

communal peacebuilding, and economic, social, and spiritual recovery in Gulu, specific 

forgiveness does not necessarily embody these advantages. 

Returning to Finnegan’s guiding questions noted above, I find the answers to all 

four to be “yes,” with some qualifications, when understanding general forgiveness; 

Firstly, expressions of general forgiveness often have to do with the clear pro-forgiveness 

stance of local leaders, including religious, civil society, cultural, and local government 

leaders.  Secondly, all other potential options to bring peace have failed, so forgiveness is 

the only remaining option in the eyes of many survivors.  Thirdly, Acholi culture has 

strong cultural provisions for forgiveness, though I qualify this and understand this fact as 

not a reason but a symptom of a decisions to forgive; these cultural provisions for 
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forgiveness are drawn on because of other pragmatic, strategic reasons to forgive.  

Fourthly, the Acholi are often forgiving their kin (whether fictive or actual), rather than a 

distant enemy, which makes forgiveness more possible in some ways and at least makes 

vengeance very complex. 

I also identify a few other motivations outside of Finnegan’s questions and re-

orient the framing of them.  Put simply, I find numerous practical, spiritual, social, and 

strategic/pragmatic reasons that the Acholi people I spoke with and observed had to 

express general forgiveness and an increasing number of reasons to at least not outwardly 

oppose it.139  Expression of general forgiveness is a social demonstration that one wishes 

to live peacefully among one’s neighbors, respects Acholi custom and notions of 

morality, and desires an end to the war above all else.  On the other hand, sentiment about 

specific forgiveness is based on a suite of personal factors, including the “grayness” of 

the perpetrator; forgiving a commander is different from forgiving an abducted teenage 

girl and forgiving the government is different than forgiving the LRA.  The specific 

forgiveness process is a separate but related process to general forgiveness and ought to 

be considered as such. 

 

LIFE AND SUFFERING AS A COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE 

I begin the exploration of general forgiveness by first considering the collective 

nature of life and suffering in Gulu.  Spiritually, culturally, practically, and morally, the 

experience of life and suffering is a highly collective process for Acholi people.  While 

the nature of the collectiveness has certainly changed during the war because life has 

                                                 
139 I discussed this in greater detail in Chapter 6, as frictions created in the engagement with NGOs have 
been a reason in not opposing general forgiveness. 
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changed so drastically, particularly under conditions of mass displacement, life and the 

experience of violence and trauma is still deeply collective.  Thus, general forgiveness is 

about addressing the disruption in the collective experience of violence or repairing a 

serious tear in the social fabric so that a community (whether a family, clan, or bigger 

community) can improve everyday surroundings. It is very important to understand 

general forgiveness as grounded in this collective reality when one considers “what hangs 

in the balance” for survivors in Gulu today. 

In understanding the spiritual, cultural and moral ways that experience is 

collective, I begin by examining the Acholi concept of Kiir.   

Kiir is a transgression of the moral order which is believed to cause 
serious misfortune, including disease, spiritual haunting and death.  Not 
only has the conflict in northern Uganda created the conditions that have 
allowed these transgressions to occur; the conflict has also been called an 
abomination in and of itself… the concept of kiir suggests that trauma is a 
collective phenomenon, one that threatens the social reproduction of the 
clan.140 
 

 Kiir demonstrates that violence and its resulting suffering is a collective 

experience both spiritually and morally.  While the person committing the murder is 

transgressing the moral order, the person who is not able to give the deceased a proper 

burial is as well.141  Further, the war itself is considered kiir; this suggests a sense that the 

Acholi are collectively cursed and haunted because of a grave, collective transgression of 

the moral order.142  Such a disruption in social relations must thus only be addressed 

collectively, through cultural reconciliation and/or cleansing practices.  Kenneth Oketta, a 

Minister of the Acholi cultural institution Ker Kwaro Acholi (KKA), explains: 

                                                 
140 “‘Abomination’: Local belief systems and international justice,” The Justice and Reconciliation Project: 
Field Notes, No 5 (2007), 1. 
141 Ibid, 4. 
142 Ibid, 1. 
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“In the aspect of Kony and LRA war where the crime has been 
overwhelming and has damaged the social fabric of the community, if you 
are to arrest, you may end up arresting the whole community. That is why 
we feel that through Mato oput, we can punish, reconcile, mediate and 
bring permanent peace."143  
 

 Oketta likely means this literally in that so many people participated and were 

forced to participate in the violence, but also that there is a sense of collective 

responsibility.  While I noted the limitations of surveys in the previous chapter, they are 

perhaps more accurate when attaining demographic or other factual information, rather 

than attitudes or opinions.  The 2005 Forgotten Voices survey found that 53% of 

respondents in Gulu had been abducted, 69% had witnessed a child being abducted, 47% 

had witnessed a family member being killed, and 22% had been physically beaten of 

injured by a family member.  While these numbers may not be perfectly representative of 

the population, they clearly demonstrate that the scale of exposure and witness to 

violence is extremely high.  Both can cultivate feelings of guilt or blame.144  The war has 

ripped a huge tear in the social fabric of Acholi communities. 

The nature of cultural practices of reconciliation further underscores the collective 

nature of violence and suffering for the Acholi.  Mato oput is not simply about the 

murderer and the victim, but the clan or family of each party as well.  It is not so much 

that guilt is collective, though it could be understood in that way, but more that while acts 

of violence happen between individuals, trauma and suffering are shared, communal and 

spiritual experiences.   

                                                 
143 “Acholi want more prominent role for Mato Oput” Ultimate Media Consult, December 9, 2008. 
http://www.ugpulse.com/articles/daily/Heritage.asp?about=Acholi%20want%20more%20prominent%20rol
e%20for%20Mato%20Oput&id=1025 (accessed: March 24, 2009) 
144 I interviewed a northern Ugandan clinical psychologist in Gulu Town in June 2008.  He suggested that 
many people experience a lot of guilt and blame for violence they have witnessed. 
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 Some argue that because of displacement, the war, and other changes, cultural 

practices and traditions aren’t relevant to understanding Acholi life today.  Others suggest 

that it is only the religious and cultural elites that are emphasizing the importance of mato 

oput and concepts like kiir.  The Justice and Reconciliation Project, led by Professor Erin 

Baines, expertly points out that “whether or not a ‘traditional’ practice is historically 

informed or is a project imagined by elites is irrelevant: the fact remains that it exists, and 

if the local populace expresses agency by adopting it, so be it.”145  In other words, by 

connecting community transitional justice ideas and goals to practices such as mato oput, 

Acholi people are expressing a need for collective healing and repair.  This is the 

important message to draw from expressed desires to use practices like mato oput; to 

what extent the practice is historically informed or “authentic” is not necessarily relevant. 

 In addition to the cultural, spiritual, and moral sense of collective suffering and 

corresponding need for a collective response, there are also numerous social and practical 

ways the experience of war, violence, suffering, and life today is collective.  This is often 

misunderstood by the Westerners and NGOs involved in the region and by the polarizing 

debates explored in the previous chapter.  For example, a very close friend and elder to 

named Deo146 explained an interaction that occurred at the large NGO where he works.  

The story demonstrates that even for people living in urban settings with relatively 

adequate material resources, life is still highly collective.   

A westerner was visiting from the NGO’s headquarters, and he called a meeting 

with the local staff to explain the terms of their contracts.  In his view, there had been 

confusion about what qualifies as a “dependent.”  The manager angrily explained to the 

                                                 
145 “‘Abomination’: Local belief systems and international justice,” The Justice and Reconciliation Project: 
Field Notes, No 5 (2007), 10. 
146 Pseudonym  



 77 

staff that “dependent” refers to staff members’ children under age 18 and to a primary 

spouse.  No one else can be considered a dependant.  The local staff shook their heads, 

and Deo eventually shouted at the western manager on behalf of the group.  He explained 

that the manager had no idea what a dependent in Gulu is, and he should never talk to the 

Ugandans as if they need the term to be explained to them.  Deo lives in a very small 

apartment in Gulu Town with his wife and two sons.  He also lives with and supports two 

nieces whose parents died from war-related causes.  Further, he sends money home to his 

village to support an HIV positive family member.  His apartment in Gulu Town is part 

of a long, connected, blockhouse.  The block pays for its electricity as a whole, but Deo’s 

neighbors often can’t afford to pay their share.  He regularly pays a bit more than 

everyone else because he is employed.  While he sometimes experiences tension with his 

neighbors and struggles to pay the bills, he pays because of his commitment to their 

collective wellbeing; if he did not pay, the lights would go off for everyone, the 

community would grow tense, and no one would look after his young child when he is 

not present.   

This type of interdependence is even more evident in sites of displacement.  Many 

of my informants care for not only their own children, but also for the children of 

deceased siblings or friends.  Further, the displacements camps themselves are a physical 

symbol of the collective nature of suffering.  90% of the population was displaced during 

the peak of the war.147  In the IDP camps, if there is an accident or an attack and a 

family’s hut burned, the fire will jump from their thatch roof to the next thatch roof, and 

eventually to all the thatched roofs in the surrounding community.  The huts burn until 

                                                 
147 “Crisis Profile: What’s going on in northern Uganda?” AlertNet, February 26, 2006. 
http://www.alertnet.org/thefacts/reliefresources/111996997351.htm (accessed: April 19, 2009) 
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there is a successful, collective effort to put out the fire.  I viewed areas where this had 

happened to hundred of huts in Gulu District.   

 In sum, it is clear that spiritually, morally, culturally, practically, and socially, the 

experience of suffering and violence is strongly collective and communal in nature, 

whether one lives in a displacement camp or in a Gulu Town apartment.  When people I 

spoke with expressed general forgiveness, their expressions are rooted in this, and it must 

be considered to really understand their expressions.    

  

DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN GENERAL AND SPECIFIC FORGIVENESS 

 Understanding, hearing and seeing the difference between general and specific 

forgiveness is sometimes hard because survivors understandably group them together.  

Again, I define ‘general forgiveness’ as forgiveness of perpetrators as a collective for the 

general violence they inflicted.  General forgiveness is expressed or at least permitted by 

many in Gulu for two primary reasons.  Firstly, it is a strategic, pragmatic decision to end 

the war.  The Ugandan Army could not (or did not) stop the war, and neither could the 

Juba peace talks or the ICC’s intervention.  There is a sense that all the powerful actors -

the government, Uganda’s neighbors, the national Army, and the international 

community- were not able to or chose not to protect them or stop the violence.  

Forgiveness is then the only remaining choice that can bring an end to the war in this 

highly limited set of options.  

The pragmatic, strategic nature of this expression of forgiveness is clear when one 

listens closely to survivors’ comments about forgiveness.  When I asked people living in 

IDP Camps, transit sites, and urban slum settings if they forgave, the most common 
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response I heard was that he or she forgave so that the rebels would come home.  An 

interaction I had with a shopkeeper in Palero IDP Camp was typical of how conversations 

about forgiveness began in my interviews. “I forgive excessively,” he told me.148  When I 

asked him why he felt that way, he said simply, “So that the situation can improve.”  Like 

many, he forgives as a step to achieve the community’s goal of bringing the LRA home 

so that the war can end, people can return to their homes, and human security can 

improve.   

In the following paragraphs, I explore two unusual responses.  Both represent the 

strong pull to express general forgiveness to achieve desirable social results; the pull of 

this motive is strong enough that some informants can hold and discuss the absence of 

personal forgiveness alongside genuine expressions of and a commitment to general 

forgiveness.  I included a quote at the opening of the chapter from a conversation I had 

with a young schoolteacher on a bus.  She told me about her job teaching in a small 

village.  She had only been there for a few months and was a bit fearful living so far from 

town because of experiences she had during the war.  We began to discuss forgiveness.     

Eventually I asked her if she forgave the people who had harmed her family and 

her during the war.  She nodded her head emphatically and stated, "I support 

forgiveness.”  She supports forgiveness, rather than forgives, which was my question.  In 

other words, forgiveness is a stance that she is for, in the way that one would be for a 

particular social policy or political platform.  This first half of her statement is the same 

as those noted above; it is motivated by specific goals.  What differs are those goals.  “I 

forgive the rebels, so they will come home, and then we can arrest them!” she explained.  

Like the other people I spoke with, she, without any prompting, used the phrase “so,” 
                                                 
148 Interview with man in Palero IDP Campp 
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explicitly linking her sentiment to a purpose and motive (arrest of LRA combatants), 

rather than to a religious, emotional, or otherwise personal reason or process.  Her 

wording is as clear and precise as others who express general forgiveness in order to 

better their lives, except that her equally clear expression demands the exact opposite of 

what it implies: retribution and court punishment.  This demonstrates just how separate 

general forgiveness is from specific forgiveness.  The public campaigns for forgiveness 

were like campaigns for any other policy.  While she supports “the policy” for clear, 

sincere reasons, they are not the reasons we assume at first glance. 

It is important to note that her statement of “general retribution” was highly 

atypical (though sentiments of specific vengeance or retribution were more common).  I 

drew on my conversation with her simply to illustrate how sincerely survivors can hold 

these two seemingly opposing viewpoints. 

Another woman I interviewed felt sincere general forgiveness for the LRA, but 

not specific forgiveness for the government.  In our interview outside of her hut in an IDP 

Camp, I asked Connie if she spoke about the war with her neighbors or family.  She told 

me: 

We talk about it, for instance, maybe how you escaped being shot by the 
rebels… the food items we have lost, I even lost a bicycle.  I also lost my 
brother… We talk about it a lot, because something which annoyed you, 
you talk about it a lot, to talk it out of annoyance… I feel so much 
disappointed and it angers me a lot because when I recall how I lost my 
brother, I feel very bad.  I don’t forgive, because I have lost my brother… 
The government killed him. 

 
After speaking more about the anger she feels when she thinks of her brother’s murder, I 

asked if she thought she would ever forgive for this.  She told me, “There’s nothing I can 

do there because even if I am to forgive, nothing can be different.”  Forgiving the LRA in 
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general was different.  When I later asked her if she did she said, “We do it [forgive] just 

for the sake because they have caused a lot of damage… When they come back, we shall 

forgive them so we can resume a normal life… We [will] just drop down everything of 

the past and begin a new life.”   

 Connie’s story and words raise several important points.  First, like the 

woman on the bus, she harbors feelings of anger.  She embodies no divine capacity to 

forgive endowed on her by Acholi culture.  While she does not forgive the government 

for a specific crime, murdering her beloved brother, she does have general forgiveness for 

the LRA.  There are two possible interpretations of this.  Perhaps forgiving the 

government in general (and for this specific crime) is different than forgiving the LRA 

for Connie.  Many public expressions of and calls for forgiveness do not address the 

government’s role as perpetrator and focus on the LRA.  While expressing general 

forgiveness toward the LRA embodies a pragmatic, strategic approach that is concerned 

with efficacy and places value on improving ones everyday surroundings, expressing 

forgiveness towards the government does not necessarily embody these advantages. 

Another way to understand Connie’s story is that she does not forgive the specific person 

or people who killed her brother, regardless of whether the person or people are 

connected to the LRA or the government.  She clearly does have general forgiveness 

toward the LRA.  While I asked her if she forgave the LRA, she immediately used “we” 

to respond and “so,” connecting forgiveness to the common pragmatic motive of 

improving human security.  Thus, both interpretations reveal an ability to not feel specific 

forgiveness while expressing general forgiveness.  Connie’s story also reveals an 

important difference between forgiving the LRA and forgiving the government. 
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Several informants did not express feelings of general forgiveness.  Instead they 

suggested that it didn’t really matter because their feelings wouldn’t change anything.  In 

nearly all of the interviews when I asked informants to tell me more about these feelings 

or asked any further questions related to forgiveness, they changed their answers and told 

me that they did forgive.  A particularly dramatic example of this happened in an 

interview I had with a man in Anaka IDP Camp149: 

RB: Do you forgive? 
“There may be forgiveness when the situation has cooled down.”   
How do you feel about forgiveness now? 
 “I, alone, even if I’m not to forgive, my feelings alone cannot change 
anything.”  [Pause] “I forgive.”  
[Pause] Why do you feel this way?  
 “Because, everybody is forgiving… Me, I was not pointing fingers.” 
 
This man clearly felt concerned that I might assume he stigmatized or held 

feelings of vengeance toward returning LRA combatants.  He was one of several people 

who made it clear that community members feel some coercion and social pressure to 

forgive.  I also saw this clearly in an all-male focus discussion group in an informal 

transit site.  One man angrily explained to me “Very many people don’t [forgive]!”150  

His colleague quickly jumped in and qualified, “At least most people are just willing to 

forgive.”  The man next to him shook his head in agreement, noting that he had forgiven 

long ago and could forgive anyone for doing wrong.  It was clear that the first man’s 

sentiment was considered unattractive and not something to advertise to a visitor.  As I 

returned to the motorcycle with my driver who was from the community he explained to 

me, “Some don’t want to forgive, but they don’t come share their ideas.”   

                                                 
149 Interview in Anaka IDP Camp, July 2008. 
150 Focus Discussion Group with 5 20-50 year-old men in informal transit camp in Gulu District, July 2008. 
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One of the leaders of a major civil society umbrella organization in Gulu who is 

also quite involved with the cultural institution explained this to me.  “It is controversial 

not to forgive,” Rose said.151  As our interview turned to the topic of Mato oput, she 

emphasized the pressure again, “If the Chief supports it [forgiveness and Mato oput] now 

who are you to talk against it?  Only in public people say we embrace Mato oput, and we 

want them [the LRA] to come back to the community.”  She continued to explain that in 

private, many people may feel very differently.  While on the surface Rose distinguishes 

just between public and private space, she also clearly drew the distinction between 

general and specific forgiveness. Rose also pointed out that, in addition to pressure from 

local leaders such as cultural leaders, in the past the LRA targeted people who sought 

vengeance or supported prosecutions.  “If you come out openly and say you want 

prosecutions, they’ll report you and kill you,” she explained.  In the past, people who 

outwardly expressed vengeance, most notably those who formed local defense groups to 

protect their communities from LRA attack, were quick targets of brutal killings by the 

LRA.152  Both pressure because of this and from local elites and from past experience 

influence expressions of forgiveness.   

While it is important to acknowledge this pressure and its powerful role, it is not a 

sufficient explanation alone, as survivors have gone beyond not seeking vengeance and 

instead publicly call for forgiveness.  In other words, survivors don’t simply stay quiet 

because of pressure that expressing vengeance will endanger them or will be 

controversial.  Rather, as noted in previous chapters, many survivors actively call for 

                                                 
151 Interview with a leader of a major civil society umbrella group in Gulu Town, July 2008.  The 
interviewee is also very connected to Ker Kwaro Acholi. 
152 Finnegan, Amy.  “A Memorable Process In a Forgotten War: Forgiveness Within Northern Uganda,” 
MALD Thesis at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (2005), 71. 



 84 

forgiveness in their communities, such as by participating in musical and religious 

groups.  When the wide spectrum of survivors’ actions and words are taken into account, 

it is clear that those who argue pressure or fear is the only reason behind expressions of 

forgiveness are mistaken. 

In addition to expressing general forgiveness as a political, pragmatic stance and 

because of pressure to do so, people may also express it because of a desire to 

demonstrate their commitment to Acholi morals and society.  This is particularly the case 

for former combatants or abductees.  By expressing general forgiveness they separate 

themselves from or at least complicate their status as a perpetrator.  They make clear they 

are also a victim who has something about which to forgive, typically abduction, sexual 

slavery, rape, mutilation, or injury.  This is also an opportunity for formerly abducted 

people and ex-combatants to demonstrate their commitment to living peacefully by 

partaking in this communal attempt to end the war and build peace.  I go into this further 

and draw on several examples in Chapter VI because it is very much an aspect of the 

frictional interface between NGOs and forgiveness. 

The final reason I will note that may inform general forgiveness is a sense of real 

and imagined kinship.  When mothers refer to the LRA, they often use the phrase “our 

children in the bush”; in many cases this is not only figuratively but also literally true.  

While it was not clear to me in my interviews how strong of an incentive this was for 

general forgiveness because I had no source for comparison, surveys have found that 

forgiveness is higher in Acholiland than in other ethnic sub-regions.153 

                                                 
153 Giovanni, Adrian d., Phuong Pham, Eric Stover, Patrick Vinck, and Marieke Wierda. "Forgotten Voices: 
A Population-based Survey on Attitudes about Peace and Justice in Northern Uganda,” The International 
Center for Transitional Justice and The Human Rights Center at UC Berkeley (2005), 26 and Bailey, 
Richard, Patrick Vinck, Eric Stover, Andrew Moss, Marieke Wierda, and Phuong Pham. “When the War 
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In sum, it is clear that people express general forgiveness for a variety of reasons, 

particularly as a political and pragmatic stance and because of pressure to do so, but also 

to demonstrate commitment to Acholi society and values and because of a sense of real 

and/or imagined kinship with LRA fighters and abductees.  What also emerged in the 

above excerpts from interviews and observations is the ability of survivors to separate 

general forgiveness from specific forgiveness.  All informants who told me they did not 

forgive related their decision to specific incidents of violence and loss.  Very few of the 

informants who said they did forgive followed up with stories about the violence or loss 

they experienced and forgave.  Specific forgiveness is not tied to the same pragmatic 

motives as general forgiveness.  While I cannot be sure, I actually think most existing 

research (this study included) reveals very little about survivors attitudes towards specific 

forgiveness.  There is likely a large spectrum of feelings that change frequently based on 

evolving events, such as the return of someone who harmed you or a family member.   

 

GENERAL FORGIVENESS AND DEPOLITICIZING NGO DISCOURSE  
 

This sub-section is about the frictions that grow out of the interfaces between 

NGOs and general forgiveness in Gulu District.  I focus on the depoliticizing discourse of 

the NGO regime and find that it supports, deepens, and adds credibility to those who 

advocate for general forgiveness.  The frictions have also served to make general 

forgiveness even less contested. 

                                                                                                                                               
Ends” The International Center for Transitional Justice, The Human Rights Center at UC Berkeley, and the 
Payson Center for International Development (2007), 31. 
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Many people who were abducted by the LRA and returned to former or new 

communities face a lot of stigma and marginalization.154  In interviews, community 

members noted concern about how people returning from the LRA were spiritually and 

psychologically affected by their experience.  Even if the abducted person was not a 

combatant, community members may assume that the abducted person is not bound by 

Acholi morals and norms, which makes him or her dangerous and untrustworthy.  For 

example, Comfort is a woman I interviewed in an IDP Camp who was abducted many 

years ago.155  She escaped the LRA and returned during a period of ongoing violence.  

She faced a lot of stigmatization and marginalization when she moved into an IDP camp, 

which was probably augmented because she returned with children she had bore while in 

captivity.  Every time she went to the water pump, women would push her to the back of 

the crowd.  If she ever tried to stand up for herself and explain that she needed to get 

water for her family, they would make comments about how people shouldn’t trust her 

because she was still “wild” from the behavior she had learned in the bush.  I asked 

Comfort if women still treated her this way today.  She told me that she had been able to 

collect water just like everyone else in recent years.  No one disturbed her any more.  She 

attributed this change to increased awareness in the community about the struggles of 

those in the bush.  I asked if she thought it was also related to the decrease in LRA 

activity in northern Uganda and in returning combatants and abductees, but she was 

emphatic that it was because of increased awareness, particularly due to NGO 

sensitizations and radio programs. 

                                                 
154 “Sharing the Burden of the Past: Peer support and self help amongst former Lord’s Resistance Army 
youth,” Justice and Reconciliation Project and Quaker Peace and Social Witness (May 2008), 7. 
155 Pseudonym, interview conducted in an IDP Camp in Gulu District July, 2008. 
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Many others I interviewed also identified a decrease in outright stigmatization and 

name-calling and attributed it primarily to increased awareness thanks to NGO 

sensitizations.  NGOs constantly hold “sensitizations” and “trainings” where they educate 

people on aspects of peacebuilding that are in line with their particular agenda, such as 

youth empowerment or child rights.  Regardless of the particular agenda, all 

sensitizations touch on the experience in the bush and describe those who are returning as 

“returnees” or “abductees” rather than as ex-combatants.  While this terminology may be 

connected to the “neutral” discourse of the NGO paradigm and the good v. evil view of 

the conflict, it interfaces with the “grey zone” many perpetrators are in; they are both 

victims and perpetrators, and the community does not know how to identify them.  NGO 

discourse however brands former LRA as clear, one-dimensional victims, save the few 

very top commanders.  As Mark, a newcomer employee to an international institution 

involved in peacebuilding remarked, “Everybody’s an ‘abductee.’  It’s like there’s 5 

people in the LRA.”156  He noted that international agencies, through their discourse, had 

“propagated” the idea that all people returning from the LRA are victims without agency. 

The discourse of the iNGO regime has clearly interfaced with local leaders’ call 

for forgiveness.  It might be controversial to forgive a killer anywhere.  It is 

understandable that there would at least be debate and disagreement about doing so.  

Thus, iNGO discourse has contributed to an effort by local leaders to transform “ex-

combatants” into victims.  This transformation is part of the pragmatic, strategic 

forgiveness project, crucial to bringing about peace and improving human security in the 

view of many local leaders and community members in Gulu.  Forgiving or at least living 

                                                 
156 Interview in Gulu Town, June 2008. 
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peacefully alongside and expressing ‘general forgiveness’ toward an “abductee,” a 

“returnee,” or a “former child soldier,” allows much less room for debate.   

INGO discourse has proved to be a powerful force in this depoliticizing 

transformation necessary for such a wide-scale expression of forgiveness.  Its power is 

evident in how many former combatants have latched onto the discourse.  Numerous 

people who escaped the LRA have started small community groups or community-based 

organizations.  I interviewed a former combatant in his late twenties or early thirties 

named Andrew.  We spoke at the office of his small community-based organization.157  

As soon as I sat down, he told me that the organization was “started by child soldiers” 

like himself.  One of the most important programs was “counseling in communities with 

former child soldiers… so people forgive them.  Former child soldiers should look at the 

community like their real community, they should not be stigmatized, they should not be 

isolated,” he told me emphatically.  “We create awareness about the needs of the war 

victims.” Throughout the conversation he referred to former combatants and abducted 

people as “LRA victims.”  Andrew had completely adopted the depoliticizing, 

victimizing discourse of NGOs and used it to access resources and negotiate his status 

and entry into the community.    

While running a community-based organization is not extremely typical, there are 

several other organizations I encountered that had similar approaches.  Further, 

community groups with similar goals are even more common.  Such groups are 

extremely powerful in combating stigma because they are often comprised of a people 

who were with the LRA and people who were not.  I held two group interviews with 

                                                 
157 Interview, June 2008. 
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leaders and members of Oput Youth Group, and I spent a day observing their activities.158  

With just a few handmade instruments and branches, they reenacted an LRA attack and 

mato oput process.  They used song and drama to draw in community members and build 

understanding about the experience of people abducted by the LRA, stigmatization, and 

cultural reconciliation processes like mato oput.  NGO discourse was not as pervasive in 

this group, and it is likely that simply seeing former LRA working and engaging closely 

with people who were not with the LRA is a very powerful symbol.  In sum, iNGO 

discourse and peacebuilding programs at all levels have interfaced with the pragmatic, 

strategic motive connected to general forgiveness and have served as a vehicle to increase 

social pressure on community members not to challenge public expressions of general 

forgiveness.   

 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
158 Pseudonym 
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VII. CONCLUSIONS 
 

This study attempted to critically understand community transitional justice, the 

NGO peacebuilding regime, and their interfaces in Gulu District.  Important findings are 

about survivors’ expressions of forgiveness and in the frictions created in the interfaces 

between NGOs and the local community.  Firstly, forgiveness is a more complicated, 

dynamic process than the media, leaders, and even much past research suggests.  Rather 

than closely examining to the words and actions survivors are taking around forgiveness 

and asking what tensions and realities they reveal, international and media attention has 

focused on a dichotomizing, abstracted debate.  The peace vs. justice “dilemma” has 

forced all actors involved in community transitional justice into stagnant categories that 

do not represent real options.   

 My research found that social forgiveness in Gulu District should actually be 

broken into two distinct, but related processes.  “General forgiveness” refers to forgiving 

perpetrators as a collective.  This is more akin to supporting a policy or a social platform 

and is not necessarily closely related to “specific forgiveness,” or making an emotional, 

spiritual, religious or other type of decision to forgive a specific perpetrator for a specific 

crime.  Most of the people I spoke with did support general forgiveness because there 

were pragmatic, strategic motives to do so, which includes social pressure.  Attitudes 

about specific forgiveness were harder to gauge and probably vary more widely.  This 

finding allowed me to look more closely at the interfaces between NGOs and community 

transitional justice, particularly forgiveness.  

 The NGO regime, which includes its programs, political and social agendas, 

economy, and culture, is in constantly changing, frictional engagements with various 
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aspects of community transitional justice in Gulu.  The effects of these frictions have 

been versatile and far-reaching.  They include augmenting generational divides, 

providing new avenues for former-LRA members or abductees to demonstrate their 

commitment to Acholi morality, and strengthening and rendering less controversial the 

call to general forgiveness.  The concept of friction was extremely useful in 

understanding some the unintended effects of the NGO regime in war-affected Gulu.  

I began this thesis by describing a story that an NGO employee told to me about a 

woman named Stella.  I will now return to it and apply the findings of the previous pages 

on order to better understand Stella’s actions.  Again, I draw on this story as a way to 

understand the findings of this study, not because of how true or not true the specific 

story is.  Further, people told me many stories similar to this one.  

After returning from LRA captivity, Stella used programs funded or created by 

NGOs to publicly espouse messages of forgiveness and reconciliation.  In doing this, she 

demonstrated her commitment to Acholi morality and society.  She shared social 

engagement with other community members, which likely helped her in breaking down 

stigma or fears associated with her return.  I understand Stella’s expressions of 

forgiveness as sincere but also contextually rooted.  Achieving peace by encouraging the 

LRA to cease fighting and return home is a clear, pragmatic motive to express 

forgiveness publicly.  Further, there is much social pressure to do so.  There were also 

clear social benefits to participation in public calls for forgiveness.  

When the LRA commander to whom Stella had been given in the bush returned, 

she snuck to his hut and set it on fire.  I understand this action also as contextually sincere 

and not contradictory.  Specific forgiveness was a different process for Stella, and one 
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she was not fully faced with until the commander moved into the same IDP Camp.  

While she supported forgiveness in general for the strategic reasons noted above, she 

personally wanted revenge against the one man who had harmed her.  This story is not 

meant to suggest that most people seek vengeance, but rather to highlight the importance 

of understanding general and specific forgiveness as distinct processes, each addressing 

different tensions and realities.     
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APPENDIX I: MAP OF GULU DISTRICT 

Map 1.3: Gulu District – IDP Distribution (June 2008), UNHCR 
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APPENDIX 2: ORIGINAL SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Guiding Questions for IDP Camp and Return and Transit Site Interviews 
 
Oral Consent and Introduction Script: 
 
Rachel is a researcher from the US.  She is conducting a study on NGO engagement 
with community transition, reconciliation, peace, and justice.  She would like to 
interview you for the study. 
 
The interview is completely anonymous.  Rachel will not use your name in her notes 
or in her final report.  She will make up a name for you. 
 
The interview will last for about 30-45 minutes, but you can stop any time you want.  
You do not need to answer any questions you don’t want to answer.    The questions 
will be about your opinions of and experiences with NGO and community initiatives 
to transition and build peace, reconciliation, and justice.  Rachel hopes that none of 
the questions are upsetting, but if any questions are, you don’t need to answer.  You 
should also feel free to share your own stories and experiences. 
 
There is no compensation or material benefit for participating.  However, Rachel 
hopes that the study will contribute to awareness in the US.  The study will also be 
available to NGOs and organizations in Gulu in case any of the findings could help 
in improving their practices here.  By May, you can access the study at the Institute 
for Peace and Strategic Studies at Gulu University. 
 
Would you still like to participate?  Would you like to take several moments to 
consider it, and we will come back?   
 
Introductory Questions 
• Where are you from?  When did you come here?  Have any of your family 

members returned to your home village? 
• What does transitioning out of the war mean to you? 
• Are there any initiatives in your community that are helping you to transition? 
• What does finding peace, justice, reconciliation, or accountability mean to you?  

Is it important? 
• Are there any initiatives in your community that are helping it to do this?   
• OP: What is the role of an NGO in this? 
• I know there are many people who are angry and cannot forgive, but also many 

who say they have forgiven.  What are your feelings about forgiveness and 
reconciliation?  OP: Is there anyone in your community who you know doesn’t 
forgive? 

 
Opinions about NGOs in Community 
• What NGOs have programs in your community?   
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• What type of work do they do?  What are their main goals?  
• What do you think of them?  Are their programs helpful to your community?  Do 

you have any concerns about their work?   
• Are there any peace, justice, or reconciliation programs?  What do you think of 

these programs? 
• What type of work do they do?  What are their main goals?  
• What do you think of them?  Are their programs helpful to your community?  Do 

you have any concerns about their work?   
o IF WOMEN PGM: What do the men think of this program?  Any 

community tensions? 
o IF YOUTH PGM: Who counts as youth?  Is that the same definition as in 

your community—who do you consider youth?  Any community 
tensions? 

• IF NOT ALREADY SAID: Do any NGOs do programs around Mato oput or 
traditional justice and reconciliation?   

o IF YES: What type of programs?  Have you attended any?  What are your 
opinions of them? 

 
Effects of NGO Trainings and Sensitizations 
• Have you ever attended any NGO trainings, sensitizations or other group 

meetings?  
• IF NO: Why not?  Who usually participates in them? 
• IF YES: Why did you decide to go?  What was it about?  Who attended (more 

men or women?  Age group?) What was it like?  
o Did many participants/people from the community speak?  Did they have 

different or similar opinions?  IF VERY DIF: Did people try to change 
his/her mind?   

o Did people tell their stories of the conflict? 
o Did anyone express lack of forgiveness?  IF YES: How did people 

respond? 
 

Coexistence & Forgiveness 
• How do you feel when you see a former fighter?  Former captive? 
• Do you forgive? 
• How does someone successfully reintegrate into the community? 
• Do men or women integrate more easily?  Youth?  Why? Who counts as 

“youth?” 
• Are there former captives who have not integrated into the community?  Why or 

 why not? 
 
KKA and Mato oput 
• What do you think of the traditional leaders?  What kind of work does your Rwot 

do in the community?  Do NGOs help him? 
• Have you heard of Mato oput?  What do you think of it (for war-related crimes)?  

Has it ever been used for war-related crimes here? 
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