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INTRODUCTION
‘WHERE DO YOU GO WITH YOUR CHILDREN?’
1
I arrived in Yumbe town, close to the border with south Sudan in the far north-west of
Uganda, on the eve of the country’s 2011 presidential elections. President Museveni was
running for presidency for the fourth time. That night a number of cows arrived at the
Resident District Commissioner’s (RDC) office. By daylight everybody could witness the
overnight delivery. The cows were to be distributed among women’s groups on behalf of
the ruling president’s National Resistance Movement (NRM). Other election-courting
practices came in the form of last-minute cash that was to be distributed. In the course of
the following day, initial outcome reports stated that Museveni could win the elections in
Yumbe District for the first time since its creation in 2001. In the days thereafter, when
this was confirmed, many men I spoke to said the NRM had won the elections in Yumbe
because women had massively voted in favour of the party. Yet, according to the men, it
was not only these few cows or small amounts of money distributed to women during
election time that had most influenced their votes. Instead, they argued that women’s
fear of renewed conflict had played a large role in determining the election outcome.
In the run-up to the 2011 elections, women’s groups from the leading political
party NRM had been visiting Yumbe and moving around the countryside allegedly asking
women the rhetorical question where they would run to with their children once another
war had broken out. The suggestion made was that if people would not vote for
Museveni, whose main promise was ‘stability’, war was likely to break out again in
Uganda. Between 1979 and 2002, the region had experienced prolonged unrest and
armed conflict, until the Uganda National Rescue Front II (UNRF II) signed a peace
agreement with the Ugandan government in 2002. The question asked by the women’s
groups touched upon the difficult experiences faced by women in Yumbe during these
decades: repeatedly having to run for their lives and out of despair, sometimes even
leaving their children behind.

1

Throughout this dissertation, reference is made to ‘south Sudan’ when referring to the region north of Yumbe
before 9 July 2011. On this date, south Sudan became independent and became known as the Republic of South
Sudan (ROSS). Depending on the time referred to in this dissertation (before or after 9 July 2011), I will use
‘south Sudan’ or ‘ROSS’. My interlocutors, however, never made the distinction; and where I cite them, I will use
their reference to ‘south Sudan’.
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‘That war was the worst. You have to run away, naked or with clothes. Even children, you
just leave them behind. Why? Because of the gunshot; when you hear it, you just forget
everything. So many people lost their life.’ (Faridah, an elderly interlocutor speaking about
2
the 1980 ‘liberation war’).

Or as a 29-year-old woman recounted in late 2011:
… one of the reasons [that women voted for Museveni] was that when the president came
3
for campaigns, he was threatening people’s lives. He moved with these big guns … [They]
were thought to protect him but you know when a woman sees a gun ... they [women] can
reflect [on] the past war. [And they ask themselves] ‘Ah... where do I go with my children’
[when war breaks out]? So they [the women] said: ‘No … this one is going to be war [if the
opposition wins], so I don’t want to run again.’ That was one reason. Secondly, they were
giving them some money. (Video interview, 11 November 2011)

The idea that a fear of war strongly influenced women’s votes came up during a focus
group discussion (FGD) with male youth, after which they explained that for them—as
young men—fear and this kind of intimidation were never a factor in determining their
votes:
O: But ... men were not afraid of this war they were talking about!
R + A: We don’t fear...
B: ... because for us, some of us now have the experience.
(FGD in Yumbe Town with young men about the elections of 2011, 25 August 2012 )

These interview fragments show how very specific strategies were employed to convince
women to vote for the ruling party, while the male population in Yumbe—especially those
men who had no fear of going to war because they ‘have [...] experience’ with war
already—had to be appeased in a different manner by the re-running president.
A large proportion of former army and rebel men in Yumbe and the wider region
had been waiting years (sometimes decades) for their pensions (as former soldiers under
Amin) or compensation for renouncing armed rebellion (ex-rebels from the UNRF and
4
UNRF II). In order to contain any initiatives of resistance and the temptation to join
armed opposition forces during or after the elections, the president sent his own brother,
2

See also reference to such narratives in the work of Harrell-Bond 1986: 43-44. Alava & Lanken (2016) have
recently shown that women in the war-affected Acholi region were preparing to run away ‘with their children
and most valuable belongings—just in case things turn sour’ on the eve of the 2016 presidential elections. It is
not clear from the article whether this behaviour was a direct consequence of political campaign threats as
described here, or whether this was initiated by the women themselves. It is obvious that ‘ghosts of the past’, as
the authors refer to people’s past experiences, inform such behaviour, even if exact war-time experiences may
not be wholly the same, and the experience of having to run and leave your children behind may be a specific
West Nile experience during the liberation war.
3

The elections of 2011 were also observed to be extremely militarized in other parts of the country, and in
particular in Kampala (Kagoro 2015).
4

Occasionally, dissatisfaction by these former combatants was expressed in the media, where they would
threaten to form a new rebel group (UNRF III) because of unfulfilled promises by the government. Such threats
by ex-combatants in the regionare not uncommon; see for example Lecoutere & Titeca 2007.
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Major General Salim Saleh, to soothe their grievances. The major general had about him
an aura of largesse (consisting of belated pension payments, other forms of
compensation, and development projects). On his arrival a few months before the
elections, he and his men set up camp in a forested part of Arua Town. Elderly former
soldiers, majors, and ex-rebels from Yumbe District flocked around the camp tirelessly,
servile and respectful but with a strong sense of entitlement. They all wanted their
individual share of the promises embodied by the presence of Major General Salim Saleh,
flattered him, and flirted with political campaigning to fall under his grace. However, soon
after President Museveni secured a new term in the 2011 elections, General Salim Saleh
left with almost all promises unfulfilled (but, some argued, with his own entrepreneurial
5
pockets stuffed).
***
In the above cases, important mechanisms emerge that are crucial to this dissertation.
They are related to what I refer to as the memory of conflict in a broad sense. First: this
memory of conflict is politically exploited by the ruling party when soliciting votes and
thereby governing the ways in which the electorate conceptualizes the past (Cole 1998;
Nyirubugara 2013). Second, the memory of conflict is an important point of reference, a
source of fear, and inspires action (a specific way of voting) in women after eight years of
6
peace in Yumbe District (i.e. it makes them vote for the party that promises stability).
Third, these memories of past conflicts are also exploited by former soldiers and rebels,
7
who employ them by threatening to go ‘back to the bush’ if they are not ‘paid’; and this
helps them enforce financial and political benefits, or the renewed promise thereof, at
such politically critical moments as election periods. Fourth, the political use of such
references to the memories of conflict provokes young men into feeling in certain ways.
The men tap into collective, family, and personal memories of conflict to declare
themselves experienced to deal with conflict circumstances. The fragment quoted from
the FGD above shows foremost that, as the next generation—as youths and as males—the
young men feel they have to take up a position within the dominant political
manipulations of the memories of conflict. In their discourse, they refer to experiencing
violent conflict before, to the option of renewed conflict, and—not least—they make
implicit reference to their potential and fearless participation in conflict, if need be.
In other words, memories of conflict are used to impose fear and motivate
certain types of acting by various parties in the so-called ‘post-conflict’ social fabric. These
various practices described above are an example of how legacies from the past give
shape to a range of emotional, social, and political practices in the region today. These
5

See RLP 2014: 126-127.

6

One important election promise by the incumbent president’s NRM was ‘stability’, a word found on many of its
campaign posters and t-shirts. The need for such stability was promoted by using military means. About such a
form of stability, Decker says: ‘Militarised notions of security promote protection yet rely on institutionalizing
fear and violence at all levels of society, thus creating and sustaining profound insecurity, especially among
women.’ (Decker 2014: 173, referring to Mama & Okazawa-Rey 2012)
7

Going ‘back’ aims to refer to the memory of their armed rebellion before, and it can thus be seen as a political
use of memory.
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observations and the analysis of such practices are at the core of this research’s interest,
which questions the legacies of conflict in a community now officially living in peace since
a peace agreement was signed in 2002. The opening case study, which elaborates on
different groups’ entanglements with memories of conflict, is one empirical example that
shows the predominance of past experiences in present-day acting by people in Yumbe.
While the period of elections can be seen as providing a particular vital conjuncture
(Johnson-Hanks 2002, 2005; Berckmoes 2014: 151), especially with regard to the (ab)uses
of memory (Cole 1998; Nyirubugara 2013), in this thesis the analysis of the legacies of
conflict will be extended to ordinary practices in daily life in Yumbe, in order to gain
insight into these legacies’ quotidian prominence. I argue that the study of people’s
practices in the present can shed light on whether a real break is experienced in the
social-political domain between the past and the present: a past that was marked by
violent conflict and marginality, and a present that is officially peaceful after a peace
agreement signed in 2002 that included commitment towards undoing the region’s
marginality and was meant to bring a definitive end to the region’s recurring rebellions.
Whether one sees the young men, referred to above and responding with ‘we are
fearless’ and ‘we have the experience of war’, as trapped in symbolic violence, as victims
of political manipulation forcing them to make such statements, as inherent warriors, or
as skilled navigators of the discursive game around elections, the depth of their
expressions and the legacies they touch upon deserve further analysis. For, departing
from the notion that the region has a very long history of experiencing armed conflict (let
alone all other types of crises), the question is this: how can such a history be shaken off
or transformed into something more positive, without expecting a continuation, a
reproduction of these kinds of conflicts? In other words, where lies the capacity for
inhabiting peace for a society and individuals, both of which have been shaped by an
environment that had violent conflict as one of its dominant historical characteristics and
have suffered a constant political reiteration of violent stereotypes? This research
investigates the persistent forces of violent legacies and how they structure experiences
in a society (Dumont 1992: 277, cited by Peluso & Watts 2001: 6), versus the society’s and
the individual’s capacities to instigate social change vis-à-vis a burdened history (Ortner
2006; Van Dijk et al. 2007: Introduction). The research studies this question from the
particular perspective of those who grew up with conflict and now mature in times of
peace. I argue this generational focus is particularly relevant for understanding the impact
of the legacies of past conflicts on society (see Quesada 1998; Dickson-Gómez 2002; Uvin
2007; Tomlinson 2012). To better situate the relevance of this research question, more
insight into the region’s historical background is required. Below a brief overview is
provided, while in the following chapters (2, 3, and 4) this history will be adressed in more
detail.
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HISTORY OF TURMOIL
War broke out in what is currently known as Yumbe District in 1979 when Idi Amin was
8
chased from power. Amin had relied strongly on recruits from the West Nile region—
9
more importantly, on Muslims from what are now Koboko and Yumbe District. Since
colonial times, the people from this region had been among those overrepresented in the
Ugandan army; and Muslims, in particular, had few alternative paths to social
advancement available to them (Meagher 1990: 66). When Amin, after his coup in 1971,
became increasingly suspicious of dissent within the army, he gradually narrowed his trust
base to the Muslims of his ‘home region’ and to Nubians (Hansen: 1977; Rwehururu
2008). Soldiers from other regions and ethnic groups were increasingly at risk of being
killed (see Chapter 2, this dissertation; Rwehururu 2008). As a consequence of this
support base during his cruel reign, when Amin was ousted his former military men fled
across the borders to hide themselves (along with their accumulated property—see
Woodward 1988; Rwehururu 2008) in the neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo
(then Zaire) and Sudan. Some of them were too slow to escape and were brutally and
10
publicly executed with their family members in Yumbe. Revenge for Amin’s regime not
only befell his former soldiers and commanders (who had already mostly fled), but when
previous president Obote returned to power in 1980, his army (the Uganda National
Liberation Army—hereafter UNLA) widely sought revenge in the whole region, holding the
people of West Nile collectively responsible for the atrocities committed under Amin
(Harrell-Bond 1986: 40; Leopold 2005a, 2005b). People from Yumbe and its neighbouring
districts fled en masse to southern Sudan and Zaire, returning to Uganda to their
11
destroyed and looted properties only from 1986 onwards.
While still in exile, soldiers and commanders from Amin’s exiled army formed the
rebel groups of the Former Uganda National Army (FUNA) and later the Uganda National
12
Rescue Front (UNRF), with the aim to return to power and protect their own people. The
latter army contained primarily recruits from Yumbe and, to a certain extent, reconciled
with the new National Resistance Movement (NRM) government headed by Yoweri
13
Museveni when he came to power in 1986. From the early 1990s onwards, the region
often fell victim to the Sudan (Khartoum)-supported rebel group West Nile Bank Front
(WNBF); and after tension rose within this group, it split and the UNRF II was formed in
1997. The latter group recruited primarily from what is now known as Yumbe District. The
WNBF was officially considered defeated in 1997 by the Ugandan army. The Ugandan
8

A much deeper time frame of histories of conflict would do more justice to the role of violence and militarism
in Yumbe’s history; these complex dynamics will be addressed extensively in Chapter 2.
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See Chapter 2.
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Field notes, JB.
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For more details, see chapters 2 and 3. Some people did not return before the late 1980s, after experiencing
brutal SPLA violence in Sudan targeted against them.
12

In retrospect, the UNRF became known as UNRF I after the UNRF II had formed in the 1990s.
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Bogner and Neubert (2013) speak of reconciliation taking place in1985/1986, but Kutesa (2006) reports a
longer-standing agreement.
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army, together with the SPLA, which was partly based in and supported by Uganda, had
14
carried out attacks against the WNBF on Sudanese territory. The UNRF II, however, was
active until 1999, at least until before it slowly started engaging in peace talks with the
government of Uganda. The talks finally resulted in a peace agreement in 2002. The
national amnesty laws of 1999 provided that the ex-combatants could give up their armed
struggle and return home without fear of prosecution.
Overall, the 1980s and 1990s were especially turbulent years. Besides the various
activities by local rebel groups (WNBF and UNRF II) who were supported by the Khartoum
government, the SPLA rebels in southern Sudan were supported by Museveni and
15
occasionally also engaged in killing in this region. Little of this history is known beyond
the region. While a large-scale rehabilitation plan was finally developed (as promised in
the extensively negotiated peace agreement of 2002) for this region by a stakeholder
conference in 2005, most NGOs soon thereafter diverted their attention to the parts of
16
Uganda affected by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). Thus, despite a strongly rebelnegotiated and extensive peace agreement that included many promises for
‘rehabilitation’, few of these promises were properly implemented, which left many
promises still pending in September 2013 when I last visited the field (Both & Reis 2014).
For this reason, and because Bogner and Neubert (2013) have called the peace in Yumbe a
17
‘negative peace’, I speak in this dissertation of young people’s post–peace agreement
practices instead of their post-conflict or peace-time practices. I thereby question the
official lines often drawn between conflict and post-conflict as two significantly different
phases. I speak of the last decade and a half in Yumbe as ‘post–peace agreement’ rather
than as post-conflict, in order to pay attention both to practices and processes that
endure and to those that have been marked by a break or change since peace was signed
18
in Yumbe in 2002.
14

Leopold 2005a: ch. 1.
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Prunier 2004 has shown how the West Nile region became part of the war terrains of Uganda, DRC, and Sudan
in the late 1990s. And such cross-border dimensions of conflict are still present (think of the ADF in DRC and the
Ugandan government’s unsolicited support for Salva Kirr, president of the still new Republic of South Sudan,
when war broke out in December 2013).
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‘In Uganda itself, the focus of activities has shifted to the adjacent Acholiland since the military displacement
of the LRA to nearby regions of the neighbouring countries. Many ideas for projects in West Nile have therefore
been shelved, and most development organizations have not fulfilled the expectations they created during the
peace negotiations. An extensive World Bank programme (Northern Uganda Social Action Fund, NUSAF)
continues to be an important exception’ (Bogner & Neubert 2013: 68). Another important exception has been a
vocational skills and training programme that ran from 2006 until 2009 but was no longer functional when I first
reached the field in 2010.
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They suggest that in some cases ‘... it might be necessary, for the sake of achieving at least a “negative” or
scaled-down version of peace, to opt for “second-best” solutions and to accept that a peace agreement will
serve the interests of the fighters and make them its main beneficiaries. It may also imply accepting that those
among them who are responsible for serious human rights violations will receive amnesty and cannot be
punished.’ And they state: ‘We argue that it is particularly in cases of negotiated peace that peacemaking is a
political process rather than an attempt to pursue the ideal of a “positive peace” permitting reconciliation and
transitional justice’ (Bogner & Neubert 2013: 57).
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For similar approaches questioning the demarcation line between peace and conflict, see Richards 2005 and
Debos 2016.
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LEGACIES OF CONFLICT
In this dissertation, focusing on the legacies of conflict means centring this study on the
forces of history that are enduring and on the shapes these take in the present, in order to
understand contemporary society in Yumbe. By speaking of legacies of conflict, rather
than legacies of violence, I aim to draw attention to the social experience of conflict as
containing more than the experience of violence only (see Lubkeman 2008: 10-12).
Conflict has also generated opportunities, for example, for some interlocutors, while
cultural, social, and political experiences other than violence might have equally deeply
influenced the experiences of ‘warscape inhabitants’ (ibid.). Examples of such social
experiences are, for example, the fact that inequality and envy were important factors
fuelling conflict that may or may not persist in the present, but will not be easily captured
19
under the notion of ‘violence’. By speaking of legacies of conflict, I do not mean to
suggest that it is evident or known what these legacies are, nor do I aim to assess simply
their effects. Rather, what these legacies are and how they operate in contemporary
society is a research question here that requires further investigation. Following Stoler
2008, who argues that speaking of ‘colonial legacy’ as if it is a given what this legacy is
does not contribute to our understanding of the pervasive impact of such specific pasts in
the present. She argues that speaking in terms of such rubrics ‘fail[s] to capture the
evasive space of imperial formations past and present as well as the perceptions and
practices by which people are forced to reckon with features of those formations in which
they remain vividly and imperceptibly bound. They also gloss over the creative, critical,
and sometimes costly measures people take to become less entangled’ (ibid. 193).
In the opening of this chapter, I argued that the memories of conflict and the ways in
which they are employed by various parties can be seen as one influential legacy of
conflict in the present. But these memories are not static and given; they are attuned to
various interests and gain their particular shape in the ethnographic present. They are
powerful references to a past full of suffering—evoked and exploited by some, inspiring
fear in others. The study of memory here can be understood as a study ‘to understand the
20
way people remember and forget their past’ (Berliner 2005: 206), acknowledging that
memories are subject to interpretation as well as manipulation and are important to
21
matters of identity, as they are collectively or at least partially shared. In the examples
above, memories come to the surface foremost as discursive and as provoking
identification practices (‘we are fearless’), actions (specific voting behaviour), and
emotions (fear). There are also forms of remembering—for example, bodily
remembering—which are not easily translated into words (Culbertson 1995), and these
surface less easily in everyday speech. This suggests, then, that in order to study
19

Even if these factors can be understood as related to structural violence and ordinary violence respectively.
Berliner (2005a: 198) warns against the over-extension of the concept of memory and anthropologists’
extensive use of the term without being precise. He is particularly concerned with the overlap between the
concepts of ‘culture’ and ‘memory’. In the following pages, I am explicit about which domains of memory are
relevant for this dissertation and its research questions—namely, ‘memories of conflict’.
20
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These remarks clearly correspond with the opening case study concerning the (ab)use of the memories of
conflict in Yumbe. (See also Cole 1998; Fabian 2003; Connerton 2008; Nyirubugara 2013).
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memory, the study of narratives in which references to memories explicitly emerge
should not be the only field of study. There should be room for studying the unspeakable,
as something that may not reach the ethnographic surface other than in silences—or in
other forms, such as through emotions, habits, identity questions. This particular concern
will be further elaborated in the next chapter, which details the ethnographic methods
that allow one to come closer to an understanding of the pervasiveness of legacies of
conflict that, for example, endure in the form of embodied memories.

HISTORY, STRUCTURE AND AGENCY
In the opening cases to this chapter, I have shown how historical experiences can strongly
structure experiences long after events have taken place. This happened when political
campaigns spoke to memories—embodied or otherwise—and revived them, informing
how people acted. However, historical experiences not only structure but are also actively
and reflexively engaged with by various actors. The analysis above of what memories are
can illustrate this dynamic interplay between structure and agency. For example,
embodied memories become part of what the actor carries with him and what influences
him in the ways in which he contributes to social dynamics that shape society, politics,
and an economy. At the same time, the ‘creative, critical and sometimes costly measures
people take to become less entangled’ with historical legacies (Stoler 2008: 193) deserve
attention. While my focus here is on histories of conflict as influentially structuring social
experiences and informing practices in the present, an important word of caution is
required. ‘Legacies of the past’ (such as in my case-specific ‘legacies of conflict’) are often
invoked to explain current practices (Leopold 2006; Decker 2014) with good reason, but
they never explain fully the situation in the present (see Rosenkrantz 2009: 49-50).
Despite the fact that violence (as one of the dominant experiences in conflict) is often
23
seen as a deeply influential force set apart from other experiences and as a structuring
event (Dumont 1992: 277, cited by Peluso & Watts 2001: 6; Sommers 2015: 31, referring
to the work of Nordstrom 2004: 59-60), other older structures are for examplestill
influential in societies emerging from the past, by which is meant that factors other than
conflict, such as persisting inequality and marginality, are equally important to consider as
24
structures operating in interaction with agents in societies emerging from conflict. Such
structures may be enduring, despite a formal peace agreement that has put an end to
open conflict. Furthermore, new political, social, and economic realities potentially form
new structures to reckon with. Thus, while the focus on the legacies of past conflicts in
present-day practices is relevant to our understanding of post-conflict society in all its
nuances and functioning, other structures and people’s ways of engaging with these
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‘Forgetting’, as the counterpart of remembering, is equally part of the social processes here described, since
together they are part of what is considered memory work (Cole 1998: 627; Fabian 2003: 490).
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See for example Cole 1998: 627, and Nordstrom & Lubkeman’s critique of Nordstrom (Lubkeman 2008,
Introduction).
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These structures are not completely disconnected from conflict, as conflict often springs from these.
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structures—their co-creation of these (see Van Dijk et al. 2007; Vigh 2009) in the
present—also require space in the analysis.
With regard to the legacies of conflict, the interest here lies not in tracing direct
lines from the past to the present, but rather in questioning other structures and agentive
processes that engage with, mediate, and potentially challenge these legacies. In other
words, I am interested in the negotiation between structure and actor (Van Dijk et al.
2007: 6), with a focus on considering ‘how social situations appear to be governed by
underlying or overarching principles and predicaments but still produce their own forms
of reflexivity, their own forms of thinking about these structures and the actors involved
that inform their agency’ (ibid. 8). A focus on agency allows for the notion that people
make their own history and are not only made by history (Ortner 2006: 2); and an
empirical focus on practice in this study, as core to practice theory, allows us to
empirically examine how people tend to make this history. This focus will allow a
grounding of our understanding of the interplay between agency and structure in social
practices (Ortner 1984, 2006: 4; Shepler 2014).
One way of applying this notion of agency vis-à-vis a conflict-burdened history occurs in
the work of Mark Leopold. Portraying the West Nile region as emerging from a history
marked by violence and marginality, in his book Inside West Nile (2005a) Leopold
describes how a small group of adult and elderly informants in Arua aimed to change the
course of this history. In the late 1990s, during Leopold’s fieldwork visit, he found them in
the process of reconciling with the central Ugandan government through the ‘rewriting of
history’. They aimed to do so by giving better readings and explanations of the past and
‘to justify themselves as the victims, rather than the perpetrators, of the violence and
marginality of their history’ (Leopold 2005b: 212). One could argue that they wanted to
contest being collectively associated with the district’s violent history and, in particular,
contest the association with the brutal Amin regime (ibid.; see also Leopold 2005a).
Leopold even referred to this agenda of the elders as the people trying to awaken from a
‘historical nightmare’ (2005b: 213) by taking the course of history into their own hands,
through reflection and a re-writing of that history. This is a relevant example for the kind
of practices vis-à-vis historical legacies and people’s engagement in social change that I
aim to study in this dissertation. However, as an empirical example it also raises a
pertinent question that speaks to the core of this dissertation. Leopold’s work provokes a
question about the extent to which these initiatives of the elders in the regional urban
centre of Arua in the late 1990s resonate(d) with sentiments and practices in places like
Yumbe, at the time lying at the margins of what was then Arua District. And how well did
and do recurrent peacemaking initiatives by local leaders (elders) and intellectuals in the
25
region resonate with those who do not belong to the educated elite or elderly people,
26
but are ‘common people’ in West Nile—more particularly, young men? In other words,
25

The Aringa Obongi Peace Initiative Commitee (AROPIC) was formed largely by a community of elders that were
deeply engaged in ‘bringing the UNRF II rebels back home’, resulting in the 2002 Yumbe peace agreement.
26

Leopold somewhere states about his elderly informants: ‘It could be very reasonably argued that I have
overemphasised the role of a small (elbeit influential) number of elder males....’ (2005a: 158).
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practices that actively attempt to negotiate legacies of violence are likely to be the
political project of some actors but not of others. This suggests that multiple practices in
this field are likely to be found in a ‘post’-conflict society. The ethnographic material in
subsequent chapters explores such practices and the variety therein as they emerged
among youth in Yumbe.

YOUTH, MEMORY AND GENERATIONS
The aim of this research is then to capture the influence of legacies of conflicts in
particularly as they present themselves among young people in Yumbe, a generation born
and raised in periods of conflict, while later maturing after the signing of peace. We can
argue that for such a generation, memories are influential in the dynamic process of
identity-making, especially also in ‘post-conflict settings’ (Onuoha 2013: 2185-2186).
Youth is considered a formative period, and it is argued that ‘memory plays out differently
in different generations, but that the period of adolescence and early adulthood that is
often linked to “youth” is the primary period for the generational imprinting of political
memories’ (Onuoha 2013: 2191, referring to Shuman & Scott 1989, emphasis mine).
Young people that feel marginalized can eventually use political memory as a tool
for mobilization when they connect their present-day grievances to memories of
marginalization and aim to air their anger or to improve their situation (Onuhua 2013:
2191). Indeed, memory is a particularly malleable tool for political mobilization, and this is
often considered the danger of memory in post-conflict societies (Nyirubugara 2013;
Onuoha 2013):
Memories of persecution, suffering and marginalization can sustain group identities, and
even after festering for years or decades can translate into a basis for future violence. As
the proverbial ‘double-edged sword’, memory practices can either be harnessed in
fostering post-conflict reconciliation and overcoming religious, ethnic, social and political
cleavages, or be deployed in perpetuating and hardening deep-seated conflicting
positions. (Onuoha 2013: 2182-2183)

While Onuoha centralizes political memory, on another level one can question the role of
family experiences and how they shape young people’s practices or outlook on the world
(see for example Quesada 1998; Dickson-Gómez 2002), especially since primary
socialization and learning generally take place in the family and extended family realm.
This is not to say that family memories are not political—they can relate to strongly to
political events or politicized interpretations of events—but that they are at the same
time ‘closer’ to people and potentially formative on a less conscious level. As we shall see
in this dissertation family memories of traumatic events, can also be seen as potentially
harmful to the post-conflict context. Political memories of persecution and
marginalization can have negative impacts; in the same way, memories of traumatic
family/personal events are associated with potential social dysfunctioning and the
reproduction of traumatized worldviews, which in turn may facilitate new conflict in the
next generation (Quesada 1998; Dickson-Gómez 2002; De Jong et al. 2015). Thus, there
are various dangers associated with the political use of memory and the general
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transference of memories of conflict and violence to young people that have no first-hand
experiences of conflict themselves—or had only at a young age—while at the same time
youth are expected to epitomize societal hope. This hope arises with regard to the idea of
the predicament of history versus the abilities of ‘new’ generations:
What we call disorder and ruin, others who are younger live as the natural order of things;
and perhaps with ingenuity they are going to master it precisely because they no longer
seek their bearings where we took ours. In the din of demolitions, many sullen passions,
many hypocrisies or follies and many false dilemmas also disappear…. But underneath the
clamor a silence is growing, and expectation. Why could it not be a hope? (Merleau-Ponty
1964b: 23, cited in Finnström 2008: 244)

Acknowledging the ambiguous position of youth vis-à-vis their potential engagement with
the history of conflict, this dissertation aims to apply a fine-grained ethnographic
27
approach to uncover some of the crucial mechanisms of the interactions between
memory, generation, and conflict. It is important to recognize that such memories may be
elusive (Cole 1998: 611) and only occasionally come to the ethnographic surface. Based on
Onuoha’s (2013) article on young people’s mobilization in a pro-secessionist movement in
Nigeria and the politicization of memory to address present-day grievances, and aware
that memory is subject to manipulation, it is equally important to ask questions such as
the following: What, if at all existent, is the project of young people in Yumbe vis-à-vis
history (remember the project of the elders in Leopold’s work referred to above)? To
what extent do they engage reflexively with the potentially structuring component of the
memories of conflict? Which emotions prevail in relation to the memories of conflict? And
how do the young act upon such emotions?
By raising these questions, this study brings back into focus the question of
history in the study of youth. It pays attention to where young people come from and how
this shapes their post–peace agreement practices. While an increasing number of studies
aims to address the plight of youth in Africa, this historical perspective has largely been
missing. A contemporary perspective has been dominant because of significant challenges
facing young people in the present in Africa (and arguably elsewhere) (see Christiansen et
al. 2006; Mains 2007; Honwana 2012; Sommers 2015). A dominant question in studies of
African youth concerns what young people do in and after war-time and how to
understand their practices (see for example Utas 2005; Vigh 2006; Coulter 2008;
Berckmoes 2014; Sommers 2015). The focus is often on the latest episodes of conflict and
on how young people emerge from these. (One notable exception is the deeper timeframe included in the study of urban youth in Burundi by Berckmoes (2014).) In this
dissertation, history as a shaper of young people’s practices holds a central position, in
order to understand patterns of reproduction and social change and, in turn, to
understand when and where post–peace agreement practices show significant breaks
with a troubled past.
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As suggested by Argenti & Schramm 2010: 19.
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STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION
This introduction has embedded the research questions and the theoretical framework in
an understanding of the memory practices in Yumbe, taking an example from what
happened around election times. Powerful questions emerged from the case material
presented, a case in which people acted upon the political manipulation and strong forces
of history in this particular part of the country. The remainder of the dissertation engages
with these questions following the structure presented below:
Chapter 1 concentrates around the questions of how to carry out research on the
past in the present and provides an account of methodological challenges. In addition, the
research setting of Yumbe is introduced, and particular attention is paid to the profile of
the youths and their parents that constitute the research population.
Chapter 2 explores the historical sources on the people in Aringa County—now
Yumbe District. Limited resources are available simply because many authors/researchers
did not reach Yumbe in particular. This chapter sheds a confrontative light on the long
history with violence of the people of the West Nile region, from slave raiding and ivory
hunting to colonial occupation and post-independence armed conflicts. It shows why
questions about ‘conflict legacies’ are pertinent for the region.
The remaining chapters focus on an analysis of the empirical data. Chapters 3 and
4 engage with questions of the concrete legacies of conflict and their persistence in
Yumbe. The chapters offer analyses of the intergenerational dynamics as well as of the
dynamics between the margins (Yumbe) and the centre (read ‘the president’). In chapters
5 through 7, I analyse young people’s everyday practices in Yumbe. These chapters
illustrate how young people’s references to deprived childhood and their social
imagination (influenced by the past) influence their practices in the present. While some
practices are new and creatively engage with the memories of a more troubled past (see
Chapter 6 on khat use and Chapter 7 on migration), others show a more reiterative
process of identity formation in accordance with definitions of violent masculinity and
persistent Aringa stereotypes (Chapter 5). The data in these chapters together provide an
insight into processes of social reproduction as well as breaks vis-à-vis a troubled past.
More specifically, people’s recurring experiences with violent conflict in Yumbe
and the impact thereof on social life today form the theme of Chapter 3. This chapter is
oriented particularly towards those people who were victimized in one of the many
armed conflicts between 1979 and 2002 and towards the factors that continue to trigger
their painful memories. In their accounts, this group of parents establish a direct link
between enduring poverty and the inability to overcome their experiences in the past.
From their narratives, we gain an impression of how their offspring are shaped by their
parents’ experiences.
In Chapter 4 a different group of parents in Yumbe and their relation to their
children (sons in particular) is placed at the centre of the discussion. This chapter
addresses the theme of militarism and focuses on how how former military fathers lost
property and status in the post-Amin period of exile and how their sons relate to this lost
wealth they never had but have heard of. The chapter portrays how Uganda’s
contemporary politics plays a role in encouraging many people in Yumbe to hold on to
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military identities. The impact thereof on fathering and the social reproduction of this
militarized masculine model are explored in this chapter.
These chapters (3 and 4) show that there are reasons to believe that young
people’s perspectives on life in Yumbe have been shaped significantly by the forces of
history and the intimate transference of its outcomes through parent–child relationships
as well as political centre–periphery relationships. How then do young people themselves
currently engage with these legacies? The remaining chapters are predominantly focused
on young people’s positions, perspectives, and practices in Yumbe today. In their
practices, we see how they try to position themselves vis-à-vis such a past and which
resources they can engage with to challenge this past.
Chapter 5 focuses on the diversity among youth categories in Yumbe and the
limited resources they possess to establish a position in society. We see that, depending
on their histories so far, young people have gained insight into life and emphasize certain
resources and positions above others. These themes are discussed as habitus and are
related to the social imaginary of youths in Yumbe today. For poorly educated and
disappointed youth, we see a strong fall-back on Aringa masculine identities, identities
that allow them to think of themselves as natural fighters but also identities that are
perfectly fit to engage in the high-risk migration to Juba popular in the period from 2005
to 2013 (see chapter 7). We also see that there are young people that actively try to break
with a past of violence, who want to live better lives than their parents and who are
unlikely to be drawn into rebel groups that might be formed in the future.
In Chapter 6, insight is shared by young people on the use of khat. Under
conditions of high unemployment and abundant free time, it is attractive for youth to
become involved in chewing khat. However, this chapter suggests there is more to
understand from the use of khat in Yumbe than just leisure. Khat promises some youths
ways out of difficult memories and frustrations. The discussion about khat also offers a
new lens on the social fabric in Yumbe through the perspectives of young men. In their
defence of khat use, they come with very insightful concerns about social relations and
social order in society, concerns that can be related back to the experience of instability
and insecurity not so long ago, and to their wish—and also perhaps their inability—to do
things differently.
Chapter 7, the last chapter, focuses on the practices of youth in search of work
and better futures. Growing up close to the national border and the recent developments
in the ROSS play an important role in their search. In this chapter, I also show that
migration has been and still is a last resort for youth and elders who transgress social
norms and have to flee or are temporarily expelled from the region, and that it tends to
be young women who pull the shortest straw in this process.
After these broad but in-depth explorations of transmissions of memory, political
exploitations of the past by various actors, and present-day practices of youths, the
Conclusion aims to answer the main research question about the legacies of conflict in
Yumbe and aims to draw attention to the way in which young people in Yumbe are
positioned and are positioning themselves differently with regard to the legacies of armed
conflict, violence, and military identities.
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1. ACCESSING PASTS IN THE PRESENT: METHODOLOGICAL
REFLECTIONS
INTRODUCTION
... the social world does not present itself as a series of separate analytical themes [...] we
have to disentangle the multiple strands of social life in order to make analytic sense of
them, before we reintegrate them into the synthesis of an ethnographic account [...]
constructing a coherent account that does justice to the complexities of everyday life ....
(Hammersly & Atkinson 2007: 193)

How does one do research on the impact of the past on the present, and how does one
represent one’s findings of ‘legacies of conflict’ as representative for the place they take in
people’s complex and composite everyday lives? The questions are especially important
when one takes into account that ‘not all memories are equally salient all of the time, and
that the process of remembering and forgetting is tied to the very flow of social life and
local people's attempts to control it’ (Cole 1998: 627). This dissertation can approach such
an aim only by carefully drawing out the fragments of daily life as observed in their
complexity by contextualizing the references therein to the past, as well as the practices
in which these references to the past are negotiated.
As shown in the Introduction, ‘the political season’ (i.e. the period of elections)
can be considered a decisive moment in the individual’s and the community’s life, a
period in which references to the past occur more frequently in everyday talk, in political
speech, and in people’s acting. In this chapter on my methodology, I show how other
moments and informal conversations equally provoked people’s references to the past.
Important entrance points to the past were people’s reflections on their personal
histories, the narratives they used to recount their experiences and explain why they had
become who they had become, or to explain certain choices they had made in their lives.
Sometimes these fragments of ‘biographic narratives’ emerged spontaneously due to the
informal qualitative methods used (such as walking together with my interlocutors); at
other times, such accounts were solicited by me in informal conversations; in formal
interviews; and, occasionally, accounts were registered on film.
I agree therefore with scholars who contend that an ethnographic approach,
building on a variety of qualitative methods—such as informal interviews, participant
observation, and walking while talking together—prove particularly fit for research of this
kind, the kind that aims to assess the impact of past conflict and violence on communities
in the present (Dickson-Gómez 2002; Argenti & Schramm 2010: 19). An inductive and
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constant comparative approach (see Barnes 1996) led to the development of the research
in the directions it went. Below follows an overview of the methodological approach and
tools that lie at the heart of this dissertation and that shed light on the kind of data I was
able to obtain. I begin, however, with the importance of building up relations of trust and
allowing narratives to unfold. This was achieved by returning to the field several times. In
addition, I describe the research population and setting.

UNFOLDING STORIES
Returning to the field several times allowed me to build up relations of trust with
interlocutors and allowed stories to continue to unfold. Often matters could be more
easily talked about when the heat of the moment had passed—for example, with regard
to the elections referred to in the Introduction. Or with regards to violence; ‘Do you
28
remember that war last year? It was us the organizers.’ Muhamad here refers to a
violent land conflict that took place between two clans in 2011 when I had just left
Yumbe. I heard about it when I was in the Netherlands and had called him about it at the
time, but he was evasive about what had taken place in the direct aftermath of events.
Two years later during a short visit I made to Yumbe, he himself returned to the topic and
suddenly narrated what had happened. He told me who organized the ‘war’ and how he
and others had been in hiding in its aftermath for a time, while being sought by the police.
He did not hide his own role in events, and he also told me which of the clans had so far
won the legal actions that followed. I learned from others that they had won because of
being politically and military well connected. I was also able to observe that the members
of the two clans now greeted each other again in the small trading centre nearby and
could talk about the matter, even though in a joking way that concealed some
antagonism. It also became clear to me how one of the main organizers, an interlocutor of
mine, had been in hiding in the nearby forest for one week; and after feeling increasingly
uncomfortable with that, he left for the ROSS, first heading to Juba and later to Rumbek.
By the time I returned in 2013, he was back at home and faced no problems staying there.
This example shows how returning to the field and following up on matters
provided more in-depth data (such as how communities and individuals navigated the
aftermath of a conflict) and how return allowed trust to grow. The latter was needed in
order to become more informed about sensitive matters. Trust and the passing of time
provided more insight into and access to my interlocutor’s reflections and social positions.
Within a period of three years, I was able to visit the field four times (for 13
months in total), which allowed stories to be continued. For young people who form the
main focus of this research, following up on developments in their lives facilitated a focus
on their agency and a much-needed contextualized perspective on youths and their
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With his reference to ‘war’, my interlocutor refers to a land conflict that had turned violent. Many young
people had been mobilized to attack the people they saw as intruders on their land. Huts were set ablaze. Bows
and arrows were taken by the attackers to the scene, but whether people were wounded or not remained
unclear to me.
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practices, something short-term ethnographic fieldwork less easily allows for. I first
arrived in Yumbe in July 2010 for a pilot study of almost two months. In 2011 I spent nine
months in the field, in 2012 two months, and was there for a week in 2013. Contact was
thereafter continued with some interlocutors through phone. The follow-up opportunities
not only helped to build trust and allow for the heat of the moment to pass before asking
detailed questions; it also allowed me to observe young people’s trajectories (work,
relationships) over a span of time: the trajectories, for example, of those who went to the
ROSS (mostly to Juba) and returned home disillusioned, robbed, or motivated to go again,
and how they tried to patch together a more meaningful future. I heard stories about and
observed those who ran away from Yumbe and returned, and about those who gave birth,
despite their young age, to one or more children (see Chapter 7). Returning over this
period of time also allowed me to observe how some political agendas emerged during
election times and were or were not followed up upon, and the sentiments this aroused.
A few new NGOs began working in the area, as they were searching new fields of work,
30
following a decline in their activities in the Acholi region. In the meantime, the region
became gradually more ‘connected’ as more telephone companies began providing
services in the area and mobile phones became increasingly accessible within town.
After my ‘final’ return from the field, I kept in touch by phone and Facebook.
Especially when in December 2013 conflict broke out in the new ROSS, I shared the
worries about loved ones over the phone and was able to take note of people’s increased
feeling of insecurity in Yumbe (see Chapter 7). The new connectedness between the two
regions (Yumbe/northern Uganda and Juba/ROSS) was quite obvious, and it became clear
to which other regions young people tried to redirect their trajectories now that the path
to the ROSS was unsafe. In other words, a frequent return to Yumbe between 2010 and
2013, coupled with the modern communication technology tools engaged with by more
and more people in Yumbe, has facilitated to a certain extent the continuation in
information flows over an extended period of time, sometimes providing more depth to
my intial analysis and understanding of events.

WHY YUMBE?
Setting
This research project initially concerned the contribution of young people—in fragile
contexts—to peace building or a relapse into conflict, and it was focused on Uganda. The
work of Mark Leopold (2005a, 2009, 2010) and Kristof Titeca (2006) inspired my interest
in focusing this particular project on the West Nile region. My choice for a different
‘northern Ugandan region’ was based on the idea that a large quantity of research was
already being undertaken (including much research with a focus on youth) in the Acholi
29

Which then risks the portrayal of youth as rather frozen in a particular time and space, while on many
occasions young people’s lives and their tactics prove to be highly dynamic and flexible once a longer-term
perspective is sought (see Van Stapele 2015 on young people entering and exiting gangs over the years).
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For which funding was reduced because the immediate ‘humanitarian crisis’ was over.
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region, the region mostly affected by the infamous LRA since approximately 1986. For
researchers and development organizations alike, ‘northern Uganda’ had become
synonymous with the Acholi region, yet I came to learn that West Nile (like Karamoja in
the north-east, a region I also considered for fieldwork) had had its own turbulent history
with conflict—but one that had hardly been studied. Kristof Titeca in June 2010 suggested
to me that undertaking research in Yumbe District would be worthwhile since it was the
region within West Nile that had the most recent experience with conflict. The latest
rebellion ended there in 2002 and had had a significant impact on young people. For
example, many young ex-combatants after demobilization settled in Arua, the regional
capital in which Titeca’s research had been concentrated. This was sufficient reason to
focus my interest on Yumbe District.
Two reports by the Refugee Law Project in Kampala formed my main sources of
information; and my initial access to the field was facilitated by the Transcultural
Psychosocial Organisation (TPO) Uganda, an NGO that had been engaged in psycho-social
support to Sudanese refugees in the West Nile region and had also been engaged in
peace-building programmes with local people in Yumbe District. The modest
infrastructure of TPO in Yumbe helped me to access the terrain and assess major themes
during a pilot study in 2010. At the time of my first visit, TPO programmes were no longer
active in Yumbe, as the latest peace-building programme had finished in 2009; but the
organization was hoping for a renewal of funding by DANIDA (Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Denmark, which had funded activities to the end of 2009) for another year of working on
reconciliation and psycho-social support. Nevertheless, this funding never materialized,
showing that the area, eight years after the signing of the peace agreement, was no
longer considered a ‘peace-building’ priority area, just as other comparable programmes
32
had also already faded out. Initially, I was able to access the field with TPO’s exprogramme manager, a social worker by training. Many explorative FGDs about the ‘postconflict developments’ in the district and recent past could be held with a large variety of
people TPO had maintained close contact with before (local government staff at subcounty level, and groups of elders, religious leaders, women, and young people). After one
intense week of such group discussions, I began to engage in informal conversations and
observation, following up on these initial contacts and establishing further contacts with
youths and other key interlocutors.
Youth in Yumbe: A generational approach
As explained, the core aim of this research from its inception was to focus on young
people and their contribution—in fragile contexts—to peace-building or a relapse into
31

See for example Dolan 2003; Finnström 2006, 2008; Blatman 2009; Blatman & Annan 2010; Mergelsberg 2010;
Annan et al. 2011; Vindevogel 2011, 2013
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Surprisingly, only a bit later the region was re-discovered as a ‘post-conflict’ area by NGOs and regional
community based organizations and gained renewed interest. This was related to the development of a
Transitional Justice agenda in Uganda and based on the realization that the whole north of Uganda had known
significant conflict experiences and that the larger region shared many post-conflict challenges that had not yet
been resolved (see Chapter 3).

28

war. Although the research location proved relevant to my aim, based on a review of the
available literature, the first pilot study in 2010 was intended to be largely explorative and
to refine the research questions. My first encounters with ‘youths’ in Yumbe were with
33
those who had fought in the UNRF II as ‘former child soldiers’, as well as with ‘ordinary
youth’ often spending their days looking for work. These youth were primarily born in
exile (which lasted from approximately 1979 to 1986/7) or in the period just thereafter.
Both were periods that were marked by upheaval. The youths’ names often testified to
episodes of significant hardship, both in the political and social and family sphere at the
time they were born. A young woman, for example, would be called Adiga (‘there is war’)
34
or a young man Moses (for someone who was born on the way to exile). I decided to
focus on the generation that was born and grew up in periods of displacement and
conflict, who were roughly between the ages of 20 and 30 (the generation born 1980–
1989) when I started fieldwork in 2010. These youths had personal memories of and
sometimes experience with active involvement in conflict in the past, while they were
now experiencing a more peaceful period—a period in which, officially, new opportunities
for youth, as for the whole of Yumbe District, were supposed to present themselves after
an intensely negotiated peace agreement. The peace agreement would offer sufficient
opportunity to study how young people were able to navigate this ‘new situation’ and
would reflect on both past and present.
Soon, however, a bias entered my fieldwork. Due to the fact that most young
women of this same generation had not been to school or only for one or two years, and
to the fact that I was still trying to learn the Aringa language, it was easier to
spontaneously interact with young men who in general spoke quite a bit of English, and to
expand my network of youth interlocutors through them. In most cases, it took many
more efforts to reach out to young women and spend time with them, as they were
always busy working or caring for children—whereas many young men had considerable
time at their disposal and spent their ‘free’ time in public spaces. Nevertheless, I was
greatly helped by two female research assistants later on to carry out FGDs with young
women, while a few personal relationships I built up with young women also provided
insight into their situation. While young women are underrepresented in this dissertation,
they are therefore not completely absent.
The young men I worked with had a difference in educational backgrounds: some
very few had completed a university bachelor study, but the large majority had dropped
out of school at the end of primary or in early secondary school. This had occurred when
the paying of school fees became too expensive for their parents. Although they often
explained their parent’s poverty in relation to the previous conflicts—for example, the
looting of cattle and properties or the loss of a parent—many young men reported feeling
33

A relatively small group in Yumbe compared with, for example, the Acholi region. Officially, upon disarmament
the UNRF II had 135 ‘child soldiers’ in their ranks. I encountered them because they presented themselves as
rather vocal (and upset) in several of the FGDs held in 2010 with youth groups organized by TPO (see Both & Reis
2014).
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Something not necessarily unique to this generation: in other generations also, such events had happened and
similar types of names could be found. More comparative research on names, hardship, and generations would
reveal the many intricate local dimensions of conflict, poverty, and social tensions in Yumbe’s history.
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disappointed with their parents for not helping them to study further. They had high
aspirations with regard to education but had not been able to live up to them. Many of
their own parents had never studied and were predominantly farmers. Young women and
young men also reported that marriage was a way to get away from a heavily burdened
35
household and to no longer have to share scarce resources with their many siblings. As
one of my interlocutors explained his ‘early’ marriage (he had been around 16–17, his
wife 15), he wanted to have ‘someone to cook for me’. He also mentioned he had been
really fond of his prospective wife before they got married; but coming from a context of
having lost his mother and growing up with stepmothers in a large rural family, his
statement about cooking made sense. Getting married and having someone to cook for
you after working long days in the field meant securing food for oneself and not having to
engage in quarrels with stepmothers and brothers about resource-sharing and not having
to spend money on food in town. Furthermore, young wives would supply a major work
force for agricultural work to young husbands. When I met this interlocutor, he was still
very fond of his wife, with whom he had had four children by the age of 29.
Marriage could occur around the age of 15–16 for girls, while men were often a
few years older when they got married. For the larger percentage of my interlocutors who
were Muslim (80–90%), the tying of the marriage bond (the nika) by the imam was the
institution that was of relevance. Their marriages were not registered with the local
authorities. Most of my youthful interlocutors were already married and had on average
36
37
one to three children. Occasionally they already had more than one wife. Ideally, they
had received a piece of land to cultivate upon marriage and had been able to build their
own hut. Many, however, had also moved to Yumbe town to look for work and lived in
rented huts, explaining that either they had no access to land (their fathers had never had
much), or that subsistence farming would not allow a young family these days to live
properly and they therefore had abandoned it. Besides providing food to the family, men
felt responsible for supplying salt, soap, sugar, paraffin, and other household essentials to
the home, as well as for paying for medical treatment and school fees. That they often
had a difficult time fulfilling this responsibility becomes clear in chapters 5, 6, and 7.
In Yumbe town, and even when migrating to Kampala, Arua or Juba, Aringa
youths generally end up in the informal sector in heavy physical work that does not
require any education. Therefore, many interlocutors refer to themselves as jua kali, a
term originating from the informal sector in Nairobi (Swahili term for those working under
35

Households are heavily burdened by poverty, among other reasons due to the large numbers of children per
household as the outcome of high fertility and polygamous marriage (see Yumbe District Local Government
Statistical Abstract 2012/2013).
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I still call them ‘youth’ because, according to a key interlocutor, marriage (which often takes place early in
Yumbe) does not signify a progression from the status of youth to the status of an adult. He suggested the word
‘youth’ translates to karile in Aringa language for young men and that adulthood is achieved only after reaching
35 years of age. Being considered a youth in this agrarian society is related to being energetic and strong (based
on informal conversation, 8 August 2012). Proverbs gathered by Dalfovo (1997) suggest a link between male
youth and the ability to protect and defend the homestead. Middleton speaks of two categories of ‘karule’,
subdivided into young youth (karule) and ‘big youth’ (karule wara or karule amboru) for ‘a man who is still
formally a youth’ (Middleton 1960a: 14).
37

This was preserved for the more prosperous youths. In Yumbe these were often khat growers; see Chapter 6.
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the ‘hot sun’; see King 1996) and pointing to their availability for any kind of work. For
example, many interlocutors work in the small loading and offloading sector in Yumbe and
have allied themselves to the exploiters of trucks that are hired to transport stones,
bricks, bags of cassava, or firewood, depending on the season. The work pays little and
the long waiting times for work mean these young men have considerable time at their
disposal, during which they often consumed khat (see Chapter 6). Migration to other
towns was an important practice of young men in order to look for work. Young women
were more confined to the domestic space. They did most of the subsistence farming and
occasionally sold surplus produce from small or regional markets.
While I was based in Yumbe Town Council, I got to know young men in various
sub-counties of the district. They would regularly visit Yumbe town or I would visit their
homes on the weekends and sometimes on weekdays or on Muslim religious holidays,
which allowed me to interact with and observe their rural livelihoods and families.
To further my understanding of the youths and their backgrounds, I tried to
engage with their parents; other people in their forties and fifties; and quite a number of
more elderly people, in order to obtain a more holistic image of people’s historical
experiences, generational differences, and the present-day social fabric (see chapters 2, 3
and 4). Gaining access to certain aspects of the elderly generation’s narratives was not
easy, however (see chapters 2 and 4).

YOUTH, BOREDOM AND MOBILITY: INTERSUBJECTIVITY IN SMALL TOWN
ETHNOGRAPHY
One day early in my first fieldwork in 2010, when I was walking back from the district
headquarters where I had been looking for someone who was not in his office, I walked
faster than the young man in front of me, back to my home feeling a little upset with no
38
appointments to fill my day. As I passed Charles, he greeted me. We started talking, and
I understood that he was a recent bachelor studies graduate and had hoped for the
39
district to post certain vacant jobs, but they had not been published. It turned out he
had not been around in Yumbe for a while, but had just come with his young family and
fortunately had something else to keep him busy as he awaited the job openings: a small
telephone repair shop. During a summer holiday, while still at Kyambogo University in the
Faculty of Social Studies, he had participated in phone repair courses and now he was a
knowledgeable person in this field, training his brothers and a friend in Yumbe,
maintaining his young family with the money his business rendered. Charles soon became
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Throughout this dissertation I have chosen to work with pseudonyms for my interlocutors in order to protect
their identity and often I do not refer to the exact places where they lived within Yumbe District. The only
exception being Charles, a decision made with his consent.
39
It was often suggested in Yumbe that posts were kept vacant and not published until some relatives of people
who already worked for the District had finished their studies. Related to this, many thought a religious motive
played a role and there was a desire to wait for the graduation of those young men studying at the Islamic
University in Uganda.
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my main research assistant—or rather, co-researcher—on this research, and a key
interlocutor. His telephone workshop (a rented room on Yumbe’s main street) became a
second home to me. From this spot, I experienced the same monotony as my
interlocutors, occasionally encountered interesting people, and could observe and
interact with the large group of young men (predominantly school drop-outs) hanging
around and continuously on the lookout for work, mostly as loaders.
Often the boredom was quite tangible in the workshop. However, technicians
always have an old phone to work on; and when they could access electricity from a
neighbour’s generator (after payment), they busied themselves playing music and mixing
on an old PC. Personally, I was extremely frustrated at times during my fieldwork,
especially when my appointments were cancelled or when I could not find the people I
was looking for at their homes. On such occasions, I often decided to go to the workshop
to ‘hang out’. An indication of the prevailing boredom can be read in the fact that the
young men in the workshop often fantasized aloud about the start of the rainy season,
the period in which people would by accident drop their phones (which were especially
useful as torches at night in a district without electricity) in puddles of water at night and
then come to them for repair work. It was the experiencing of this boredom that enabled
me to approach what the young men next door to the phone shop must feel almost
daily—passing their time in a make-shift shed because there were too many of them for
the occasional work of loading the lorry that was stationed there. I became very annoyed
with feeling stuck at these moments, particularly when Charles and his brothers did have
something to do (those stupid phones!). It made me feel very frustrated, having a lot of
time at my disposal and being totally incapable of beating the young men around in their
rapid play of draughts. I occasionally started ‘thinking too much’ and felt depressed. I
41
longed for cigarettes and alcohol already in the mornings. I realized later on that in this
42
condition I was probably approaching as much as I could the experience of so many
young men that spent their time hanging around in trading centres looking forward to the
hour they would start chewing khat—normally after lunch, as they knew khat made them
lose appetite—as the only excitement of the day in the absence of work. ‘Over-thinking’
and thinking too much about the past were general references often made when I later
studied their khat use practices in more depth (see Chapter 6; see also Mains 2012, 2013).
While this research concentrated primarily on Yumbe District, it did not exclude
those who were mobile—those I envied at times of boredom. (Envy was also an emotion
experienced by my interlocutors that I came closer to understanding in such situations; for
a discussion on envy, see Chapter 6.) A number of my interlocutors lived in Arua and
occasionally came to Yumbe, and I tried to encounter them in both places. I followed a
few interlocutors in Kampala. In addition, after the independence of the ROSS on 9 July
40

It is important to note that ‘assistantship’ was perhaps at stake when organizing and facilitating FGDs, but at
the same time we discussed data obtained afterwards together, including possible interpretations, brainstormed
about subsequent research questions, and talked about the pros and cons of our methodology.
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Despite the fact that I did not have the habit of drinking much, nor did I smoke any longer. I did not start
drinking or smoking at such moments, as that would have been difficult in the predominantly Muslim setting in
which I conducted my fieldwork. (See Chapter 6 for more references to alcohol, class, and gender in Yumbe.)
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Van der Geest 2007 writes about intersubjectivity and its limits in ethnographic research.

32

2011 (and already after the referendum in January 2011), this new neighbouring country
became an even greater centre of attraction to youth from Yumbe than it had already
been since 2005 (see Chapter 7). I informally interviewed youth that had been there
before (in even more insecure times) or were planning to go now. Suddenly, there was a
new topic that everyone was eager to talk about. I met those that came back and followed
through others the news about those who went away. I visited Juba myself briefly at the
end of November 2011. This short visit proved very insightful in terms of experiencing
insecurity, as well as observing from close up how my interlocutors tried to ‘navigate’ this
insecurity (see Chapter 7). The stay was short as I did not have a research permit and felt
rather unsafe after an incident with what were probably secret services in the migrant
quarter of Jebel, where some of my interlocutors lived. It was the part of town where,
according to my interlocutors in Yumbe that had been to Juba, many foreigners
(Ugandans and Kenyans) disappeared or were killed overnight.
It was these experiences of boredom, envy, excitement about travelling, and
some of the stresses of travelling (bad vehicles, motor problems, arriving late in the night)
and insecurity in Juba that enhanced, in my belief, my understanding of the experiences
of the people in my research (Van der Geest 2007;Vysma & Tankink 2007).

‘TALKING WHILST WALKING’:43 EMBODIED MEMORIES, LANDSCAPE AND
DISCLOSURE
As part of discovering—as a participant observer—where memories of past conflicts
44
emerged in daily life, the relation between memories and walking became interesting.
This was not a planned approach; however, analysis in retrospect shows that talking
whilst walking shed light not only on (1) the relationship between space and memory (see
for example Anderson 2004: 254; Jones et al. 2008; Berckmoes 2014, ch 3.) but also on (2)
the connection between the physical act of walking and the triggering of narrating about
memories, embodied or otherwise. I even argue that (3) engaging in the act of walking
and talking with my interlocutors occasionally allowed me to access information that
would otherwise have remained inaccessible to me. Below, I explain these three aspects
of the methodological tool of talking whilst walking.
Engaging in walks with research participants has been used as a planned or
spontaneous research method in order to grasp the meanings and recollections people
attach to their surroundings (see for example Anderson 2004; Jones et al. 2008). Often,
the matter of ‘mapping’ urban spaces and understanding historical relations between
people, and between people and places, are at the core of the interest of such methods
(see for example Both 2008; Berckmoes 2014, ch. 3). In particular, conflict and post43

The terminology is borrowed from Anderson (2004), who uses it to explain the act of talking while walking
through an environment as a qualitative method to access ‘knowledge recollection and production’. The aim is
to draw attention to people’s relation to place as important for memory and identity and to expand qualitative
research methods to incorporate this relation.
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Travelling cramped together together with interlocutors or strangers in local taxis also provoked interesting
narratives about travelling, insecurity, and tactics employed in the past to avoid rebel capture.
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conflict geographies can be brought to light by this method (see Both 2008, Berckmoes
2014). In rural Yumbe too, the landscape evoked memories while walking, or travelling on
motorcycle, or in a taxi. In general, these were war-related memories—memories of
events (such as public executions, ambushes, landmines) or feelings of unsafety that the
landscape still provoked in people.
However, it became obvious that the act of walking—a daily act very common in
rural areas, and very common in war-time when people had to seek refuge—provoked
references to embodied memories. In light of the silences and the many ‘embodied
memories’ in a post-conflict environment that cannot be easily shared (Culbertson 1995),
my walking together with interlocutors sometimes provided insights into imprints from
the past that remained an influential (corpo-)reality for my interlocutors today. For
example, walking along the road and asking questions about the very long distances
people walked in the opposite direction to the Saturday market provoked Faridah, my
elderly female co-walker with whom I was about to visit a sick fiend, to narrate how
during a period of rebellion she would engage in trading eggs and walk very long
distances. In her case it was the talking about walking long distances (triggered by our
walking) that provoked her memory and caused her to narrate the tactics used as a
female trader in times of rebellion. Her story about ‘zigzagging’ (see below) also returned
again on this occasion. Similarly, walking or walking and talking about walking often
provoked comments that lifted a veil with regard to embodied memories when with
young former combatants. When walking them as visitors to the gate of the compound I
was staying in and asking someone if it was not too late to reach home (when it was dark
and he would not have his usual borrowed motorcycle available), or when talking about
the night in general, ex-combatants would start to convey stories about how they used to
walk at night when they were rebels, walking long distances, and the places they would
roam. Sometimes this would reveal dynamics they were otherwise not open about—for
often ex-combatants had a tendency to state that ‘they fought only in Sudan’; yet at such
moments when ‘walking through the night’ came up, occasionally walking in Yumbe
District as rebels emerged as a topic, including references to the violent way they dealt
with people they encountered on their way who tended to disclose their presence to the
authorities.
Not only elderly people or ex-combatants gave me a hint of their embodied
memories with regard to walking. Walking with Charles one night, I asked him if I could
help him carry the heavy bags he had, and he immediately replied: ‘If it was war now,
would I not carry Coco [nickname for his daughter] much further than this?’ When I asked
him a few days later where that comment came from and whether it was something he
thought could happen again, he told me something I knew: his mother used to hide
herself with her newborn son (himself) during the years of war in West Nile (the early
1980s), without fleeing to Sudan (like allmost other people had done)—until things
became too unsafe in the end. His mother used to repeat the story, and it had recently
come up again during election times when some women were afraid of a new war (see
Introduction). In fact, he had been born in the midst of the period of war in West Nile in
1983. The impact of war on his life in the present emerged beyond having an Aringa name
that so strongly referred to it—his name translates as ‘they have come to kill us’; there
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was apparently an embodied disposition, an inbuilt reference to war and its potentiality
that he carried along through his life (see Chapter 5).
Bypassing a village home and talking about the future of Uganda, two young excombatants I was walking with spontaneously narrated how villagers normally support
local rebels and could thus be considered the greatest aid to the rebels. But then they
45
went on to say that when villagers made noise, they (as former rebels) would have to kill
them. This led me to understand better their possible violent engagements during rebel
46
times and their prevailing rebel-related attitudes/norms about who deserved to die
under which circumstances, lifting a certain veil on their situational interpretation of
ethics. Confession-style statements also came about when walking in the evening and
47
young men referred to spaces (roadsides) where occasionally rape and gang rape had
taken place. Roads at night were often dangerous places for girls and young women, and
as such these were other ‘unconscious confessions’ made by young men while walking
48
together. It is likely also that not sitting together face to face but walking next to each
other triggered different kinds of informal conversations and made interlocutors less
conscious of what they were sharing. I often rushed home after such walks to note down
what had been shared, sometimes rather shocked at myself for having pretended at the
time that what my interlocutor was saying was acceptable or normal behaviour. Later, I
often felt the responsibility to challenge the ideas of my interlocutors by carefully
provoking them to reflect on the practices they were talking about, or I would return to
the topic, as neutrally and ‘uninterestedly’ as possible, to verify their accounts. While
these were not necessarily ‘confessions’ in the eyes of my interlocutors, they concerned
information that was not so easily shared either. The physical and remembered landscape
itself apparently provoked such themes for discussion that I could not have elicited in our
conversations myself.
Thus walking and talking often evoked expressions and narratives concerning the
past, embodied memories, memories of walking, or the landscape provoked memories.
Landscapes in particular were often associated with memories of unsafe areas in the past
(‘this is where rebels would hide because of the bushes’), or people referred with nostalgia
to homes where powerful people used to live before their homes were turned into ruins
after the fall of Amin’s regime (see Chapter 4). Other landscapes provoked memories of
where the local self-defence group laid an ambush in 1980, or where landmines had been
set or rebel atrocities had taken place before; and according to many people, the
45

This would reveal the presence of the rebels.
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This does not mean they would be likely to still act upon such norms; on other occasions, rebellion emerged as
a topic in our discussions as something they hoped to stay far away from in the future, having already
experienced war and knowing very well what it entails.
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My term. They were explained as acts by adolescents who, upon discovering a friend at night in the company
of a girl after visiting a disco, threathened to disclose that their friend had slept with the girl. In order to prevent
being denounced the boy would have to ‘allow’ his friends to sleep with her also.
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Roaming around (especially at night) was associated with danger and deviant behaviour in the aftermath of
war, and young men through the use of khat tried to (discursively at least) withdraw from various types of
immoral activities (causing disorder, insecurity, theft, or ‘defilement’) (see Chapter 6). For a definition of
defilement see footnote 339 .
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appalling condition of certain roads often signified the political neglect that was endured
in the aftermath of peace (see Chapter 3).

BIOGRAPHIC NARRATIVES: HISTORICIZING THE LIVES OF YOUNG PEOPLE
While initially I had not intended to focus on young people’s life histories, reference to
their past often recurred in their narratives during our everyday encounters, for example
while walking (see above). They referred to aspects of their biographies as explanative for
who they had become, or for certain choices they had made in their lives or were about to
make. While understanding these narratives as referring to local lived histories and
revealing the personal dynamics of past times, I also pay attention to what was omitted
(Willemse et al. 2009: 86) and to the social setting and shifting contexts in which these
narratives were spontaneously shared or elicited by me. Following Willemse et al. (2009), I
therefore pay attention to both the explanative and elaborative functions of biographic
narratives about the individuals’ shifting identities over time, and to the pro-active aspect
of the narrators’ creation and reconstruction of identity and agency in these accounts
(ibid. 101). Most often these narratives referred to historical circumstances (the
uncertainty and insecurity that prevailed during certain episodes of conflict they had
experienced, for example, or to exile or displacement) as well as to social relations and
what had gone wrong in them before. Such references to their past in my interlocutors’
accounts served to explain acts such as joining a rebel group, moving away from home
and engaging in the informal economy to pay for one’s own schooling, or trying to make a
life and escape despair by going to Juba.
More particularly, youths explained their present situation or past choices often
49
in relation to their parents’ lack of care/love (Bolten 2012; chapters 4 & 6 this
dissertation). This lack of love was attributed to war, displacement, and poverty, but it
was also expressed more in terms of a generational conflict between fathers and sons
(see Chapter 4). In addition, often parents had died during one of the conflicts or related
to the poverty and related poor health that reigned—and still reigns—in its aftermath for
many. Orphanhood, thus, was often referred to as well as very explanative for the ways in
which one’s life course was influenced. This shows that besides reconstructing a past and
elucidating social relationships, these narratives taught me much about these young
people’s emotions. Emotions of disappointment and disillusionment prevailed. Love (in
the form of reciprocity and care; see Bolten 2012) was considered vital to one’s
development (ibid.) but was often considered inadequate.
I began noting down the aspects of young people’s life histories that they
narrated to me in fragments over time. This allowed me to conduct follow-up research,
often in our informal encounters, of how exactly things had been during their childhood.
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‘Parents’ should be read here as a broad category. Although the failure of fathers was especially prominent in
many accounts, uncles (other parents) occasionally filled such gaps, or were absent, and were also incapable of
providing in the aftermath of war. Occasionally, young men also referred to ‘brothers’ helping them. ‘Brothers’
refers not only to male siblings of the same parents, but can also refer to the son of a father’s co-wife or the son
of one’s father’s brother (i.e. cousins).
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While I saw these biographical narratives as fundamental building blocks in my research,
particularly for the relevance that my interlocutors attributed to them and the emotions
50
they elucidated, the narratives remained fragmentary in nature and were connected
mainly with specific periods my interlocutors saw as influential to their lives or explanative
of certain aspects thereof. It is obvious that one cannot analyse these histories that were
shared without also trying to pay attention to what interlocutors tended to forget to
narrate (see for example Fabian 2003) and what they tried to legitimize in retrospect
(joining a rebel group, for example) by narrating their story. These are aspects I pay
attention to in chapters 4 and 6.
In terms of methodology, young people’s references both to their past and to
their own embeddedness in complex family relationships influential for their present-day
being allowed me to re-historicize and re-contextualize the study of youth in a way not
found much in the abundant number of recent youth studies. This drew the focus back to
family contextualization and family—as well as clan—history as influential factors shaping
the life course and emotions of young people in ways that, according to them, explained
their practices.
51
Another manner in which young people’s pasts and their family histories were
accessed was by the study of names. Young people of the generation I focused on often
52
had names referring to conflict, hunger, or to complex social relationships that had
marked the circumstances of birth and early childhood. Sitting with interlocutors and
asking about their names, the names they had given to their children, and also the names
of their brothers and sisters, parents and, if they knew, grandparents, sometimes
53
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provided interesting data about episodes of family histories.
Altogether, several research methods—informal interviewing, following up on
knowledge about personal and family history shared in informal interviews, questioning
about family names, and asking young people about their specific experiences in the
past—were combined to gain an understanding of young people’s life course and how this
55
influenced their current being, their present-day social positions and practices. These
often fragmentary stories were gathered over a stretch of time and are occasionally
brought together into a single ‘life history portrait’ in the chapters of this dissertation.
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This is why I prefer the term ‘biographic narrative’ instead of life history (see Willemse 2014: 39).
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These were, of course, focused on particular parts of family histories and never ‘complete’ histories. See also
Kratz (2001) for the cultural variety in what researchers eventually capture in their writing under the ‘genre’ of
life histories.
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In particular, the relationships between the father and the mother, or between the mother and her husband’s
kin, came out clearly in such discussions.
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I refer to ‘episodes’ here to acknowledge that such recorded histories can never be complete family histories.
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Sometimes my young interlocutors could not elaborate much on certain names but were helped by someone
nearby—a sibling, friend, or older person on many occasions—to supplement what they knew. The informal
manner in which I inquired about names often drew in these people around us.
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Analysis took place, amongst other ways, by reflecting on the interpretation of data in the field, together with
various informants, predominantly through informal conversation. This in turn yielded not only analysis, but also
new research data.
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With people that were of older age, I engaged in life history interviewing in a
more formal manner. These interviews often started by asking about the 1970s (after the
period of Idi Amin’s regime) and whether they remembered how life was in this particular
period during which they were teenagers. Such interviews, a few of which were recorded
on video, revealed more information about another historical generation, about life when
they were young, and allows for some comparison between generations, as well as for a
56
better understanding of how specific historical moments were experienced. Four
elaborated (though still fragmentary) life histories emerged out of such interviews and
follow-ups (with two women and two men) and contribute considerable insight, especially
since they are supplemented with more anecdotal references to specific periods and
57
experiences by other ‘adult and elderly interlocutors’. Elsewhere (chapters 2 and 4) I
explain how direct interviews with Amin’s former soldiers and people of other army ranks
were difficult to obtain. With regard to older histories, a few recognized and respected
‘elders’ shared more extensive ‘oral histories’ on invitation. The latter accounts went
further back in time, explaining the course of history by starting with the people’s early
migrations from what is currently known as the Republic of South Sudan or with periods
of slave raiding at what must have been the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth centuries. Some of these oral histories are used the following chapter (2),
where I give an historical overview.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter I have discussed the main research methods I applied in order to study the
influence of past conflicts on present-day social life in Yumbe District. The main reasons
for focusing this research predominantly on young people in Yumbe as the main
interlocutors have been discussed. I have argued that their historical generational position
56

Sometimes it was difficult to discern any chronology in these narratives, as was for example the case with
Faridah (see introduction, this chapter and Chapter 3). Her way of narrating the past decades resonates with
what Bolten (2012: 25) describes as explained by a chaotic or traumatic past: ‘[…] one experience of violence
may be so near another emotionally that they are narrated together, though they may have taken place years
apart. Similar events are clustered….’ In Chapter 3 I allow to emerge some of the confusion that her style of
narrating the past evoked, whereas in other places I show how she merges ideas about potential threats in the
present with specific lessons learned in the past, allowing very specific periods of time, again, to merge.
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Sometimes these were interviews about particularly violent moments in people’s lives during the various
periods of conflict in the region. Such interviews were ethically complex. While some researchers refer to the
potential ‘first curative effects’ of biographic storytelling, and not asking about people’s suffering can lead to a
feeling of exclusion (Rosenthal 2003: 925), this is considered particularly the case when the situation has
changed/improved, whereas in ongoing uncertainty, instability, or crises this needs to be handled particularly
sensitively (ibid.). During the fieldwork it became clear that many interlocutors of this category had not been
able to experience a real break with past events (see Chapter 3), and this made the difficulty of sharing
experiences they had long kept silent about not necessarily easy. Therefore, people were approached either
through acquaintances and snowball sampling, or from groups in which they had been previously organized as
self-help groups by TPO and in which people had become familiar with talking about what happened to them
and had been equipped with the tools to provide each other with psycho-social support. Informed consent was
always requested, and people were promised their accounts would be anonymized—something applied
consistently throughout this dissertation.
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(born and raised in war-time, now maturing post–peace agreement) make their relation
to the past conflicts particularly relevant to study. ‘Talk’ had a major role to play in the
ethnographic encounters I engaged in, but I have tried to show in this chapter how bodies,
emotions, movement, observation, and intersubjectivity all contributed to an
accumulation as well as triangulation of the data that were used to address the research
questions and contributed to their shaping over time. The chapters that follow have
emerged from an inductive approach to the field but are unavoidably based on a selection
that touches upon the core of my main research interest and leaves other fields of social
life relatively untouched. Wherever possible, I try to give thick descriptions in order to
contextualize the findings I base my interpretations upon.
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2. HISTORIES OF VIOLENCE AND CONFLICT
INTRODUCTION
In order to understand the legacies of past conflicts in present-day Yumbe, this chapter
sketches the historical background of the people in a particular district as it emerges from
the available literature and the oral histories and interviews I conducted. The background
provides an essential overview that will be needed for the reader to interpret the
subsequent chapters. The present chapter inevitably draws attention to histories of
conflict and/or violence, as their subsequent influence form the core interest of this
dissertation. Such a focus risks reiterating hegemonic narratives about the people in West
Nile—and Yumbe in particular—as thoroughly enmeshed in violence (see Leopold 2005a;
2005b), while it may overlook other histories. It risks putting the experience of violence
and conflict at the heart of our understanding of the people in Yumbe, following colonial
and post-colonial fashions in writing about the the region (ibid.) However, like Leopold
(2005a) I try to show how violence is not something inherent to the people of this region
but rather was probably largely brought upon them by an extensive number of violent
encounters. By drawing attention to personal histories where I can and by showing the
complexity of the historical experience in the region, I hope to provide a more nuanced
perspective than the popular one that has surfaced so far, the one that strongly and
almost entirely attaches the people from Yumbe to the history of Idi Amin’s violent
regime and the subsequent rebellions.
I begin this chapter not with the oral histories about the coming of the people of
58
north-western Uganda to the region from what is currently the new ROSS, but rather
with the Aringa people’s first contacts with what are known as radically different outsiders
(Leopold 2005a: 131), starting in the second half of the nineteenth century. One
important reason is that we know violence was at the core of many of these interactions,
and they have most likely significantly shaped and continue to shape Aringa society. The
exact causal outcomes of these historical contacts may be difficult to determine, but this
whole dissertation draws attention to some of the emerging legacies of these historical
processes in young people’s everyday practices in present-day Yumbe.
While explaining more about the legacies of conflict and violence that so
profoundly affected the research region, there are a few more important points to take
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For some explanation of these ‘Lugbara histories’, see Leopold 2005a: 133-140.
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from this chapter for reading the following chapters. Militarization and violence are not
the only important recurring elements of Aringa history; there are also people’s mobility
(displacement due to slave raiding, disease, and war; the abduction of people, the
recruitment of young men into the army; labour migration) and their connection to petty
trade and the ‘survival economy’. While initially most of these characteristics of Aringa
history have been explained predominantly by reference to a Nubi identity (explained
later), this chapter examines this picture in some detail to show that these links were
probably not as straightforward and linear as often proposed.

SLAVE-RAIDING AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
This part of the chapter engages with the period of pre-colonial and early colonial
dynamics in what is currently known as Yumbe District, a period that is important to
consider for several reasons. First, this part of West Nile has been affected severely by
slave-raiding, contrary to other, more southern parts of the area inhabited by the
59
Lugbara. Second, some of the limited literature on the region has suggested that contact
with slave-raiders led the people from Yumbe District to work for them and become ‘like
60
them’: Muslim and military. It has been suggested here and there in the literature that
the Aringa naturally absorbed the slave-raiders (Nubi-groups, see below) and allowed
them to settle amongst them, while contributing to their forces. However, I argue that in
such a suggestion the devastating violence most likely endured in the region at the hands
of various slave-raiders seems to be ignored; furthermore, I argue that this type of history
writing has later confused the relation between the Aringa people and Amin’s regime in
the eyes of researchers and other Ugandans alike. It is widely known that Idi Amin relied
heavily on the so-called Nubi component in the army, but there seems to be rather too
much conflation between the ‘Aringa and Nubi’ in present-day reflections on the identity
and history of the former.
Nubi
In order to understand this statement, more background information is required. The
slave-raiding that affected the region was carried out by various parties over time. First,
raiding was conducted since 1820 by those parties related to the Viceroy of Egypt, in
search for slaves and ivory in the south (present-day Sudan, the ROSS, and northern
Uganda). Later, their posts were abandoned to traders that carried out similar patterns of
slave- and ivory-raiding. Later again, freed slaves in these commercial slave armies were
incorporated into Emin Pasha’s forces when he became Governor of Equatoria in 1878.
59

Very few sources on the slave-raiding armies and Emin Pasha’s men refer directly to places in what is currently
Yumbe District, as will become clear below.
60
See for example Titeca (2007 unpublished) and Soghayroun (1981: 55); the latter refers to Kasozi (1965) as his
source, a source that I have been unable access.
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But, being pushed southwards by the Mahdist revolt in Sudan in the 1880s, Emin and his
armies came to be stuck in the southern part of Equatoria, an area known as the Lado
61
Enclave, of which the most southern part later became West Nile and part of Uganda,
the region in which Yumbe District can be found today. Emin, stuck in the provinces with
his soldiers and their large numbers of dependants, became associated with the practices
of the previous slave-raiders, for his men roamed the countryside in search of ivory, food,
women, and reinforcement of their troops (Soghayroun 1981; Hansen 1991; Leopold
2005a, 2006). In fact, they were stuck while expecting a return, with time, to their former
position (Stigand 1968: ch. 14).
Nubi is the label used to refer to these men in the slave-armies that were
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common to the Sudanese slavery system and to their descendants (and these were the
troops later inherited by Emin Pasha as his armed forces). While the term initially referred
to men from so-called south Sudanese tribes, increasingly over time and with their
descent southwards with Emin Pasha, people of local communities in present day Uganda
had been incorporated (predominantly through force, as will be discussed below) into the
troops (see for example Leopold 2005a: 124-125). The fact that once incorporated in this
army they converted to Islam and learned to speak Arabic lent these troops the notion of
a unified Nubi identity (see for example Kokole 1995). After it became clear there was no
likelihood of a return to Sudan or Egypt for the troops of Emin Pasha via Sudan, and when
more and more men loyal to him switched to the Mahdist camp (Stigand 1968: ch. 14),
Emin finally decided to leave (in 1888) a part of his troops behind near Lake Albert and to
no longer wait for the road to Khartoum to become free again (ibid.). The Nubi that
remained behind were three years later visited by Captain Lugard, who aimed to use
these stranded soldiers to pacify Buganda and become the core military force of the
Ugandan Protectorate. Hansen (1991: 563) writes about this period:
[T]hese three years constituted the most decisive period in the formation of the Nubian
community. They stuck firmly to their military ideals and organization, and the Islamic
basis found expression in their way of life. The feeling 'we are Sudanese' and 'we are
Muslims' nourished the superiority they felt towards the local people with whom the main
contact was the capture of women and slaves. In their 'diaspora' they maintained the
military code of conduct even though they lived dispersed in small groups each growing
some of their own food in addition to cotton.

Militarism and Islam were thus from the inception of the colony associated with the
Sudanese or ‘Nubi-forces’, as well as their ascribed identity as natural soldiers (for more
information, see Hansen (1991)). When Idi Amin rose to power in 1971, the Nubi were still
an important element in the army, next to the Acholi people who formed the largest
group (ibid. 569).
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For the history of this ‘Lado Enclave’, see Leopold 2009.
The ‘Sudanese slaving traditions’ were unique in that militarism and slavery where closely connected. Slaves
(at least male ones) would be turned into armies; see Leopold 2006: 180.
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The link between the Nubi and the Aringa
Kasozi (1965, cited in Soghayroun 1981: 55) states:
Part of the West Nile district (Aringa) has the most concentrated Muslim element with
about 30–40 Quran schools. This is where the Sudanese troops rested under Emin Pasha
before he was rescued by Stanley in May 1889. The Sudanese not only converted the
people of this area to Islam but most of them decided to stay there.

It is this viewpoint in particular that I want to engage with in this section. Following this
suggestion of intermingling by Kasozi, the Aringa have probably been attributed a
‘strongly militarised identity’ (see Titeca, dissertation, ch. 9, unpublished) and have been
suggested to have become part and parcel of the Nubi-group. According to Titeca and
many popular notions on West Nile, this history explains Aringa people’s natural
involvement in the colonial and post-colonial army and in particular their participation in
Idi Amin’s forces for which the whole region was later collectively punished (see below)
because they had such a military exposure very early on and allied themselves to the
Arabs/ Nubi. My reading of available secondary literature and the few oral histories I
gathered raise some questions about this dominant reading and suggests further inquiry
into the process of Islamization and militarization of the Aringa is still required.
My aim is not to dismiss the contribution of Aringa to the armed forces in the
regime of Idi Amin; but like De Bruijn and Van Dijk (2007) I argue for the need for an
understanding of local histories in order to question dominant narratives that have been
written from a national or regional perspective—even if this understanding in this
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dissertation remains incomplete. Attempting a nuanced understanding is particularly
important in order not to see ‘conflict’ between ‘tribes’ in Uganda as self-evident (see for
example Allen 1994). While often portrayed as the bad guys, a more specific regional
history-writing is needed to discuss actual roles played, the diversity within the Aringa
64
population, and the historical roots of these roles.
In the following section I show how Islam probably took hold in Aringa County
later than suggested in narratives such as the above-mentioned about the pre-colonial
slave-raiding period. I also show that the Aringa were in general not ‘recruited’ but rather
abducted by so-called ‘Arab forces’.
According to Leopold (2005a), John Middleton, an anthropologist conducting research
amongst the Lugbara in the 1950s and 1960s, suggests that the Lugbara had not been
65
affected by slave raiding. Yet Leopold cites informants from Maracha in the northern
part of West Nile who did narrate stories of slave armies coming at dawn to capture able63

This query relates to but falls beyond the scope of the research question addressed in this dissertation. Here
lies a strong challenge for further historical research.
64
Contemporary forms of ‘local history writing’ witnessed by the author on Facebook and other websites,
especially after 2013, show how complex it is to bring alternative stories to the fore, as people posting on the
Internet rely on text earlier published about them and seem to select these texts based on political aims, while
not trying to offer new interpretations of their history.
65
These were Geria’s (another author) informants quoted by Leopold 2005a: 126-127.
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bodied men and children, killing young children and ‘all senile people’, and looting cattle
66
while destroying the villages (Leopold 2005a: 126-127). A local elder in Yumbe also
leaves no doubt that slave raiding occurred in the Aringa region. As he stated: ‘this place
was completely disturbed [by all the invading groups].’ His narrative began with Emin
Pasha’s men and his slave armies raiding the area, while before Pasha there were possibly
already others (see Soghayroun 1981), and such troubles continued when the former left
the region.
The group that then came is referred to as the Jahadiya by Mzee Sadat Aringa.
67
Soghayroun, who writes about the Jahāddiyya, reports that their activities were initially
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disruptive and that they forcibly recruited youth in what is currently northern Uganda,
but later attracted followers who willingly sent their sons to join their troops (Soghayroun
1981: 51-52). Both group’s (remnants of Emin Pasha’s army, and the later Jahāddiyya)
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came from the north. As suggested earlier, this search for slaves into the northern part
of Uganda began when the Egyptian Viceroy was interested in ivory and slaves (the latter
were needed both for Egypt’s armies and to protect the militarized trading centers the
government established southwards) (ibid. 1). Around 1848 the Egyptian government
withdrew its probably too costly presence in the south and left the trade to private
enterprises. Influential merchants came to settle in the existing trading posts and
maintained the flourishing trade in ivory and slaves (ibid.). Some acquired large troop
numbers (read captured men that were turned into slave armies) of ‘as many as 2,000
men in their employ’, and permanent militarized trading settlements in the northern parts
of present-day Uganda were supposedly established by 1862 (ibid. 2).
Initially, slaves were recruited primarily further to the north (present-day ROSS),
but as of the 1860s it was common among the inhabitants of the trading centers and
garrisons—‘Islamised northerners who despised these stateless tribes as barbarous and
pagans’—to plunder to collect slaves in the current northern Ugandan region (ibid. 3).
Grahame (1980: 9-10) suggests these were very brutal forces. Young men were selected
for the Egyptian army, and women and children were sent via Darfur and Kordofan to be
sold in Khartoum. According to Soghayroun (1981: 3), marriage between the men in the
garrisons and local women also became common practice. With time, certain locals were
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also attracted to these centers for trade and slowly adopted Islam, while certain ‘tribes’
would join the slave armies (in their search for ivory and slaves) from the trading centers
to raid their neighbours (for cattle), thus using the foreigners to fight their own local wars
(ibid. 4).
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Mzee Sadat Aringa was the officially known Aringa elder, the most recognized authoritative voice on Aringa
history when I spoke to him in 2011. Unfortunarely he passed away in 2012.
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Soghayroun suggests they were active in ‘the second decade of the twentieth century’ and made a major
contribution to the spread of Islam in what later became northern Uganda.
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Thus he speaks of a region that is much more extensive than the current West Nile region.
Soghayroun explains the beginnings of this northern intrusion; how the Viceroy of Egypt began the conquest of
Sudan in 1820 and had already reached what are currently parts of northern Uganda in the late 1830s
(Soghayroun 1981: 1). However, Leopold (2006: 184) suggests, in line with the evolving analysis by Soghayroun,
that real establishment in what is currently northern Uganda occurred most likely from the 1850s onward.
69
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I return to this point below.
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Soghayuroun (ibid. 4-5, 30-31) presents a narrative of Islam eventually spreading
almost naturally in the region through these kinds of collaborations with certain tribes,
which also led to intermarriage with local women. He cites sources that portray a slow
process of Islamization taking place in the region, which by the time had not been
exposed to Christian missionaries (ibid. 4-5). At the same time, it seems abduction still
accounted for the disappearance of children and able-bodied men (see Geria, cited in
Leopold 2005a: 126-127), and women were often taken as wives (Soghayroun 1981: 3071
34).
Soghayroun suggests that writers at the time whom he uses as sources about the
garrisons saw the institute of slavery as improving the lives of domestic slaves that were
looked after well and they emphasized the attraction of Islam’s intellectual and material
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culture radiating from the garrisons ; through marriage and trade expanding to the
neighbouring tribes (ibid. 30-31). Johnson, however, seems to link the influence of Islam
on the region much more to the military slavery institution, in which abduction and
concubinage were the main tools of Islamization. According to him Islamization seems to
have been at stake foremost for those who became part of the garrisons, while it was less
so for the surrounding tribes (Johnson, 1989). What we see here are two contesting
models on Islamization: one (Soghayroun 1981) speaks mostly of the attraction of Islamic
faith in what are currently parts of the ROSS and northern Uganda, while Johnson (1989)
suggests a model of coercion.
Being part of this terrain in which Muslim armies and traders tried to get hold, to what
extent were the Aringa exposed to Islam? Contrary to the stance of the above-mentioned
authors, there are reasons to suggest that the spread of Islam was a rather slow and
diversified process and not so straightforward as hitherto reported. For example, no
names of forts / trading centers on the map of Soghayroun (1981, map No 2, entitled ‘The
role of the stations in the spread of Islam in Northern Uganda’) in the Lado Enclave point
to ‘Arab settlements’ in what is currently Yumbe District during the time in which the
region fell under Egyptian rule. Neither with regard to these early trading garrisons, nor
with regard to Emin Pasha’s later forts when he had to flee present-day Sudan with his
soldiers on account of the Mahdist forces is there any reference to settlement in areas
inhabited by the Lugbara (except in the citation of Kasozi used above, which is rather
unspecific). Soghayroun himself also suggests that attempted settlement amongst the
people was not succesful, when he writes:
There remained with Faḍl al-Mūlā Bey, Bimbash Aḥmed Aghā and about 200 men, with
their followers, at Wadelai, on the east bank of the Nile. This party crossed to the west
73
bank and penetrated inland from Dufile; but after roaming about for some months and
finding no suitable place to settle, Faḍl al-Mūlā decided to return to Dufile. (1981: 29)
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Later, many ‘abducted boys’ returned after being retrenched as soldiers (see Hansen 1991, and see the story
of Aduu below). Of the abducted women, Mzee Sadat Aringa said, ‘they never returned’.
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Soghayroun refers here to cultivating extensive fruit and vegetable gardens, growing cotton and weaving it
into cloth (1981: 30-31)
73
This move suggests they could have moved towards north-eastern Lugbara, which later became Aringa
County, but were unable to settle.
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Direct reference to the region of Yumbe or Aringa county as indeed interacting with Emin
Pasha and his men is limited in the literature. Leopold (2005a: 120, emphasis mine) cites
Harris about such contact:
Emin did not confine himself to the river but went inland and made contact with Alur
chiefs, Arera of Nyapea and Aredja of Angal, and in November 1880 a small station was
built at Okoro, probably at Paidha. The lands of the Lendu were raided for cattle by Emin’s
soldiers but it is unlikely that the Lugbara suffered except for minor raids near Mount Wati
by soldiers from Ganda station in Keliko. Though Emin made detailed notes on the
language of the Alur people, his only comment on the Lugbara was that they were ‘six or
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seven days march from Wadelai’. It appears that his soldiers had a route from Wadelai
via Yumbe to Keliko and Zandeland for bringing ivory to Wadelai and in this way made
contact with the Lugbara. (footnote 20: RH mss Afr.s.1350).

If indeed the main contact was related to ivory trade, there is no need to suggest that this
contact was pleasant, as ivory trade in general came together with forced portering and
forcing the population to contribute ivory (see Leopold 2005a ch. 6). Middleton states
about Emin’s presence in the region that ‘although he himself [Emin] never entered their
country, he employed some Lugbara as servants and his troops raided them’ (Leopold
2005a: 120, citing Middleton 1971b: 13). These servants could have been from Aringa
County (considering the route via Yumbe mentioned above), and this would confirm the
image portrayed by Titeca (2007) of the Aringa known in other parts of West Nile as
‘brutalising the rest of the population with the Arabs’ (ibid. ch.9). If this were the case,
however, it is not clear proof for the whole of Aringa County being Islamized or ‘Nubi-fied’
at the time. Probably this involved a small group of people, Lugbara or Aringa—or perhaps
the people from closer to Fort Dufile, people considered as Madi people at present (see
below).
At the same time, there is more concrete reference to the settlement of ‘some
Sudanese’ in Aringa County by Lanning, who writes of raiding forces amongst Emin
Pasha’s groups in the Sudan who were raiding cattle in areas neighbouring to Aringa
(currently Koboko District) and came under attack by the local population when three of
them where cut off from their companions. Eventually, they learned that ‘some Sudanese
were living further north in what is now Aringa’ (Lanning 1954: 178) around the early
1880s, and they were able to join these men settled amongst the people there and even
find members of their own dispersed raiding party (ibid.). This information thus points to
early settlement and integration of ‘some Sudanese’, whose numbers are difficult to
ascertain. Ironically, the son of the raiders later became abducted himself, together with
his two sisters, by what were most likely remnants of Emin’s forces in the region (ibid.
180). This shows that even if there may have been a small-scale ‘Nubi/ Sudanese/ Arab’
settlement in Yumbe, this did not spare the population from subsequent raiding and
abduction.
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A well-known fort of Emin Pasha and his men at the river Nile.
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Furthermore, there is a trace of resistance to the remnants of Emin’s forces close to
Yumbe in the work of McConnell (1925: 442), who refers to the Lugwari (later called
Lugbara): ‘It is reported that after considerable aggravation they attacked a body of 600 of
Emin Pasha's men at the base of Mount Watti, of whom only three escaped.’ These
numbers are most likely exaggerated, and the period in which this ambush took place is
not clearly stated. Elsewhere, McConnell refers to the extermination of 80 Nubis by the
Lugwari (ibid. 464). Leopold (2006: 184-185) also cites various sources that support the
idea that local deadly resistance to ‘slavers’ took place.
Arab/Nubi settlement was evident, however, in what is currently Moyo District,
to the east of present-day Yumbe District (Fort Dufile), where Islam became widespread
as a consequence and was later actively discouraged by the British by purposefully
introducing Catholic missions there (Allen 2006: 431; Allen & Storm 2012: 23). According
to these authors, Aringa County escaped such colonial attempts at conversion from Islam
to Catholicism because the local leader that had by then established himself was a
Muslim. Because of his loyalty to the British, his population was not heavily targeted by
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missionary intervention (ibid.). How exactly then did Islam become so prominent in
Yumbe, and what to make of the military identity that would have been brought by these
Nubi forces and influence, especially the northern Lugabara (Aringa)?
Leopold himself, and my informants also, suggests that Islam came to the
northern part of West Nile and Arua with the returning Nubi. These were men from the
region who had been abducted, sometimes as children, and had become absorbed into
Emin Pasha’s troops or the remainder thereof. After maturing in the garrisons far from
their homes, they had grown up to become soldiers that later played an influential role in
carving our present-day Uganda. Captain Lugard is known to have mobilized many of
these troops Emin Pasha had left behind, to fight under a British flag in the King’s African
Rifles (KAR). According to local history narrated by various elders with slight variations,
one such ‘Nubi’ returned to his home region by accident and was likely responsible for the
76
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spread of Islam there. He is referred to as Aduu or Fademullah Ali in local accounts.
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‘[…] there were concerns among British officers that those people living close to the Nile had been affected by
the presence of Muslim garrisons so, to restrict the spread of Islam to other areas, the territory was deliberately
isolated. Catholic missionaries were also encouraged to concentrate activities in the area, with considerable
effect. Missionaries were similarly encouraged in other parts of northern Uganda too, but the loyalty of the
influential Muslim chief, Fadilmulla Ali, to the British during and immediately after the First World War, when the
Protectorate administration in the region was stretched to near breaking point, had the paradoxical effect of
promoting Islam among people immediately to the west of Moyo. As a result, Fadilmulla Ali’s people became a
distinctive group of Lugbara sometimes referred to as Aringa (i.e. as a separate ethnic group) and, as the
population nearer the Nile converted to Catholicism, the distinctiveness of the riverine people from their
neighbours was underlined.’ (Allen & Storm 2012:23)
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This is in line with Leopold’s recurring argumentation (see 2006) and reference to this process by Allen &
Storm (2012: 23); however, I do not feel comfortable with this line of reasoning.
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There are some similarities in the personal history of abduction and later return to Aringa Country of this
Fademullah Ali (Aduu) in local history and the story of Fademulla Murjan, whose career in the colonial
administration is described by Lanning (1954). There seems to be conflation at work in present-day history telling
between the roles that both played in establishing Aringa County as it was demarcated at the time. However, the
difference in their administrative posts and the death of Aduu in the 1930s (according to my interlocutors)
suggest that these were indeed two different persons. What is clear is that the returning Nubi were initially
favoured for administrative posts under British rule (see Leopold 2005a: ch. 5; 2006: 189-190). And the fact that
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Faḍl al-Mūlā ‘Alī, according to Soghyaroun (1981: 45), was a pagan recruit to the
‘Sudanese’, who returned to his home region converted; other sources also report that he
became a Muslim after abduction, rather than before.
The narrative by one of the elders in Aduu’s clan interviewed in 2012 stated that
Aduu returned to his home area (Aringa County) just by accident, which was confirmed in
other oral histories I gathered. The elder suggested Aduu was accompanying a European
79
hunter to the north of what is currently Yumbe District and was recognized by a
displaced man from his home area. The man was surprised to recognize Aduu, and several
oral histories narrate how at this encounter Aduu was told that the people had thought he
was already dead and had held his funeral rites long before. The elder convinced Aduu to
come and settle in his home area, and in various accounts he does so after officially
resigning and first returning his gun to the hunter/employer he was working for. Upon his
return he was soon introduced by the local chiefs to the Belgians or British in an
administrative post further away, and they were very pleased with an intermediary who
could speak Swahili learned during a long stay in the army beforehand.
Aduu became an influential intermediary, who is most recognized in oral
histories for making the dispersed people of the region return after they had been
displaced due to extensive slave-raiding and diseases. He was allegedly involved in
demarcating the boundaries of what was to become Aringa County and has been
80
popularly accused of expanding the original Aringa territory in the process. Aringa
people themselves have suggested to me that it was specifically on account of the largescale displacement of the Aringa, who could now return home, that this large county was
legitimized. According to others, Aduu’s acting as an intermediary and becoming
appointed by the British in the local administration had probably led him to become too
influential and associated with colonial force.
The British initially relied not only on Aduu but also on other ‘Nubians’ as chiefs
(see Leopold 2005a: ch. 5), who arrived following Aduu (according to local accounts) after
being dismissed or retired from the colonial army. Included among these returnees were
other people from the region that Aduu had been together with in the army, who either
settled back home or in the vicinity of Aduu. As such, these ‘Nubis’ were perhaps closely
associated with Aringa, although one influential ‘Nubi’ chief, for example, was based in
Terego slightly further south (Leopold 2005a: ch. 5).
In general, these chiefs enforced colonial policies, which meant they were
responsible for collecting taxes and—in the absence thereof (when people were unable to
pay)—for forced recruitment into the King’s African Rifles (Leopold 2005a: 85). Leopold
(ibid. 85-86) cites King (1970: 22) concerning the relation between the early chiefs (Nubi)
and the people: ‘As the gap closed between the chief and the administration, that
both these figures (and quite a few more) returned around the same period to Aringa County is explained by
Hansen (1991), who describes the process of their demobilization.
78
Note the use of the term ‘recruit’ by the author, who doesn’t refer to abduction.
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Hunters were very active in the region in the period before it really became part of the Ugandan Protectorate,
a violent period in which the area was plundered for ivory—described well in Leopold 2005a ch. 6.
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Where the notion of a ‘united Aringa people’ came from is unclear, especially considering the acephalous
society the Lugbara were suggested to be.

49

between the chief and his people was in danger of widening.’ Indeed, the Nubi chiefs
where not simply popular and easily followed by the population, if one considers the socalled ‘Yakan or Allah-water uprising in present-day Yumbe and surroundings’ that came
about in response to outside forces—including the Nubi agents, closely allied to the
81
British.
Nevertheless, despite perhaps being unpopular, Aduu was credited with the
spread of Islam:
Missionaries were […] encouraged in […] northern Uganda too, but the loyalty of the
influential Muslim chief, Fadilmulla Ali, to the British during and immediately after the
First World War, when the Protectorate administration in the region was stretched to near
breaking point, had the paradoxical effect of promoting Islam among people immediately
to the west of Moyo. As a result, Fadilmulla Ali’s people became a distinctive group of
Lugbara sometimes referred to as Aringa (i.e. as a separate ethnic group) and, as the
population nearer the Nile converted to Catholicism, the distinctiveness of the riverine
people from their neighbours was underlined. (Allen & Storm 2012: 23, emphasis mine)

According to Mzee Mosalih Dada, various versions of the story of how Islam eventually
82
spread in Yumbe exist among the people. While many people associate Islam with
Aduu’s return and the powerful position he obtained (soon to be appointed as county
chief), he was, according to Dada, not personally engaged in the Islamization of the
83
people, as he favoured retaining his own exceptional and powerful position. While much
is left to investigate with regard to the exact ways in which conversion took place, the
local oral histories all indicate that it was soon after Aduu returned. Indeed, people in
West Nile celebrated 100 years of Islam in the year 2014, while Mzee Dada twice
84
mentioned the year of 1916 as the year in which Islam started to spread. When there
was a demand for conversion, it is suggested, Nubis were invited to what is currently
Yumbe district to circumcize people, and they were also called in on account of their
knowledge of burial ceremonies. In his narration, Dada suggested the Nubi that were
called from Arua to perform these tasks were not appreciated by the local population;
85
they were considered as cheating them. Mzee Dada made one very interesting remark:
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For a good and critical discussion of this ‘invented uprising’, see Leopold 2005a: ch. 5.
Interviewed in Yumbe town on 22 July 2012.
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According to the narrative, Aduu had become an administrator under the British and was not himself occupied
with proselytization. And when Baba Bilal came from Bombo to settle in Aringa County and wanted to Islamize
people, he was ‘brought and beaten by Aduu and urinated blood until he died’. Bilali Ondrunga apparently came
later when Aduu was well established, and Ondruga sought his permission to start Islamization ‘from his [Aduu’s]
home’ and not from other parts of the region, which was earlier (in the case of Baba Bilal) probably understood
as opposition to Aduu’s unique position.
82
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This is in line with Leopold’s reference to Doka Ali Kujo, who has stated about Aduu (or Fadimula Ali Aduu, as
he calls him): ‘It was after when he became a county chief, the idea of Islam came to his mind in 1916’ (Leopold
2006: 189).
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This resonates with settlement patterns reported in the work of Leopold: ‘after having heard that Fadimula Ali
was appointed a county chief of Aringa, the Nubis with whom they had lived together followed him immediately
and settled first in Aringa before they moved to Arua town’ (2006: 189, citing Doka Ali Kujo). Hansen (1991: 567)
suggests that especially after the First World War, there was widespread resettlement: ‘Soon after the end of the
war a process of demobilization started, primarily in order to cut the army down to its pre-war size. The result
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that people had already had certain habits that aligned well with Islam, making it easy
for them to adapt to it, which could suggest there had been earlier influences of Islam, in
line with the reference by Lanning above (1954: 178) to ‘some Sudanese’ having indeed
settled there before. Some people also referred to coerced forms of Islamization within a
short time after Aduu had returned home. Others report that people first observed to see
what this ‘becoming Muslim’ was all about. They were apparently not convinced in the
beginning and also not forced to convert, at least initially. Islam also soon received some
‘competition’—though limited—from Catholicism’s arrival in the region. More research is
to be done on the local history of conversion in Aringa County and neighbouring districts.
What emerges from the above is a picture of a fragmented instead of a straightforward
process of the establishment of a Muslim and a military identity in Aringa. It seems likely
this was a layered process that did not draw in the majority of the population until after
the 1920s, rather than that the whole population was ‘Nubi-fied’ at the time of slaveraiding in the late nineteenth century. Today still, many people in Yumbe District know
where there are ‘Nubi’ in Yumbe District. There were allegedly such people recognized in
two sub-counties out of 13 when I conducted my fieldwork, and their numbers are not
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considered to be many. Other informants suggested that the Nubi were not the same as
the Aringa. Furthermore, Aduu, arguably the most influential ‘Nubi’, whose return marked
the beginning of the spread of Islam to, was not considered a ‘Nubi’ in popular accounts
88
but a lost son, an Aringa.
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Despite Aduu also being held responsible for his own downfall in local accounts,
people in Yumbe today trace back their links to Aduu to explain their fearlessness and
boldness. I have not heard them make reference to a military association. The idea that
the Aringa perceive themselves as natural warriors (see also Chapter 5) is probably
learned through army experiences and the selection processes of the army in teh early
colonial period. It was in the realm of army recruitment and army careers that the Lugbara
and people from other regions were taught to apply this self-perception, strongly and
initially linked to the Nubi-army identity. Could it be that sleeping sickness prevented the
people in Aringa from having access to cattle—required to pay taxes in the early colonial
was that a number of Nubis or Nubians (as they were now frequently called by the colonial administration)
became ex-soldiers and returned to their dependants who lived around the cantonments distributed in all four
provinces.’ Uganda at the time consisted of four provinces, and this information shows that the Nubi spread all
over the country, and only a small proportion could have settled temporarily in Yumbe when they were in search
of places to settle (ibid.)
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‘The Aringa found out that their culture matched with Islam. During Juma days (Fridays), Aringa used to cut
nails, shave, wash sandals, clothes. When Islam came, it matched. People were saying, “I think we have to join,
because it is a religion of cleanness.” The Aringa people refuse to eat an animal if it dies of its own; in Islam also,
this also matches.’ (From notes taken during an interview with Mzee Dada, 22 July 2012).
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An official document drawn up by Yumbe District in 2011 points to Kei and Kuru as these two sub-counties
where Nubians are settled, counting them as minority groups that together wiith other minority groups make up
less than 8% of the current population. (Yumbe District Local Government profile 2011: 1)
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Perhaps ‘Aringa identity’ was also established or conjured for the Nubi friends of Aduu that came to settle in
Aringa County with him. This would make the Nubi–Aringa link even more complicated.
89
One accusation was that he ‘married’ too many women without paying bride wealth (read cattle); and related
to this there were disputes—in which he was deeply involved—about cattle, cases concerning which the British
were apparently not amused.
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period (see Leopold 2005a: 85)—and therefore being disproportionally forcibly recruited
90
into the army? Did poverty play a large role their army enrolment? Kokole (1995: 48, 53)
referred to the economic grievances of Muslims in Uganda, to which the Amin period later
offered an answer. And Meagher (1990: 66) explained how a lack of access to education
led to the exclusion from advancement of Muslims within the colonial system. This led to
their widespread involvement in trade as an alternative means to social advancement
(ibid.). Furthermore, the colonial perception that remained influential that one had to be
Muslim to make a good soldier explains how the Aringa were easily absorbed into the
army. According to Hansen (1977), recruiting practices for the army after independence
continued to follow narrowly the criteria dominant in the army-recruiting practices
established by the British. Four criteria were important for recruitment: 1) a certain
height, ‘which favoured the northern population groups and handicapped the Bantu
group’; 2) certain ‘tribes’, which ‘by virtue of their warlike traditions, constituted the best
soldier material’; 3) educated people were considered not really suitable for the army;
and 4) it was believed that Islam constituted a good background (Hansen 1977: 76). The
last criterion explains why for Muslims from Aringa County (currently Yumbe District),
joining the army was one of the few routes to social advancement, along with other forms
of labour migration or trade.
It was in the process of aligning themselves to other traders in the region, who
were mostly Nubi, that some Aringa came to see themselves as Nubi. Intermarriage,
especially in towns, also played a role in this process. Throughout the time of Idi Amin,
‘becoming Muslim’ and learning to speak the lingua franca of the Nubi was a strategy
adopted by a large variety of people, and this was definitely not solely an ‘Aringa practice’.
Kokole (1995), for example, refers to people from all parts of Uganda, neighbouring
countries, and other religions as ‘becoming Nubi’. This, indeed, is in line with the
widespread acceptance that the Nubi identity could be seen as an elective identity—or, as
Kokole (1995: 53) quotes Twaddle: ‘sociologically the Nubians form a fascinating category
for scholars to study forming as they do … a secondary and expansible social category
capable of assimilating Ugandans previously classified under other tribal names.’
In conclusion, I have tried to emphasize in this section that it is probably too easy to
explain the existence of a Muslim community on the border of northern Uganda by
equating the people there with the Nubi as they were known before and during the early
colonial period. I have tried to show that the people in what is currently Yumbe District
have their own unique experience of interacting with the ‘invading forces’ and of
Islamization, and that they have probably suffered deeply under intense slave-raiding,
rather than smoothly absorbing the Nubi strangers in their midst. At the same time,
precise information is lacking. All sources, however, point to the fact that a Muslim
identity gained shape only after 1914. Simultaneously, the early Nubi influence nearby (in
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McConnell (1925: 440) describes how sleeping sickness is prevalent in the north-eastern part of the Nile.
Aringa County belongs to the ‘lower’ parts of the province in which the tsetse fly thrived. Similarly, Mzee Sadat
Aringa spoke of dispersal of the Aringa due to sickness in the time before Aduu returned home. Dak (1968: 77)
states about a later period: ‘In 1920’s and 1930’s, Aringa was seriously affected by sleeping sickness, and the
people had to be moved by government to areas free from disease.’
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present-day Moyo District) seemed to be effaced through colonial intervention facilitating
conversion to Catholicism. Nevertheless, the Nubi identity, which is seen as an elective
identity, possibly drew in quite a number of people with trading aspirations in urban
centers, and I have suggested that poverty was one of the main reasons for joining the
army.
In the following section, I proceed towards the period in which Idi Amin was in
power in Uganda and what this meant for people in present-day Yumbe District.

AMIN
During my fieldwork, I could not easily access people’s memories about the period in
which Idi Amin was in power, a regime to which the Muslims of West Nile in particular
91
have been strongly linked. It is too easy, however, to suggest that memories of this
period’s infamous regime are purposely not shared out of a need to hide people’s
involvement, and that these memories therefore do not easily come to the ‘ethnographic
surface’. More factors seem to play a role. Perhaps I was too wary, assuming a hesitation
by people to talk about this ‘loaded’ history. There is reason, as the first case study below
shows, to believe that the sensitivity was all mine, that one could for example take pride
in one’s participation in the army of the time. Perhaps due to my wariness I did not insist
enough on learning more about people’s experiences of this period. However, it is also a
generational matter to a certain extent: many of my elderly interlocutors, people in their
late forties and fifties, were still young during the days of Amin (see below under the subheadings Fear and secrecy and Innocence), which meant that they themselves did not
have extensive personal memories of this period. Furthermore, as I show in the next
section of this chapter, which elaborates on the period after Amin was ousted, it seems
that Aringa collective memory starts just then, at the period in which ‘everyone’ was
suddenly persecuted for association with his regime. People were collectively targeted in
revenge killings, and everyone had memories and/or family memories of this period.
Nevertheless, not everyone was engaged in and supportive of Amin’s regime when he was
in power, or was aware of what exactly was happening in other parts of the country.
The three fragments of memories below open this section on the 1970s in Yumbe and
larger Uganda to show the type of narratives I was able to access in interviews.
Thereafter, I use secondary sources to provide an impression of the Amin regime as it was
92
experienced elsewhere in Uganda, before moving to the aftermath of this period that so
strongly marked the people’s history and future.
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Harrell-Bond suggests that, throughout her research, Amin’s former military men largely concealed their
identity when they fled to Sudan (1987: 2006), and Leopold (2005a) also acknowledges this particular part of
history (people’s narratives on being part of Amin’s army) as largely inaccessible to him.
92
Of course, every region, town, village, and individual had their own, different intensity of experience with
Amin’s forces.
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Pride
On the roadside in Yumbe town stands a small hut. An old man and his wife reside there in
appalling poverty. Alcohol use seems to be one of their shared problems. The man is sick.
He always greets me and we try to make conversation in Swahili. They seem to be
outcasts, I understand, as they do not have land, their hut is falling apart, and—according
to rumours—the man’s relatives do not look after them. People blame this on the man’s
alcoholism. While our communication remains limited to his medical condition and his
weakness, there is one point when I get a glimpse of his past. With pride and shining eyes,
he refers to the ‘Simba battalion’, an army battalion he was part of. To me the latter
93
resonated only with atrocities in the Mbarara barracks I had read of. I am dazzled by the
pride I see in his eyes when he speaks of his participation in this battalion, but our contact,
despite my trying to engage a research assistant to support the conversation, never again
touches upon this past. When I return to the field in 2012, the man is deceased. (Based on
a compilation of field notes, 2011–2012)

This first case study suggests that this particular man was not inhibited about talking
about his time in the army, nor wished to hide his pride concerning being part of a specific
battalion; rather, language barriers, health problems, and alcoholism prevented a
deepening of our conversation. In general, problems with health and with alcoholism
prevented interaction with people from this generation (see also Chapter 4). But the pride
that emerges in the account above is not completely absent in some of the offspring of
Amin’s army-men. Furthermore, when probing a few interlocutors whose fathers had
been part of the army, an image emerged of fathers that were rightfully loyal to the army
commander (Amin at the time). When I probed a female friend on whether her father
could have been part of an army that committed unlawful violence, she suggested that
whatever he had done was part of his task in the army, and she suggested there was
nothing wrong in what he did. In general, my youthful informants did not reflect on this
part of their parents’ roles during the Amin regime, while an army career and the wealth
some with higher rank had obtained during those days were considered ‘normal’ (see also
Chapter 4).
Fear and secrecy
The second interview fragment comes from Annet, a woman in her late forties and her
94
sister Nancy in her late twenties. The elder sister lived in Aringa County in the 1970s
while their father held a responsible position in Amin’s army. Before 1972 she had grown
up in army barracks in other parts of the country, as her father had joined the army
before Amin took power. The younger sister had not yet been born by that time; she was
born after the period discussed below. Nancy acted as a translator in the conversation
cited here. She did not recount her personal experiences, as she did not have any for
those days.
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See Rice 2009: 220

94

Before Yumbe became a District in 2001, it was called Aringa County and fell under Arua District.
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JB: In those nine years, did you see your father?
95
A: Yes. He comes once a month and then goes back to war.
JB: And were you never worried about your father?
N: Huh?
JB: Were you never worried about him when he was at war?
A: We were very worried and fearful. When we would hear that ‘they have killed some
people’, we would fear that our father is amongst them … [inaudible] … but when he
would come home again, we would jubilate.
JB: And when he came home, would he tell stories about the war?
A: He didn’t tell! He didn’t tell …. He doesn’t tell those stories. Except he has a radio call.
He wakes up at 4 AM and talks, and communicates to those people [in the army]; but
when the family members happen to see him, he is like hiding it. He doesn’t want the
children to hear, what they communicate. Because they [the children] are going to reveal
to neighbours. As a soldier that was not needed.
I used to fear my father so much! The moment he came home like that …. Ah, ah ... you
would feel you should not even pass around here. When he is here and when you pass
around here, you feel like urinating on your body. So we [the children] feared him a lot.
When even he calls you like this ... it is terrible. So we feared.
N: Annet was telling me: when he touches you, he takes you by the ear [demonstrates].
N+ A: Eeeh
N: And he raises you from the ears up …. He was not [an] easy man.
[A. confirms this by waving her hand up and down and looking pained)
[…]
JB: Do you know why your father joined the army when he was a young man?
A: I don’t know
JB: You don’t know?
N (translating for A.): She says she can’t tell exactly, but what she thinks is because he was
very poor. And children were there, nobody to pay them [...] so that he had to join the
army so that he pays his children, probably. (Interview, 22 October 2011)

The discussion here provides insight into how an army commander behaved and did not
allow his family (out of fear of the neighbours) to discover any form of army
communication going on when he was at home on leave. And while not sharing
information about the war and all that was going on under Amin’s regime, his return
home nevertheless instilled fear in the children through his behaviour.
Innocence
The third fragment I share here comes from an interview with Isaac, a man who was in his
late teens in the 1970s. He was going to school in Gulu because he had a relative there
who paid for his school fees. I asked him about his experiences there, because at the time,
Amin’s army was known to heavily persecute people in that region (Acholi and Lango
95

The Mutukula war in 1972 (when opposition forces to Idi Amin made their first attempt to enter Uganda to
dispose of Amin, they entered from Tanzania at Mutukula) made the father decide to bring his family back home
to live in Yumbe instead of near his army barracks.
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people) while the man came from the West Nile region that was known as Amin’s support
base.
JB: And during the 70s, you were in school in Gulu?
I: Jah
JB: How was the atmosphere in Gulu?
I: Ahh, it was terrible. It was terrible. Even me, I was scared like eeh … these people … the
State Research [State Research Bureau staff], they had these cars, these my cars [personal
cars], you find somebody put into the boot of the car…. People are piled there, sometimes
[makes a movement with the hand as if compressing/pushing something down to fit in the
boot] they are tied there. It was terrible. We saw them. I saw them with my own eyes. But
those were things which were very, very inhuman. [looks away] Very, very inhuman. Me, I
did not like it; but for us, they fear, they were fearing us in school. Jah. Knowing that,
these are people from West Nile, they used to fear us, thinking that we are what? We are
intelligence. If you want to befriend someone [...] the next day this person was running
away from you. The life was also difficult for us, because we were like being isolated,
because of what had been happening. We didn’t know what their parents were telling
them about us.
[…]
JB: And at what age were you then, approximately?
I: I was around, around 17 years, yes. But the way they liked me was ... I was a footballer
and I was also a runner. [starts smiling] I was terrible [terribly good] in those short races.
One hundred metres, two hundred metres, and I was also playing football [...] It earned
for me, at least .... At least I was able to interact with the others. But still …. Others were
looking at us as ... as informants.
JB: And how did it make you feel about the West Nile people. When you saw that they
were doing such things?
I: Now what to do at that age of mine? And I was in school.
JB: Jah
I: I did not even reason very far. But to me, when I try to reason things which I saw, during
that time, and when we were ousted and when we were in Sudan [ as refugees], I started
now to remember ... that these things our boys were doing actually were not the right
one, were not human. They were very bad. I started realizing them ….
JB: Eeh
I: ... when we were now in Sudan. But if we were not behaving in that way, at least the
government was going to stay …. (Interview, 24 October 2011).

This interlocutor narrates having witnessed terrible and frightening actions by the State
Research Bureau as a teenager and the ways in which he was able to overcome isolation.
He also claims that his full realization of how inhuman what was happening was came
later, when the people from his region were forced to flee into exile when Amin was
ousted and when that made this interlocutor reflect on events. Note that he speaks of we
and of our boys and with some nostalgia perhaps when he says: ‘but if we were not
behaving in that way, at least the government was going to stay’, suggesting that Amin
would not have been ousted.
The last two memories shared suggest that much of what was happening in other
parts of the country was not necessarily known to people within Yumbe. For example,
Annet’s father does not speak about ‘the war’ at home, and Isaac knew what was
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happening in those days only because he stayed outside his home region. The same
argument has often been made about the wealth Amin’s soldiers and commanders were
able to accumulate during his regime: people in Yumbe often suggested that this wealth
never really trickled down to Yumbe, except for a few corrugated iron-sheet roofs, but
97
rather was ‘consumed’ in the south (see Gersony 1997: 73; Leopold 2005a: 65). Further
research into this field would be interesting, to see if indeed there was a relative
disconnection between the south of Uganda and a remote (but considered ‘Amin
98
friendly’) place like Aringa County.
The following section is based on secondary sources, to provide an impression of
what Amin’s regime looked like from other parts of the country.

VIOLENT RULE
99

Following a long army career (which started in the colonial army), Idi Amin, an army
commander under President Obote, came to power after a coup ousting Obote in 1971.
While initially received with considerably enthusiasm, the regime soon became very
violent. The army was increasingly used to purge its own members of the Lango and
Acholi ethnic groups, which were supposedly loyal to the former president, Obote.
Massacres in the barracks and disappearances of ‘common men’ soon became rampant.
According to Kasozi, all people considered Amin’s political opponents were at high risk,
but violence also became more widespread and extended beyond targeting opposition
members:
All the members of these paramilitary units used violence for their own selfish motives:
the demarcation line between officially sponsored and private violence was very thin.
Thousands of people in Uganda were tortured by government agents. (Kasozi 1994: 113)
‘Disappearances’ were the most visible manifestations of the absence of rule of law.
People were arrested or abducted and killed outside established legal structures. The
government became the major law breaker in the country and bad elements in society
followed. (ibid. 115)
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Peterson & Taylor (2013) suggest that media use by Amin was pervasive. One interlocutor (young at the time
Amin was in power) claimed his radio-speeches in Swahili were listened to in Yumbe at the time as well.
However, this does not mean that people were aware of the depth of the violence perpetrated by Amin’s men,
because the media was instrumentalized by Amin and his government (ibid. 66-67).
97

Gersony, amongst others, has confirmed this: ‘But these benefits accrued to Amin’s individual allies, not to the
West Nile as a whole. Except for the installation of a communications satellite (which has long ceased to
function) and a failed project to build an international airport [both near Arua Town, JB], Amin’s home region
benefited little from government programs during his regime’ (Gersony 1997: 73).
98
One link was probably through soldiers and commanders returning ‘home’ occasionally, like Annet’s father.
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His West Nile origin has been used to explain his violent rule of Uganda, either by pointing to his Kakwa origins
(his father was a Muslim Kakwa, his mother a Christian Lugbara) or by referring to his Nubi origins, an identity he
could equally claim according to his growing up in army barracks with a military father, while having learned to
speak Kinubi (see Leopold 2005a: 57-61).
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A report by Amnesty International (1978) confirms the widespread abuse of power by the
various notorious security forces, of which the State Research Bureau was considered one
of the worst:
[...] this [the State Research Bureau] is the much feared State intelligence agency
(reportedly about 3,000 strong). Its powers override other security agencies and it is
directly under the control of the President. (ibid. 7)

Amnesty also reported the total collapse of an independent legal system and the
commonness of disappearances, torture, and murder in the late 1970s. The accounts of
torture that surface in many documents about the time are horrific; they include accounts
of prisoners made to club each other to death and many other forms of severe torture
(see for example AI 1978: 14-15).
Initially, the army under Amin still had a broad ethnic base, but increasingly (due to
purges and fleeing soldiers) the army (and other repressive organs, see Kasozi 1994: 112113) had come to be built largely on recruits and commanders from the West Nile and
100
former Anyanya fighters from south Sudan. Within its West Nile army base, there was
soon a narrowing down of Amin’s support base as, according to Kasozi, increasingly the
Alur, Madi, and Lugbara people were also persecuted, leaving the Kakwa, those referred
to as the Nubi, and the Anyanya behind in the army (ibid. 112).
By 1975 the Kakwa-Nubi-Anyanya core had closed ranks and was the foundation of Amin’s
power machine. They held most of the strategic positions, manned key installations, and
easily grouped whenever there was trouble. The other alienated West Nile groups did not
fight Amin because they rightly judged that is was not in their interest to overthrow him. If
he were overthrown, they would be punished for their natural association with him. (ibid).

Amin capitalized on his Muslim identity to gain international support for his regime, and
many people converted to Islam in this period ‘partly for opportunistic reasons’ (Kokole
1995). However, Muslim leaders also disappeared later during his regime (Kasozi 1994:
108). It is likely that the Aringa Muslims were those referred to as Nubi in the statement
above and not as Lugbara, because of their Muslim religion, and survived many of the
purges and personal vendettas in the army, although not necessarily at the end of his
regime.
People from Yumbe who had already been in the army before Amin came to
power now increasingly had access to better positions in the army. New recruits were also
easily found in a region where brothers already in the army helped their kin to be
recruited, based on patrimonial networks (field notes, JB). For youngsters from the region,
101
it was one of the few avenues to social mobility. Being Muslim facilitated their access to
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Amin, while still army commander under Obote, had fought alongside the South Sudanese Separatist
movement Anyanya. After the first Sudanese civil war ended (which lasted 1955–1972), Amin allegedly engaged
its former fighters to increase his loyal base in the Ugandan Army (Kasozi 1994)
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See Grahame 1980 (ch 1). Leopold (2005a: 65) states: ‘One West Nile exile who attended a local secondary
school in the late 1970s told me of army lorries turning up at the school empty, late at night, and returning to
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the army and their relative loyalty to Idi Amin, who was not only ‘from their region’ but
also a fellow Muslim. Towards the end of his reign, in 1978–1979, the army had become
extremely violent towards civilians (Decker 2014: ch. 8). Rape, looting, and brutal killings
of civilians, especially when the regime was increasingly under threat by invasion from
Tanzania, characterized Amin’s last months in power.
After the fall of Jinja, Amin’s soldiers had been on the run, and people in eastern and
northern Uganda suffered brutal violence from the retreating soldiers. In their wake they
left a stream of blood from Jinja, Nakasongora, and Fort Portal. Thousands of people were
shot and their property vandalized. All types of motor vehicles were snatched from
unarmed civilians. (Kasozi 1994: 126)

Not long thereafter, revenge was collective. Muslims and West Nilers all over Uganda
102
were persecuted (RLP 2004; Leopold 2005a; Decker 2014).
Decker relates how some of her interlocutors in Uganda (like mine, and those of
Hansen & Twaddle (1988: 3) she quotes in the conclusion to her book) tend to argue that
the second Obote regime, which came shortly after Amin was ousted, was worse than
that of Amin. Amin’s men allegedly targeted individuals, whereas during Obote’s second
regime, people were killed indiscriminately. However, some of the data used in Decker’s
chapters suggest otherwise, namely that rape and bloodshed were also widespread and
indiscriminate in the Amin regime’s final days (see Decker 2014: ch. 8). Be that as it may, it
is important that this is an aspect of the way in which the Amin regime is remembered:
relatively less terrible in its violence than the regime(s) that followed. This view is
particularly strong among the people of Yumbe, who arguably were exposed to relatively
103
little actual violence—that is, if they stayed within Yumbe—during the time of Amin,
while for them all hell broke loose after his ousting. The following section discusses this
104
period from the perspective of Aringa County.

1979 AND THEREAFTER
In general, the contemporary narrative of history by the Aringa people starts in 1979,
when Idi Amin was removed from power and after the soldiers they refer to as ‘our
[Aringa] boys’ had to run home and passed through West Nile to flee to Sudan. It was not
only the soldiers and those of higher rank that were at risk now that the political tide had
their bases full of recruits for the forces, sometimes almost entire classes of boys.’ Leopold describes this
recruitment as one of the few options for young men from a region (West Nile) marked by a proletarian position:
‘Within the ethnically stratified economy created by a Ugandan version of British Indirect Rule […] it had nothing
to sell but its labour, and that was unskilled and poorly paid’ (ibid.).
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Decker also refers to how the Libyan forces Gaddafi had sent to help Amin defend his regime against the
Tanzanian invasion were brutally murdered amongst others (Decker 2014: 154, 164).
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While the spin-offs of physical violence, like the fear felt by Annet above in the relationship with her father,
were present in Yumbe.
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This is not to suggest that the experience of people in other parts of West Nile was so very different from the
one in Aringa County. The Refugee Law Project has written about this experience for the broader region (2004).
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turned; Leopold (2005a: 66) shows how all people in West Nile were regarded by other
Ugandans as ‘Amin’s people’. And indeed, soon their lives were at stake. People in Yumbe
retain many personal and more collective memories about the violence perpetrated
against them during this period. These memories emerge throughout this section, which is
based on primary as well as secondary sources.
Initially, the region was taken over by the Tanzanian army, the Tanzanian
106
People’s Defence Force (TPDF). When the Tanzanian forces left and Obote II took
107
over, Obote’s forces, perceived as an Acholi/Lango army (the UNLA), took power and
set about inflicting massive retribution in the West Nile region in return for all the
atrocities that had been committed against them under Idi Amin by people from the
region (see for example Allen & Storm 2012: 24). In other words, the people of West
108
Nile were held collectively responsible for the atrocities committed by Amin and his
army/security forces. The atrocities committed during this period of revenge by the UNLA
then caused almost all people in West Nile to flee to Sudan (and Congo) (Harrell-Bond
1986; Allen 1991). As a result of atrocities, around 500,000 people in West Nile fled across
the nearby borders of Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC, then Zaire)—
around 80% of the population of the region (Gersony, cited by RLP 2004: 6). This period is
remembered as a defining moment in Aringa (and the larger West Nile) history. Many
atrocities were inflicted when the UNLA entered the West Nile region, and these actions
play an important role in the memories of the elderly and the more politically engaged
young people in Yumbe up to today. Public executions and displays of the mutilated
bodies (of former Amin allies) in the rural area made a large impact on rural people, many
of them simple peasants. The most horrific collective narratives of atrocities stem from
this period. They refer to ‘newborn babies pounded in mortars’, plastic burned on people,
and people buried alive with fire above them (field notes, JB). People in Yumbe often
stated that whereas the Amin regime had been violent against the Langi/Acholi
population, it was nothing compared with the extreme violence perpetrated against West
Nilers in the aftermath of Amin’s reign—as is also suggested by Decker (see above).
Whereas the UNLA committed atrocities in the whole of West Nile and the whole
population was forced to flee because of their association with ‘Amin’s (and his army’s)
105

Although Harrell-Bond states: ‘Despite all the rumours that the liberation army intended to eliminate all the
Madi, Alur, Lugbara and Kakwa because of the association of their home area (the West Nile) with Amin, most
Ugandans attempted to remain within the country. The exodus from Uganda into the Sudan and Zaire in 1979
was highly selective, consisting mainly of people who had particular reasons for believing that their lives were in
danger […] they came in private cars, lorries, buses and some even escaped by helicopter’ (1986: 32). Later she
suggests that these early ‘refugees’ were predominantly in the category ‘Kakwa’, ‘Nubi’, and she distinguishes
the category ‘the military’, while there was overlap between these (ibid. 33-36). On pp. 37-38, she pays attention
to the ‘Sudanese returnees’ amongst whom people who had served in Amin’s army took up confusing positions
upon return.
106

Many sources say the Tanzanian forces (TPDF) were friendly, but this is contested by my interlocutors and
also in the work of Harrell-Bond (1986).
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Formerly ousted president Obote had returned to Uganda; and after an interim government won the
elections, many parties spoke of rigged elections and formed rebel groups throughout the country to oppose the
Obote II government.
108

And Muslims in general; see Decker 2014: ch. 8.
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home region’, it took a long time for many people in what was then the north of Aringa
County (now Yumbe District) on the far northern border of Uganda to flee. Many fled in
phases, continually escaping and constructing temporary shelters in places that were still
safe. It took time for the UNLA to get hold of this most northern part of the West Nile
109
region, especially as self-defence groups within Uganda and former army-men under
Amin now exiled in Sudan were emerging in an organized manner, trying to defend their
people left in Uganda. One of the aims of these self-defence groups was to protect
people, who had had to flee all of a sudden, so that they could return to their fields and
harvest their crops. Another activity these groups engaged in was laying ambushes in
order to obtain weapons for their defence and a possible return to power. By October
1980 the Uganda National Rescue Front (UNRF) had come into being and was able to
110
organize ‘surprise attacks’ on the UNLA in West Nile (RLP 2004: 6). According to one of
my interlocutors, they were able to re-take Arua and ended up in Bondo, just below the
regional capital. But this man, formerly a member of Amin’s army (but later jailed under
Amin after becoming too vocal about arbitrary arrests), accused the rebels of being
111
disorganized, interested only in loot, and therefore easily defeated. Arguably, it was
internal division that soon made it possible for the UNLA to push these rebels back into
exile again (ibid. 7). The rebels pulled back in phases to give civilians time to flee, while
during their retreat there was much fighting. In particular, on 24 June 1981 at Ombaci, not
far from Arua town, the UNLA engaged in a massacre of the civilian population that had
sought refuge in the school and church compound that was also an International
112
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) camp at the time. The withdrawal of the UNRF
seems to have taken place along ethnic lines. Former Aringa officers withdrew to Yumbe
113
and later Sudan, while former Kakwa retreated via Koboko to Sudan and DRC (ibid. 7).
According to the same source, tensions over leadership increased the tension between
the various factions, while aims also differed: some were fighting for the restoration of Idi
Amin, while others fought for liberation of the region and return of civilians (ibid.).
Apparently there was even more to disagree on:
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In Yumbe, reference was found to four such groups, and I was informed about one in Terego sub-county (field
notes, JB).
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According to some of those active in the local defence groups, the UNRF relied strongly on those ‘volunteers
who had stayed behind’ (the initial self-defence groups) to re-enter and stage attacks in Uganda. For example,
some self-defence groups, in attacks on the UNLA, had already captured weapons. Nowadays, some of these old
‘volunteers’ that I encountered claim they were the real ‘freedom fighters’ and complain about neglect by the
former UNRF leadership with regard to recognition and compensation claims/pay after resigning in 1986 from
rebellion activities.
111

See also RLP 2004: 9.
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Survivors have lately accused the UNRF of hiding behind the church compound, putting the civilians in the
church at risk by now being positioned in-between the rebels and the UNLA (JRP 2014).
113

This leads us to wonder were Lugbara (non-Aringa) and, for example, Madi former Ugandan Army (UA) staff
were in this narrative, for it was known some of them were part of these armed movements. (The UA refers to
the Ugandan Army under Idi Amin; thereafter came the Uganda National Liberation Army as the new national
army).
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Tensions came to a head with the arrival of a cache of arms dropped at a Yumbe airstrip—
which had been prepared for the event—by a plane reportedly from Libya. Some accounts
state that when the arms arrived, most of the fighting forces thought that they were
entitled to their share. But in practice, arms were given to selected officers on the basis of
ethnicity, a number of Kakwa officers were allegedly rounded up, and internal fighting
ensued. (RLP 2004: 7)

By February 1981, two rebel groups had distinguished themselves. The UNRF (Uganda
National Rescue Front) was headed by Moses Ali, a Madi from Moyo, himself in exile (in
Pakistan) where he was organizing resources for the rebellion, and Major Amin Onzi, the
de facto leader on the ground, coordinating the attack in Uganda against the UNLA. For
the second group, FUNA, perceived as a Kakwa group, it seems leadership was less clearly
defined (ibid.).
Despite the temporary protection by local defence forces and the rebel groups
that formed thereafter, the ‘common’ Aringa people almost all fled into exile over time,
leaving everything behind in Uganda, or were robbed of everything they carried on the
way once they entered Zaire or Sudan as refugees (Harrell-Bond 1986). In these countries,
either they ended up in refugee camps, which at times had limited capacity to handle the
114
large influx, or they became self-settled in the borderland (ibid.; interviews, JB). Both
options had large implications for morbidity and mortality (Harrell-Bond 1986). For many
parts of the West Nile population, by crossing the border they fell from one insecure
situation into another. While the local people generally supported the rebellions that
claimed they fought for the people of West Nile, they were at the same time a source of
trouble. ‘As one woman said, “In exile, the Congolese looted and raped us. Amin’s soldiers
too. They had nothing, so they looted. We were just refugees.”’ (RLP 2004: 8). And later,
the UNLA even made incursions into Sudanese territory, chasing the Ugandan refugees
115
there. The overall situation in exile was harsh and became increasingly difficult (HarrellBond 1986).
When we look at people’s experiences from 1979 to the time they returned from
exile, starting from around 1986, these can encompass a complex series of events: people
often report more than one episode of violence, engaging with various threatening actors
and life conditions, and thus undergoing recurrent experiences of extreme hardship (see
next chapter). The following diverse experiences were reported:
-Many people had been directly affected by UNLA (and TPDF) atrocities and lost family
members. The group psychological impact of this period is very strong. Many stories
about the cruellest atrocities are about this period. There are references to pregnant
116
mothers’ stomachs being cut open, young babies pounded in mortars, and people
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Woodward (1988), however, wrote about a few army officials under Amin who were well prepared for refuge
and built houses in Sudan before Amin fell.
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Harrell-Bond explains that the UNLA had made agreements with the Sudanese army to enter their territory
(1986). (See also Crisp 1986: 171)
116

Seen as unprecedented cruelty by locals, but Decker’s sources (2014: ch 8 & Conclusion) tell of similar acts
carried out by Amin’s soldiers.
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tortured by the use of melting jerry-can plastic, as well as public executions (field notes,
117
JB; RLP 2004: 5).
-The exodus from Uganda itself was a shocking experience for many and remained so
throughout the early 1980s. As Harrell-Bond reports about her observations in Sudanese
refugee camps in 1982 (1986: 53):
The condition of the Ugandans who came to these reception centres from May through to
August was appalling [….] I watched the hundreds of people—not only children but also
adults—swollen with Kwashiorkor or other nutrition-related diseases crawl off the lorries.
Hundreds were too far gone to be saved by food or medicine, as is confirmed by the death
rates collected in the 1983 survey.

-People who returned to Uganda under the protection of the local defence groups,
returning to harvest food crops, were sometimes killed (field notes, JB; Harrell-Bond
1986), indicating that the protection by local defence groups was not always sufficient.
-As mentioned before, this was also the period in which local youth and men mobilized
themselves in the region, aiming to defend it from UNLA incursion. Some were former
soldiers; others were youths that joined after witnessing atrocities or undergoing
maltreatment by the UNLA. Today they call themselves ‘volunteers’ or ‘freedom fighters’
118
and take pride in their immediate action to defend the people. They were relatively
successful in defending the people that returned home from exile secretly to harvest. But
they were also brutal: they killed many government soldiers (UNLA) in ambushes to
obtain weapons. One anecdote, for example, recounts how they travelled with the skull of
one of these soldiers on a stick to Sudan, to show their people that they were successful
in their battle against the UNLA (anonymous interview, JB) .
-Some interlocutors indicated there were problems with the UNRF (field notes, JB), the
rebel group formed in south Sudan by former Idi Amin soldiers to regain power and fight
the UNLA in West Nile. Though mainly perceived as defenders of the people, a man in
119
120
Kuru and another in Kei explained how their fathers were killed by the UNRF because
they had been active Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) members and thus linked to and
117

Crisp, basing himself on a Minority Rights Group report (no. 66, 1984: 10), reports different types of atrocities
in this period: ‘According to refugees arriving in Sudan, anyone who could not escape from the advancing army
[UNLA, JB] was killed, often in the most gruesome circumstances. It was alleged that old and disabled people had
been stoned to death, that whole families had been burnt alive in their huts and that the dismembered bodies of
men hacked to pieces were displayed on the branches of trees’ (Crisp 1986: 165).
118

One former ‘volunteer’ claimed they were there before the UNRF came into being and suggested that they
levelled the ground for the UNRF to come in. This is also a political claim, because lately the UNRF has been
struggling to get paid ‘compensation’ for their laying down of weapons when Museveni came to power. In a
political climate that rewards former rebels (see Chapter 4 this dissertation and Finnström 2010), claiming to be
amongst these volunteers is also a political claim that suggests there is need for recognition (locally and
nationally) and financial reward/compensation.
119
Name of a sub-county in what is currently Yumbe District.
120

Idem.
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willing to work under the Obote II government after Obote came to power again. Other
local pro-government leaders survived but only after negotiating with the rebels
concerning their good intentions. Others claim they were abducted to increase the UNRF
121
rebel forces or were put under pressure to contribute to this rebellion.
-Some people on the far border of Uganda with Sudan who never went into exile, or who
settled just across the border as ‘self-settled refugees’, fell victims to the SPLA when the
latter formed in the 1980s in the southern part of Sudan. The SPLA engaged in looting,
abduction, and terrible torture and killing (field notes, JB).
Most of these hardships seemed to come to an end when Museveni came to power in
1986 and asked people (who had not yet returned under the 1985 Obote II Okello regime;
see Crisp 1986) to return home from exile. The organization of this repatriation became
chaotic, however, when the SPLA in southern Sudan became more and more active
122 123
124
around the same period,
forcing refugees to ‘flee back home’ and leave behind
125
the few things they had managed to acquire over the previous years in Sudan. Their
return to their destroyed homes in Uganda in the later stages combined with a massive
influx of Sudanese refugees into northern Uganda, including into the West Nile region
(Allen 1991). While some NGOs such as the Lutheran World Federation were particularly
active during this period of people’s return to Yumbe, apparently they were unable to
relieve much of the suffering (ibid.). Many people report that hunger, sickness, and death
prevailed and that they found their houses destroyed and overgrown by bush. Some life
histories are full of tragedy following the return to Yumbe. During my fieldwork, a man in
his sixties said about that time: ‘Many of us were traumatized by then.’ While their family
had experienced a particularly difficult time in exile (losing their mother when she gave
birth to her ninth child early in the exile period, staying as a child-headed household with
young infants in which he was now ‘the father and his eldest sister was the mother’), it
121

RLP (2004: 9): ‘Thus, while the insurgents initially enjoyed a relatively high degree of civilian support for their
actions, this began to dissipate once they began to get caught increasingly in the crossfire. Furthermore, the lack
of understanding as to the specific agendas and profiles of the two groups [FUNA and UNRF, JB] reflects the
extent to which the groups failed to articulate their grievances, as well as the lack of a coherent leadership that
otherwise may have galvanised unity. As a result, it was clear that the majority of people had little idea why the
groups were fighting beyond a general notion of survival or regaining their former status within the army.’
122

According to Prunier (2004), this was strongly related to Museveni’s support.
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Other reasons for a chaotic repatriation were that ‘UNHCR policy demanded that the process happen much
quicker than the refugees had planned, and began actively pushing for urgent repatriation’ (RLP 2004: 11).
124

Allen calls them ‘refugees from refuge’ (1991: 6) rather than returnees. Many Sudanese nationals also fled to
Uganda in the same period (Allen 1991).
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Many people had wanted to wait in order to harvest their planted crops before return. This could have
prevented much misery in the years after return, but Allen states that it was the SPLA’s explicit aim to obtain the
harvest of refugees in order for them not to have to prey on the local population. ‘In 1986, the SPLA's strategy
was to remove the Ugandans before they had harvested their crops, in order to secure a food supply without
pillaging the local Sudanese population’ (Allen 1991: 11). Some refugees were originally planning to stay in
Sudan a little longer, particularly in cases when their hosts had offered them fertile land to cultivate; this was the
case for some of the so-called self-settled refugees. Others were running lucrative small businesses and intended
to stay, had it not been for the SPLA incursions (based on various interviews in Yumbe, JB).
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seems the period of return was particularly painful to remember on account of the
extreme hunger. For John, my interlocutor in this case, it was more difficult for him to
speak about the return than about the period of exile.
Thus, returning from Sudan, many people faced significant hunger, and a lack of
proper healthcare led to high mortality rates (see Hamid in the next chapter, and Tim
Allen 1988 & 1991a). Others managed to stay behind in Sudan, engaging in lucrative
business opportunities, but eventually fell victim to the SPLA. On the more political level,
we need to understand what happened next in terms of collaborations between, and
promises breached by, the former rebels, the UNRF, and the new government just before
the coming to power of Museveni.
The UNRF, as a rebel group that emerged after Idi Amin was ousted and Obote
came to power for a second time, had a relatively good understanding with the two
Okellos who took power in 1985 after a military coup that removed Obote’s second
regime. After the coup, Tito Okello invited all insurgent groups into the government, and
it is likely there had already been an understanding before that with the UNRF about the
126
need to oust Obote. Thus, the short-lived regime of the Okellos brought a lull in the
fighting in the region, and attempts were made to end the cycle of revenge killings: ‘...
there are reports that the elders in both Acholi and West Nile communities met and held
ceremonies in order to reconcile the people from the two regions’ (RLP 2004: 9).
But the alliance of the UNRF with the Okellos had put the relationship with the
NRA, led by Museveni, at risk. Apparently, the UNRF and Museveni’s NRA had made an
127
agreement in Tripoli before the Okellos came to power. The UNRF was resourceful to
the NRA because they had an alliance with Libya that could provide the NRA with the
much-needed weapons in their fight against Obote. The agreement was that the first of
them to reach Kampala and overthrow Obote would appoint a new president, while the
second would obtain the vice-presidency (LIU 2003: 34). Yet before either of these groups
reached Kampala to overthrow the Obote II regime, there was a coup by the Okellos,
which the UNRF then openly supported as suggested above. This move placed the UNRF in
an ambiguous position. On the one hand, there were attempts by the elders to reconcile
the West Nilers with the Acholi and Lango, in order to prevent another wave of violence
and revenge (RLP 2004: 9). At the same time, this collaboration now breached the
128
arrangement the UNRF had with Museveni. A split occurred within the UNRF. There
were those that joined the Okellos’ regime, and there were contingents that continued
fighting along with the NRA in the bush until Museveni was able to defeat the short-lived
126

Crisp (1986: 177) refers to a secret meeting held in the Sudanese town of Nimule at the border. At this
meeting, General Basilio Okello had solicited the support of the UNRF and Amin’s former defence minister. ‘A
deal was struck, and several thousand members of Amin’s old army returned from Sudan to Uganda, where they
were deployed in support of the new government and against Museveni’s troops.’ On the other deal, between
UNRF Moses Ali and Museveni (see Liu Institute for Global Issues 2003: 33-34).
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Confusion over this agreement persists up to today, but the formation of the UNRF II is popularly explained by
a breach of the agreement (see Liu Institute for Global Issues 2003: 33-34; RLP 2004: 9)
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According to RLP (2004), Moses Ali, the former UNRF leader, disputed that the breach of such an arrangement
between the NRA and UNRF was at the base of the formation of the later UNRF II, but many other people used
this as explanation (RLP 2004: 12).
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military regime led by Tito Okello. It is this period prior to Museveni’s rise to power that
thereafter caused confusion and distrust between the UNRF and the NRA. According to
one interlocutor (described as from the former UNRF ‘political wing’) cited by the RLP:
But then the trouble came when Lutwa [Tito Okello] went to Sudan and wanted UNRF to
join them to overthrow Obote. It did this, without consulting its former ally, the NRA. In
this way, the UNRF breached the terms of the Memo of Understanding, thereby forcing
the NRA to continue the struggle against Lutwa, because in its view, Lutwa was not
different from Obote. Subsequently UNRF soldiers upon arriving in Kampala found
themselves fighting their former allies at Katonga. (RLP 2004: 10)

In January 1986 the NRA took Kampala,
... heralding a new political dispensation and a consequent confusion as to the future
status of previous rebel groups. The immediate impact was that thousands of soldiers
from both FUNA and the UNRF, along with some civilians, withdrew into West Nile and
eventually into exile. (ibid. 10)

Local people related that at this time (without all the wealth accumulated under Amin’s
regime, including motorized vehicles), the soldiers returned from Kampala to West Nile on
foot and reached home often with bare and swollen feet (field notes, JB). Large-scale
revenge was avoided, however, and Leopold (2005a: 52) reports that the elders in West
Nile actively instructed their people to receive the NRA with friendliness and went to
welcome NRA soldiers at Packwach, the first town one reached after crossing the Albert
Nile from southern Uganda on one’s way to West Nile.
Despite the peaceful entrance of the NRA into West Nile territory, soon
thereafter some of the few UNRF who had remained in Kampala and sought alliance with
Museveni’s regime felt persecuted. They were arrested and disproportionally fired from
the army in a World Bank-encouraged exercise to cut down on military spending (Gersony
1997; RLP 2014: 4). Many retreated into West Nile. But also within the West Nile region,
former UNRF felt harassed:
… there was growing insecurity in West Nile, with individuals being imprisoned and killed.
One ex-combatant told of the constant harassment of an ex-UNRF individual: ‘[He]was
constantly harassed by security. His wife was tortured by security agents. They stuck a
stick in her vagina. That was in Yumbe.’ (RLP 2004: 12, citing Asedri Oyemi from the
political wing of the UNRF II)

The former UNRF forces began to fear that the persecutions were a forerunner to a wave
of revenge similar to the one experienced after the fall of Amin under the UNLA. This fear
increased with disappearances and arrests, notably of Moses Ali, Rajab Rembe, Major
Alidiga, and Major Noah Talib (see RLP 2004: 12) ‘We suspected they were going to
eliminate all leaders of UNRF, so then in 1988 UNRF II began’ (ibid., citing an ex-UNRF II
combatant, Kampala). A group of former UNRF combatants, including Bamuze, the chief
of staff of the former UNRF who had been shot in the leg in Arua, withdrew to Congo, and
soon thereafter, supported by the government in Khartoum, these former soldiers and
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rebels re-organized themselves and started attacking the NRA regime from Sudanese and
Congolese territory and becoming deeply embedded in proxy warfare (for more details,
see Prunier 2004). Within a short period, in the early 1990s, the rebel group WNBF
129
130
became active in the area, and later in the 1990s the UNRF II became active.
The access to borders and neighbouring regimes played a large role in the
engendering and maintenance of these ‘new’ rebel groups. As Bogner & Neubert (2013:
61) describe it: ‘In this period, especially in the 1990s, northern Uganda also became a
secondary arena for the Sudanese civil war and the civil war in the neighbouring
Democratic Republic of the Congo (then Zaire).’ References to the deep entanglement
between the Sudanese Khartoum government and these rebel groups are also found in
Prunier (2004: 376):
In early February 1997 the UNRF II guerrilla group led by Ali Bamuze had attacked the
village of Midigo (Aringa County) in West Nile. This move had been organized by the
Sudanese secret service which was anxious because the main body of West Nile guerrillas
(the WNBLF) was at the time crossing over from its bases in Zaire and surrendering in large
131
numbers to the Ugandan army.

It was no secret that the UNRF II was supported by the Sudanese government. According
to Nassur Ezaga Ogara (cited in RLP 2004: 13), they were in Sudan in 1998 with a force of
3,000 (after a period of slow formation from 1988 onwards, when Bamuze fled to Zaire
initially after having been advised to do so by the elders, who apparently sent some young
men to protect him but not with the intention to initiate a rebellion) (ibid. 12-13). The
UNRF II combatants were based in south Sudan, often next to Sudanese government army
barracks. Some former combatants in interviews with me explained how they would
receive food cooked in the Sudanese army barracks, and how money could sometimes be
earned (paid by the Sudanese army) by fighting against the SPLA. They made no secret of
their arms supplies and often claimed to have fought ‘terrible battles’ against the SPLA,
from which some ‘former child soldiers’ were able to show bullet scars and testified about
many friends killed in such battles. It seemed that my interlocutors did not feel inhibited
about discussing these battles, while they were much more reluctant to give accounts of
their engagements in battles and lootings within Uganda. Even though the grievances and
the aims of the UNRF were related to the problem of feeling persecuted in Uganda (ibid.
132
13), the UNRF II combatants thus became engaged in a much larger conflict.
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The WNBF was headed by Juma Oris, a former minister and army commander, and was formed around 1994.
The group, referred to as West Nile Bank Liberation Front (WNBLF) by Prunier, was seriously defeated in the
south of Sudan in 1997 by the combined efforts of the UPDF, the SPLA, and rebels from Zaire and Rwanda
(Prunier 2004: 376-377).
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According to Bogner & Neubert (2013: 62), who interviewed Major General Ali Bamuze, the UNRF was
formally founded in 1989.
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In a footnote after this fragment, Prunier states: ‘746 of them were tried in a mass trial two months later and
released after a symbolic condemnation (New Vision, 23 April 1997). Most of them eventually joined the
Ugandan army’ (Prunier 2004: 376).
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Prunier (2004) has published an insightful article about rebel movements and proxy warfare in this period in
which the UNRF II became involved. At the same time another group was active: new abductions (of teachers
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The WNBF was associated primarily with the Kakwa, while they also recruited on
the Koboko-Yumbe border. An example comes from a place called Matuma on this
border, where in 1996 more than 72 new voluntary youthful recruits to the WNBF were
massacred by the UPDF after they discovered the mobilization taking place (interview,
parish chief, 10 November 2011). The WNBF also abducted widely in Yumbe thereafter.
(Leopold, who was doing research at the time in Arua, was unable to travel much outside
of town because of such rebel activities, while at the same time noting the SPLA
133
presence, and he compared the style of the WNBF—looting, raping, and abducting
youngsters—with that of the former slave raiding troops active in the region (Leopold
2005a: Introduction). A particular target became the Sudanese refugees and the
humanitarian aid organizations in Yumbe. Payne (1998) explained this by reference to
envy by the Kakwa (in the WNBF) of the facilities that refugee hosting brought to the
Aringa region, and no longer to their own, when the UNHCR decided to move many
refugees from Koboko to Aringa County. It was widely suggested that the WNBF in
particular was able to bank on a widespread dissatisfaction among a generation of youth
that had missed out on education during their period in exile and had had a difficult time
surviving upon their return to West Nile. It was suggested that these young people had no
education and ‘did not learn how to dig’, because in exile, food was handed out—at least
for a long time—by the UNHCR. The promise of $300 for signing up to the WNBF was
suggested to be particularly important in their recruitment (Gersony 1997).
While the WNBF and the more Aringa-based UNRF II became well known in the region as
notorious rebel groups, my data point to a more varied composition of armed actors /
small rebel groups also active around this period. These small groups were explained to
have caused enormous havoc in specific areas. The various rebel groups were sometimes
said to be used to settle personal scores, and businessmen and women were particularly
often targeted for their money. People in Aringa County again experienced a new period
of fear and lootings of livestock and property under the WNBF, UNRF II, and smaller
groups of rebels. Many people became displaced and fled to Arua or Yumbe town or were
practising forms of ‘night commuting’: for extended periods having to sleep in the bush (in
134
maize fields or mango trees) and ‘commuting’ to their fields at day-time. The search for
and schoolchildren amongst others) took place in Yumbe and neighbouring district Koboko in 1998 by a group
headed by Taban Amin (son of Idi Amin), to fight in the DRC against Kabilia, beginning in Kindu. Taban Amin had
both mobilized former WNBLF combatants and engaged in abducting new recruits (Interviews JB; Prunier 2004:
378). Abductees were taken to Sudan, where a plane was ready to transport them to the DRC where they
became deeply engaged in the Congo war. In 2004 they were finally repatriated to Uganda and brought to
Yumbe. The group I spoke to spoke of a number of 345 Ugandans who were finally repatriated to Uganda, while
having lost 101 of their Ugandan colleagues in Congo (Group Interview Tuliki Parish 12 November 2011). During
the abductions, rape, looting, and killing took place, according to the same interlocutors.
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Something also mentioned in RLP 2004: 11.
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One underexposed factor that was probably significant during these periods of local rebellions was that
people within the community mistrusted each other. Hamid in the next chapter says about this: ‘You could not
stay here. Everyone was looking for a place to sleep [hiding in the bush or in towns]. I could stay with you during
the day, but I would not tell you where I would sleep [out of fear that some people in the community might be
‘rebels at night’].’
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food and money by the rebels was often accompanied by beatings and rapes. Killings were
not infrequent, but some people indicated their lives were spared because they were able
to give the rebels money. Refusing to give money at times when it was expected to be
available (e.g. at times of salary payment to teachers or when business people were
returning from a market) resulted in atrocities, as did political membership or working for
the government as a chief, and so on. Local chiefs were most often suspected of passing
135
information about the rebels to the army and faced high risks. In some specific belts of
insurgency, the insecurity was at times extreme, and civilians suffered not only from
invading rebel groups preying on the local population for survival, sex, and reinforcement
while aiming to attack ‘informants to the government’, but also from the pursuing army,
136
the UPDF. For example, in Odravu, rebels had killed some local people as they
advanced; then, while in the process of burying their dead, the community came under
fire from a government gunship, which caused new deaths and suffering. Similarly,
landmines were used in a specific area in Odravu-Kuru—and perhaps also in other
locations—resulting in the death of many individuals, while others had to live on with the
traumatic consequences (loss of limbs, sight, or family members). In other ‘bushy’ areas in
the district where rebels ‘preferred to hide out’, whole populations fell under the
suspicion of the government’s soldiers. They were accused of hiding rebels (although
often falling victim to them) and were caught in the midst of ugly violence or were
137
massively displaced. Sudanese refugees who were settled temporarily in the area by
138
the UNHCR were also affected by all this violence.
139

Eventually, the WNBF was defeated in 1997, and the UNRF II negotiated peace with the
Ugandan government. Depending on whom one talks to, different reasons for the peace
are given. One important dynamic that contributed to the UNRF II’s need to return to
Uganda was the fact that they lost the support of the Sudanese government; yet others
lay the causes of peace with the roles women and elders played in convincing their
135

In 2011–2012, one former chief was collecting all data on these government servants who were killed or
tortured/harassed in those years for serving the government, with the aim of making the government aware and
asking for recognition and remedy. A selective recognition of such people took place at a medal-awarding
ceremony in Yumbe in May 2011 that was highly political and contested by others, some of whom were not
informed. The former chief I mentioned was completely unaware of this meeting and had not been invited.
136

For example, in an FGD (8 July 2010) with women in one of the sub-counties: The first woman: ‘…another
problem was, when this UNRF II, when they [the UPDF] realized that maybe a member of this family has gone
into the bush … what they used to do was come and invade the family. The UPDF, they come and invade the
home where they caused a lot of atrocities, killing the members of such a family, and because of that they
[women] used to prevent their kids to go to the bush, in order to prevent UPDF from destroying their families.’
The second woman continued: ‘… sometimes what used to happen is when this UPDFs, they realize that maybe
your husband is in the bush, they come and beat you up as a woman.’ (I understood the last expression to mean
that such women were raped).
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The region proved very unsafe for refugees, and Oxfam’s Bidibidi camp was attacked (Payne 1998).
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We do not know much about how much the WNBF and UNRF II caused insecurity and fought local people in
south Sudan, where they were based when supported by the Khartoum government of Omar al Bashir to fight a
proxy war. See Prunier (2004). Here lies an important subject for more research.
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Prunier reports large losses when the WNBF together with rebels from other groups were ambushed by the
SPLA; more than 2,000 of them died, and 1,000 were taken as prisoners of war (2004: 377).
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husbands and sons, respectively—when they would occasionally visit their homes at
night-time—to give up the struggle. Another important moment noted as influencing the
embarking on the road to peace was when the community within Yumbe heard
th
threatening talk in a meeting called by the UPDF’s 15 battalion, which was stationed in
Yumbe, about the massacre that would ensue on Aringa territory if the rebels did not
come out of hiding. These threatening words were pronounced while the first gunship
ever seen in the region was attacking the UNRF II further south of Yumbe town and also
making civilian victims. The otherwise tough male leaders in Yumbe all started to shed
tears at this meeting, including the civilians present; this was a turning point in motivating
high-ranking UPDF staff from the region to intervene by forming the Aringa-Obongi Peace
140
Initiative Comitee (AROPIC), which aimed to negotiate peace.

CONCLUSION: A COMPLEX HISTORY OF CONFLICT
I have chosen in this chapter to write a history of violence and conflict—and not a history
of everyday life or of economic life in the region, for example. The extensiveness of
violence and conflict legitimizes this choice in connection with my research question. One
cannot write the history of West Nile without asking how these histories of violence,
militarism, and rebellion have affected people in the region up to the present. But the
answers to these questions are not straightforward or simple, as I will show. The
remainder of the dissertation is concerned with the answers that emerged in everyday
practices and perceptions people had about themselves and their histories and how they
engaged with these.
Trying to comprehend who was affected by conflict and in what way, leads us to
an intricate puzzle that definitely complicates the more established readings about the
late 1990s in Aringa County, readings that portray the two rebel movements of the WNBF
and the UNRF II as relatively clear-cut groups of actors. These readings omit the Ugandan
141
national army (UPDF) as an important participant in the violence, the roaming thugs
that seem to have operated on their own, and also those dynamics that are locally
considered as incursions, such as the large-scale abductions by Taban Amin, and the crossborder conflict dynamics with SPLA involvement that impacted the region. Nobody as of
yet seems to have written a comprehensive history of the Aringa in the past century.
While this would be a very important contribution to make, this dissertation is far from
complete in its historical reconstruction but aims to open the debate for a more complex
understanding of the people and their histories, in order to also come closer to an
understanding of present-day social dynamics in Yumbe.
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According to a key interlocutor, a local chief who had been present at the meeting in 1998: ‘It was the first of
its kind where more than 50 civilians in Aringa County–this time Yumbe District—went into tears.’ The shedding
of tears it started when an Aringa working for the UPDF spoke in the meeting and then burst into tears
(Interview, 18 November 2011).
141
Though RLP (2004) and Bogner & Rosenthal (2014) point to the fact that the role of UPDF in committing
atrocities needs further research.
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3. ‘IT APPEARS AS IF WE ARE STILL IN THE BUSH’: RECURRENT
EXPERIENCES OF CONFLICT AT THE MARGINS OF YUMBE
DISTRICT
142

‘Tabu ambamba’ was what Faridah always repeated when talking about the
periods of conflict in the past in Yumbe District. Originally from eastern Uganda, she
now considered herself Aringa after spending more than 25 years in Yumbe. At 55
years of age, she looked old but strong. She smoked locally grown and cured tobacco
(something I did not see other women in Yumbe do) and her house was often rather
dirty, as she preferred to work on the land or to work with and assist other people
than to look after her home. She always wore the same dress, and it was obvious that
the little money she earned by selling her surplus produce of groundnuts and sesame
was often spent on others, particularly her children, step-children, and grandchildren,
as well as widows in the community.
Faridah was a very active farmer and knew how to secure food for her family and
dependants. Even the small plots around her home in Yumbe town had been turned
into fertile sources of agricultural produce, including pumpkins, groundnuts, and
sweet potatoes. These were efforts that many people in town would not make, out of
fear, for example, that their produce might be stolen at night from their town plots,
living as they did in a town with many ‘strangers’, including numerous ‘thieves’.
Often, when I arrived early in the morning without an appointment, I found her
barefoot with mud up her legs, working her small fields.
Born to Christian parents in eastern Uganda, Faridah lost her mother when she
was still young. She attended primary school only for a few years before dropping
out. At around the age of 20, she fell in love and married an ‘Aringa boy’: one of
Amin’s soldiers based in Jinja barracks. These soldiers were generally disliked and
feared by many Ugandans in the south, she suggested, but also adored by some
143
women for their height and physical strength. Faridah described herself as ‘the rib
of her husband’. Listening to her talk about him, he seems to have adored her too. He
used to walk next to her when she went to fetch water, loving always to be by her
side. She spoke about him with tender words and smiles, even so many years after his
death. At the time she had married him, he already had a first wife in Yumbe (later he
married another wife, and eventually he had many children). Soon after she moved to
Yumbe too, the war began: the earlier president of Uganda, Milton Obote, came back
from exile to overthrow Amin. He was helped by the Tanzanian army, the Tanzanian
142

Tabu (Swahili for ‘problem’), ambamba (Aringa for ‘too much’): ‘(There were) a lot of problems.’
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And perhaps also their wealth (see Decker 2013).
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People’s Defence Force (TPDF). When the UNLA (Obote’s forces) entered the West
Nile region in the late 1980s, they aimed for large-scale ‘revenge on the people of
Amin’. While life rapidly became more and more insecure for everyone in the region,
women like Faridah faced particular risks because of their appearance: they looked
‘brown’, which meant that they could not originally be from the northern region,
where people look ‘very black’. Women like her, according to the UNLA, must have
been married to Aringa officers or soldiers while they were based in the south. Now
the soldiers used them to trace their former army husbands, and they themselves too
became the special targets of revenge atrocities.
Under Obote II I used charcoal. I had to make myself look black, looking very ugly. In that
144
period I really suffered. This was the case under Obote II and Binaisa. [About] those
who were very brown, they would know: ‘These women came with the military.’ They
would force you to show your husband. When they saw him, they would just shoot him in
front of your eyes. One man from a village in Midigo, his name was Juma, he was an
officer […] the wife had to show him. First they raped her, the husband was shot dead and
then also the child and the woman, including the brothers. Another man was also killed
like that; it was me who then looked after the children. (Interview, 25 September 2011)

This was at the very beginning of the ‘liberation war’. It soon became clear that
people could no longer stay in their homes; insecurity and fear were rapidly
increasing, and people from Yumbe started to flee en masse to Sudan:
That war was the worst. You had to run away, naked or with clothes. Even children, you
just left them behind. Why? Because of the gunshot; when you hear it, you just forget
145
everything. So many people lost their lives. (Interview, 25 September 2011)

Later, while living in exile in Sudan during the first half of the 1980s, Faridah used to
return to Yumbe with another woman, and they would risk their lives to try to harvest
the crops they had left behind in their fields when they had fled. They counted on the
local ’self-defence groups’ that had remained behind in Yumbe and the corridors they
146
had established to protect people like her against the avenging army. She told me
how, on one of those journeys, this protection proved insufficient, and, together with
the woman she had been travelling with, she was chased by the UNLA soldiers.
The woman was running [in a] straight [line] and got shot in her back. She died.
Me, I was zigzagging. I was touched by a bullet passing the upper leg [showing
me the scar], [but] I kept on running until I reached the river. I managed to hide
144

President Godfrey Binaisa was appointed to take over from interim president Yusef Lule on 20 June 1979 and
was removed from power some time before Obote was elected in 1980. The latter election outcomes were
disputed and eventually led to the ‘bush war’ headed by president Museveni.
145

Such narratives are confirmed by those captured by Barbara Harrell-Bond (1986: 43-44). In the introduction to
this dissertation, I show how women’s memory of fear was instrumentalized by the NRM in order to win the
presidential elections in Yumbe in February 2011.
146

See Chapter 2
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myself from the soldiers passing, by diving under the water and remaining under
water for some time. (Field notes after a visit by Faridah to my home in Yumbe,
20 May 2011)
According to Faridah, when Uganda was taken over by the NRA in 1986 and people
began returning from Sudan, her husband was called upon by the new president,
Museveni. The reason remains unclear, but it seems that he was called to Kampala to
take a position in the new army, or to hand in his weapon due to retrenchment. He
never reached the capital city, however; while driving near Kampala, the car hit a
landmine and he and the driver died on the spot. Faridah never talked of suspecting
any intended attack on her husband; rather, it seems likely that in the immediate
aftermath of the bush war in the Luwero Triangle, many landmines remained hidden
147
in Uganda’s central region. When the news of his fatal accident reached the family
in Yumbe, according to her, all his other five wives left soon after and returned to
their homes. When asked why she stayed and did not go back to her relatives in the
east, she said: ‘I am here because of the children. If you leave the children, no one
can look after them. The children would feel like tortured orphans.’
Faridah stayed in Yumbe with her children and some of the children of her
previous co-wives and struggled to help them go to school. Only later did she
remarry, to a brother of her late husband. The aged man came across as a loving and
caring man. Despite his age, he was still using his bike to engage in small trades at the
various weekly markets in different parts of Yumbe District.
Of another period of rebel activity that Faridah experienced in Yumbe, she
claimed: ‘We were beaten. I was beaten by rebels. Women were raped. If you wanted
them not to rape you: when the child has defecated, you take it and smear it on you
to look dirty.’ While narrating this, Faridah gestured smearing her stomach and legs
with the excrement, then she demonstrated in a lively way how the rebels would
come close to her body and be so disgusted and even throw up because of the stink.
‘You do all this to save your life.’ It was very difficult to reconstruct together with
Faridah when this later episode happened exactly, though it seems most likely that it
took place during the period in which the WNBF rebels were active in the mid148
1990s. She claimed that she managed to avoid being raped using this strategy,
149
while many other women in her close environment were not so lucky. At that time,
she did not live in town but in a bushy and remote part of the district, those places
where the rebels liked to hide. ‘We were robbed of what we had; we really suffered
at the hands of the rebels.’ During periods in which the rebels were active, they
147

The NRA bush war was fought mainly in the Luwero Triangle, though later the fighting approached Kampala
from different sides before the takeover. Wobulenzi, where Faridah’s husband was killed by a landmine, is
between Luwero and Kampala.
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During the period following this, in which the UNRF II rebellion was active, I know that Faridah was not in
Yumbe but spent a few years with her family and started cultivating crops after returning home to visit a sick
relative.
149

Occasionally, I met other women of her age at her home that would allow me to interview them about their
experiences with rebellion in the past. Rape was often referred to in their accounts.
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would come repeatedly to people’s homes for food, looting and causing disturbances.
When they left, Faridah said that the people would sweep away their footsteps to
hide the fact that their home had been visited by rebels, for when government
soldiers noticed that rebels had visited a house, this provoked beatings and
150
sometimes worse, because they were often accused of being rebel-collaborators.
***

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this chapter is to investigate how the experiences of armed conflict over the
past decades continue to play a role in Yumbe District more than ten years after peace
was signed in 2002. The aim is to draw attention to the relatively unknown ‘lived
experiences’ of the people in the District, and more specifically to the recurrence of the
experience of violence and insecurity in their lives. These are predominantly the
experiences of those who are parents to the youth whom I focus on in the following
chapters. As the story of Faridah above shows, this generation of parents went through a
large number of disturbing events in the period between 1979 and 2002. One important
contribution that this chapter makes to the existing literature on the region, therefore, is
its specific focus on people’s recurring experiences with conflict and violence over an
extended period of time. Second, I focus on how these experiences continue to permeate
their lives in the aftermath of such turmoil.
Many of the experiences of my older interlocutors, and the complex conflict
dynamics they imply, have hardly been documented. The region, which is currently
inhabited by more than 500,000 people, still contains many ‘untold stories’ (Rosenthal &
Bogner 2014). Regional and national post-conflict politics play a large role in this ‘silence’
(ibid.; RLP 2004; Bogner & Neuner 2013). One important reason, for example, is the fact
that former UNRF II rebels in Yumbe claim that they brought development to the region
through the extensively negotiated peace agreement signed in 2002. They perceive
themselves as heroes and defenders of the Aringa people, and their political influence
prevented those who were victimized during their rebellion from speaking out about their
experiences in the aftermath of conflict (RLP 2004; Bogner & Neuner 2013). Slowly,
however, this space is opening up in Yumbe (JRP 2013; Bogner & Rosenthal 2014), and in
this chapter we shall see that people in Yumbe fell victim not only to the UNRF II but to a
151
large number of rebel groups and armies over the past decades.
To understand the depth of the past conflict dynamics in Yumbe, with regard to
their full and complex dimensions, I argue therefore that an attempt should be made to

150

I interviewed Faridah on various occasions, accompanied by two different research assistants, and I also used
to visit her home frequently alone. This portrait of Faridah is informed by a compilation of observations and
interview data gathered over time.
151

See more on the chronology of armed groups in the region in Chapter 2.
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understand people’s multiple experiences of conflict.
Unlike many NGOs do, for
example, when approaching regions like these, I argue that we should look beyond the
most recent episode of violence. ‘Multiple experiences’, the way I use the term here,
refers not only to how different villages, towns, or communities in the same area have
had different interactions with armed groups, depending on their geographical location
or, for example, the political or religious choices made by their local leaders (see De Bruijn
& Van Dijk 2007). Admittedly, this is an important feature of the conflict dynamics in
Yumbe, and one that has received scant attention. But ‘multiple experiences’ here refers
also to the fact that many clans, families, and individuals have experienced more than one
war-related crisis during their life course; thus, the term relates to people’s recurrent
experiences of conflict. I question how we can and should understand the current effects
153
of the accumulation of such experiences over time between 1979 and 2002.
I began this chapter with the narrative and a description of Faridah, compiled
from many encounters we had. It clearly shows the recurrence of violence in her life. But
she also carried a strong ability to survive, and even perhaps thrive, something not all
interlocutors in this chapter did. Faridah’s narratives of the past are a complex puzzle of
dire experiences. She managed to narrate them with a lot of bravura and came across as a
strong personality and a loving and caring mother figure, not only to her own children but
to all the children in the neighbourhood and a few abandoned and widowed women. The
story of Faridah refers to recurring experiences of violence and fear, as well as to many
different tactics employed for survival. Almost all of the different insurgencies in the
region had affected her and her family in various ways. In most of her narrations, it was
not clear where exactly she had been residing and whether her place of residence was
perhaps particularly unsafe. But her own background (coming from eastern Uganda) and
her marriage to a soldier in Amin’s army definitely increased her vulnerability after Amin
was overthrown. Her amazing inventiveness (colouring her skin with charcoal, smearing
excrement on her body to disgust rebel rapists) was and remains an invaluable resource
for her. Her ambition to farm large pieces of land (for self-sufficiency plus sale of the
154
surplus groundnuts and simsim), despite the fact that the land was far away from her
home and her back pain often caused her problems, showed her to be a uniquely strong
person among a group of women who often appeared to be more defeated by their
experiences stemming from the same period, and the ensuing physical limitations and
poverty that affected their lives in the present.
Below I investigate further a variety of ‘multiple experiences’ with armed conflict
in Yumbe that my interlocutors described. They illustrate the way in which the various
152

At the same time, one has to acknowledge such an outsider understanding will always remain incomplete, as
Sommers (2015: 31, referring to the work of Carolyn Nordstrom 2004: 59-60) underlines. For what people
actually have experienced in terms of violence and still experience today remains difficult to express or is often
‘silenced’ (intentionally or unintentionally, forcibly or by choice).
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Some sources suggest that violence in Yumbe decreased significantly after 2000, when peace negotiations
between the Ugandan government and the UNRF II began. But one well-informed interlocutor made reference
to the rapes that still occurred in the surroundings of Bidibidi, the former Oxfam compound where the UNRF II
rebels were camped during the peace negotiations (field notes, 22 March 2011), and this is why I speak of the
period up until 2002 here.
154

The local term for sesame seeds.
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conflicts deeply permeate the life histories of people of this generation. Thereafter, I
move to the present and the way my interlocutors perceive the role of these past
experiences in their present-day lives.

RECURRENT EXPERIENCES WITH ARMED CONFLICT
The complexity and multiplicity of violent experiences hidden in the northern West Nile
region are enormous and have so far received little attention; nevertheless, they raise
important questions about local people’s outlook on life today. Publications so far (often
written at the height of conflict or in its immediate aftermath) naturally focus rather
narrowly on one main event or rebel group (see for example Harrel-Bond 1986; Payne
1996; Baaré 2004). This approach, one could argue, partly de-contextualizes and dehistoricizes the ways in which, for example, forms of violence and the repeated
experience thereof, as well as the means with which to cope with insecurity, become
deeply engrained in the people and the social fabric of a community. In the Introduction
to this dissertation, we already saw that there are references to embodied and emotional
repertoires that have obtained cultural meaning, as exemplified by the rhetorical
question: ‘Where do you run to with your children?’ It was in the actual ‘nests’ of such
experiences of running away and hiding (in maize fields or mango trees) that many of my
youth interlocutors were born and raised. To understand their position in society today is
to understand the broad and recurrent range of such experiences that befell their parents
and themselves as children, as well as the current impact of these events.
What do the experiences of these parents look like? Here one enters a complex
patchwork of experiences that have shaped individual and collective histories. Not one of
these historical trajectories is the same. One middle-aged interlocutor noted, when
speaking about the violence and hardship faced by his clan over the past 35 years: ‘Our
problems are beyond.’ He was referring to something beyond what one could easily grasp,
beyond any imaginable form of reconciliation, beyond anything people could solve locally,
according to him. The people of his clan, living on the periphery of the district, close to the
border with Sudan, identified themselves as having been deeply affected by the violence
of the past. Over time and during a variety of armed conflicts since 1979, seven adult men
of influential standing in their clan (one a sub-county chief, the others also working for the
155
government in various capacities) had been killed, leaving many orphans and widows
behind. Most women had been raped, particularly during the WNBF rebel incursions in
the mid-1990s, and most of their properties and livestock had been lost to looters
multiple times during the various rebellions that had ravaged the northern part of Yumbe.
Members of the clan felt that they still faced difficult relations with the communities
around them, many of whom had joined different rebel parties to which the clan had
fallen victim because of its maintenance throughout the conflicts of a pro-government
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Some of the elderly men who died during the conflict had previously served in Amin’s regime. Their role was
presented as one of loyal government servants, and their own loyalty to the Amin regime was not questioned by
the clan in their discourse about the past. (See also chapters 2 and 4 on this matter.)
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stance. Many of the children in this clan, as mentioned, had lost their fathers. For
example, one man who had been killed had left 23 children and several wives behind. The
children had thus been forced to drop out of school at a young age because there was no
money to pay for school and they had to help their mothers cultivate the land.
The narratives of the different relatives of this man show how violence was
encountered time and time again, and how the people felt lost in its long-term aftermath.
They stated they were unable to redress their collective wounds and their social relations
with neighbours, leading to a sense of defeat vis-à-vis life even in the present. The
inability to seek redress for the wrongs committed against them was something that they
partly blamed on the amnesty granted to the rebels upon their return, which prevented
the clan from accusing people based on what had been done to the clan, let alone from
seeking any form of justice. While the inclination of this clan over time had been to join
the government army to fight the rebellions that they fell victim to, their immediate
neighbours had made different choices (individual members or brothers together had
156
joined various rebel groups), revealing the intricate geography of conflict in the region
and the complex social configurations this led to afterwards. Defining perpetrators and
victims over such a tumultuous stretch of time proves to be a task of great complexity,
even in this small locality shared by only a few different clans. The clan’s narrative and
that of others allow us to imagine how social relations in Yumbe are still deeply affected
157
by the past, even if in daily life these tensions are not so visible to the observer.
What the clan mentioned above shares with Faridah and other people in Yumbe is that
their histories over the past decades are a composite of dire experiences; yet individual
stories may differ. One woman I met often at Faridah’s home spoke in particular about
the extremely violent encounter that took place with another armed actor—one that does
not occur in Faridah’s layered account—namely, the SPLA. In an attack in 1984 she lost
her husband, daughter, and baby while she herself was raped. Unlike Faridah, she looked
very old, although they were the same age, and very depressed most of the time. She was
suffering with many health complaints and surviving by carrying water, at her age, to
other people’s homes. She leaned heavily on her eldest son but often came to Faridah for
financial support to go to the clinic when her knees were aching or her ears pained her.
Another interlocutor was tortured by the SPLA in south Sudan in the late 1980s and
became disabled; then in the mid-1990s he was threatened by the WNBF, almost killed,
and later his wife and eldest daughter (an adolescent at the time) were raped by
members of this same rebel group. The latter event still caused tension between him and
his parents-in-law, who did not understand why he had not been there to protect the
women. He occasionally made subtle reference to this persisting tension in the multiple
interviews I had with him.
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For similar descriptions of a complex ‘geography of conflict’, see De Bruijn & Van Dijk 2007.
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References to antagonism between people in Yumbe based on the perpetration of atrocities against each
other were often rather implicit; they came to the ethnographic surface only occasionally, and only in reading
my field notes very carefully did I notice the inconsistencies with which people spoke to me over time of
reconciliation with perpetrators that were known to them. The predominant trope one would encounter was
that all were relating well to each other.
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People demonstrated very different impacts of these past events in their
present-day lives. Quite a number of interlocutors showed a particular ‘resilience’ and an
amazing talent for life, as Scheper-Hughes (2008) would call it; others showed how their
lives were still very much affected by past events, such as the clan members and the
woman targeted by the SLPA mentioned above and someone such as Hamid, whose
narrative is provided below. Here it is important to note that in the literature on trauma, a
dose–effect relationship has been established between the experience of traumatic
events and the prevalence of psychological morbidity—in particular, Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) (Neuner et al. 2004). The aim of the present research, however, was not
to measure mental disorder related to the high incidence of people’s interaction with
what can be described as ‘traumatic’ events over the past decades, but to apply a more
holistic perspective on the outcomes of such experiences, beyond the individual and
158
psychological realm. From an anthropological and historical perspective, I aim to assess
the impact of these past events on the present through the way people present them in
their narratives today. One important finding that emerges from such a perspective is that
people draw attention to the continuity in hardship they experience. Many narratives
about their experiences in the past fluently transformed into painful analyses of their
present-day conditions. In the remaining part of this chapter, I assess this dynamic and
aim to explain it. The case of Hamid below shows a sequence of encounters with armed
conflict and their effects on the life of a man and his family currently residing on the
fringes of Yumbe town. Hamid had rather different experiences from those of Faridah, yet
he too has had multiple experiences with conflict in Yumbe. His experiences differ from
those of Faridah for a variety of reasons. While Faridah was a potential target for revenge
atrocities because of her light skin colour, Hamid was treated as a suspect by the Ugandan
army because his uncle was with the rebels. Hamid draws more attention to the loss of
children, and gender is also a factor in his and Faridah’s different experiences. Following
the earlier narrative of Faridah, then, we turn now to the narrative of Hamid, which shows
how past and present hardship come together—the main theme for the remainder of this
chapter.
***
HAMID: TREATED AS A SUSPECT
Hamid’s narrative of his experiences of conflict went as follows: ‘During the insurgencies, I
lost my education. I only managed to reach up to Senior 3.’ Hamid here indicates that the
overthrow of the Amin regime and subsequent liberation war and displacement caused
158

This choice is related to my own disciplinary background in history and anthropology, but also to the fact that
trauma-focused research in conflict-affected populations often applies a very narrow, individual-focused,
medical–psychological approach that does not shed light on people’s everyday experiences in the aftermath of
conflict. Neither do such approaches focus much on the meaning people give to their experiences or the way
they influence their social relations in conflicts everyday aftermath. Besides that, political aspects of factors that
allow difficult circumstances to persist after conflict, for example, often remain out of the picture in such
research (see for example Both & Reis 2014). This is why I argue for a more holistic approach, one that unfolds in
people’s narratives and cultural perspectives on the impact of past events and that pays attention to the
meaning they attribute to these events (See Jackson 2002; Zarowsky 2004; Nordanger 2007).
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him to drop out of school. ‘I married too young. I married in Sudan [while in exile] when I
was 20 and my wife was 15.’ When explaining how many children he and his wife had, he
said:
I had six children. I lost three to sickness, because the time we came home [from exile in
Sudan in the late 1980s] the problems affected all of us: there was no medication, no
food. Today, the drugs for malaria and other simple diseases are common, but in those
days it was not the case.

He continued:
In 1996, I had a lot of problems. I was working for [Sudanese] refugees with Oxfam when the
West Nile Bank Front came and looted us. I was the first person to be held under gunpoint at
159
Bidibidi. It was 5 AM in the morning. I had just walked to the latrine, so they [the rebels]
stopped me. Amongst the rebels I saw my uncle was amongst them. If he had not been there,
the rebels would have shot me.
I was the storekeeper; I had all the keys [that the rebels wanted for looting] in my hand. I
was seriously beaten on my back and have pain up to today. After me they went on to beat
people and to fight and loot everyone. Then [after the attack] the Oxfam staff had to leave and
the refugees were relocated to another site, near Arua. We [the staff] were also relocated.
When I came back to Romogi (sub-county of Yumbe District), some government soldiers
tended to hold me under gunpoint saying that I was a rebel fighter. They thought I was a
collaborator because the road of the rebels passed through my home.
160
I was a civilian, I told them; I did not have a gun. They took me up to Arua, until the LCs
[local councillors from his home area] followed me, telling them that I was captured for
161
nothing. Then I even stayed in Arua for some time, to feel secure. Then the Bamuze War [the
UNRF II rebellion, referred to after the name of the group’s leader, Ali Bamuze] started from
1998 up to 2000. You could not stay here. Everyone was looking for a place to sleep [hiding in
the bush or in towns]. I could stay with you during the day but I would not tell you where I
would sleep [out of fear that some people in the community might be ‘rebels at night’]. [It was
162
like this] until AROPIC started negotiating the peace agreement.
159

Bidibidi is the name of a place on a hill on which the Oxfam compound was built. It was a huge and impressive
structure and looked out over the large refugee settlement of Ikafe, where the aim was to allow Sudanese
refugees to become self-reliant by giving them plots to cultivate (Payne 1998). Yet this large settlement soon
faced enormous insecurities due to the attacks of the West Nile Bank Front (WNBF), a rebel group with an
alleged recruitment base in the neighbouring district Koboko. Many shared the assumption that behind these
attacks there was contestation over where the Sudanese refugees should be hosted. People in Koboko District
accommodated the early influx of self-settling refugees from Sudan, but they were later transferred to Yumbe
District because of their increasing number, political tension between Uganda and the government of Sudan, and
safety problems in Koboko (ibid. 7). This seems to have unsettled the WNBF-Koboko rebels, for the assumption
was that having refugee-hosting programs in their district would help develop the local infrastructure and
economy. Now this opportunity was suddenly displaced to Yumbe District. This is one of the reasons why the
Oxfam compound was a very important target in Yumbe District for the WNFB rebels (interviews, JB; Payne
1998; RLP 2004). (One generally well-informed youth interlocutor suggested in 2013, however, that it was the
Ugandan government that was behind this attack. No other references to such a theory have been found.)
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Arua is the regional capital and largest town in West Nile.
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By this, Hamid meant that they testified that he was innocent.
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The Aringa Obongi Peace Initiative.
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Hamid’s most serious problems when I got to know him were the fact that he suffered
from serious diabetes, he had difficulties in accessing good medication, and his often
deteriorated health prevented him from working. This latter problem made it difficult for
him to keep his daughters in school, something he considered very important. This was
based on his own experience: with his Senior 3 level only, he had in the past been able to
become a storekeeper for an NGO, which was perceived locally as a very good position.
Nowadays, he spent his time writing letters and project proposals for many people in the
community, which earned him some money. His English (used in these proposals) was
very poor, but being one among only a few of his generation who had gone to secondary
school, his education had ensured him access to work other than farming (e.g. writing),
which now, with his diabetes, offered a very necessary source of income. In 2013,
however, when I met him again, he was too weak to bike to town and sit on his ‘veranda
office’, which caused him to lose his income. He had a very difficult time sustaining his
family.
Hamid’s final sentence during an interview about the past suddenly moved to the
present: ‘We are now the poorest district. The economy […] the harvests […] they are all
down.’ He emphasized a feeling of enduring suffering that many people in Yumbe
expressed when asked about their past experiences. They would in one sentence combine
the difficulties of war with, for example, the present uncertainties and concerns about
drought and failing harvests in the middle of 2011, and with their concerns about poverty
and inflation. In other people’s narratives, too, a cut-off between past and present
hardships was not always obvious: direct lines were drawn. Much of this coincided with
their age and diminishing physical health and strength, as well as with their very
understandable concerns about the lack of ‘development’ and the persistent deep
poverty in their environment, as we shall see below.

IN THE AFTERMATH OF CONFLICT: EXPERIENCING A SENSE OF CONTINUITY
The first things that people in Yumbe expressed with regard to the years of war that were
finally over were that they were now able to sleep in their homes at night (no longer
needing to sleep in their fields, in mango trees, or in the bush for fear of rebels or
government soldiers), that they were no longer scared when a stranger entered their
compound, and that they greeted the former rebels who came back home when they saw
163
them and even shared meals with them. Adults, in particular, often expressed the
feeling that people were tired of war and that therefore conflict was unlikely to break out
again. Furthermore, the elders had cursed any return to rebellion upon the signing of the
164
peace agreement in 2002, and since the past ten years had been relatively peaceful, all
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This act of greeting and sharing food was given as the ultimate proof of reconciliation, according to local
customs.
164

‘Indeed, the elders not only supported the process of peaceful resolution, but also made it an imperative,
exerting pressure on the combatants by threatening them with a curse if they went against peaceful negotiation.
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seemed positive. Yet how does a community emerge out of war? Or who emerges out of
war and who does not? Which of the above-narrated experiences of violence and
hardship remain influential today, and how do they shape people’s experiences of the
present? Some of the important observed dynamics are analysed below; however,
bearing in mind the broad range of experiences of violence and hardship over time, these
observations are unavoidably incomplete.
In the more than ten years since the peace agreement of 2002 marking the end
of a long era of conflict, many people in Yumbe displayed great strength in overcoming
their experiences of violence and appeared to be focused on present-day life and survival.
Despite their strength, however, the people I met—especially those ageing (see above)
and those living in remote rural areas that had often experienced more intense and
frequent episodes of conflict than other parts of the district (because less protected by
army barracks, for example)—often communicated a sense of experiencing continued
hardship. People frequently drew direct lines between the violence of the past and
experiences of suffering in the present, violence which still tended to disrupt their sense
of well-being so many years later. The following four sections draw attention to the most
important themes that emerged from analysing how this sense of continuity was
explained in people’s narratives. The sections relate to the domains of (a) persistent
poverty, (b) unrelenting health problems, and (c) a continuous feeling of political neglect
in the aftermath of conflict in Yumbe. Finally, (d) the failure of ‘closure’ due to divisive
post–peace agreement policies will be discussed.
Persistent poverty revives painful memories of the past
The loss of houses, livestock, and money or other properties to the various rebel
165
groups, often experienced multiple times, meant that many people continued to
lament their losses and experience poverty in Yumbe in the present. People first began
losing their properties when they crossed into Sudan and Congo (then Zaire) as
166
refugees. Everything they had had to leave behind in Yumbe had been either looted or
destroyed. After the return from exile and the great struggle to rebuild, there had then
followed the various rebel incursions, which had involved further looting and had again
displaced people, sometimes more than once. Young people often reported that the
cumulative experiences of loss and violence had meant that their parents had ‘lost
morale’: they had given up hope that they would ever be able to rebuild their lives with
their own strength. An adult man in Kei sub-county, for example, suggested: ‘Whenever
we try to regain […], war always keeps on destroying’ (FGD, 22 September 2011). He was
referring to the feeling of senselessness that some felt about trying to rebuild their lives
[…] Or as one ex-combatant said, “The elders said ‘no gun shoots the UNRF II, no gun shoots the UPDF. If you
fire, the ammunition will turn back on you’”’ (RLP 2004: 22).
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According to various sources, on some occasions the robbers were actually just roaming thugs pretending
either to be rebels or members of split rebel factions.
166

Some people had acquired a lot of wealth during Amin’s regime, including multiple cars, which were lost to
looters. Other items were sold to buy food in exile. For references, see Chapter 2.
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and the struggle they faced to reach a state of material well-being. Was he also, however,
referring to a dynamic that was perceived as still ongoing? To the fear of a potential
return of war?
There was a generally shared sense among people of being unable to recover
their livelihoods to the level they had achieved before the outbreak of war, and many
experienced a deep sense of deprivation because of this. As one old man in Yumbe town
put it: ‘In houses, what you see, you cannot believe that it is eatable by our own people.
What is supposed to be eaten is terrible, it will cause tears’ (Local leader, FDG, 15 March
2011). People who are struggling to bring food to the table naturally also have a very hard
time providing additional basic needs (such as paraffin, sugar, salt, and soap) for their
families, paying for medical care, and sending their large number of children to school. On
many occasions, women stated it was particularly the days when their children were sent
167
home from school because they were unable to pay school fees that made them recall
the past very strongly: ‘When my child is sent back from school, I always feel terribly
tortured and it makes me remember all that has happened’ (Margaret, FGD, 14
September 2011). They reported feeling very sad at such particular moments about the
lack of resources and/or physical strength (required for farming in this predominantly
agricultural society; see below) that they had lost during many years of conflict. The
present-day confrontation with poverty, and in particular the inability to educate their
children, women reported, threw them back in time and made them recall their painful
past experiences. Women referred to these episodes as particularly introspective and sad
168
moments, though also ones that produced feelings of anger.
Men too referred to the inability to educate their children as triggering thoughts
about their distressing past. In addition, situations in which the family faced problems that
would normally have been resolved by the transfer or slaughtering of cattle, which they
recalled they used to have and had still not been able to regain, would make them think of
the past. In other words, the confrontation with present-day poverty, especially with
regard to the cost of education and of bringing peace between families and clans through
ceremonies that required livestock, was associated with painful moments of recalling the
past. Young people sometimes reported observing these moments as shaping their
parents’ behaviour, when their parents appeared miserable or depressed. Parents’
inability to educate their children (which they wanted in order to give them better
prospects; see Nordanger 2007: 76-77) and the failure to appease ancestors, relatives, or
other clans represented for many a deep loss of control over their prospects for the future
and their ability to maintain peace and invest in social relationships (see Middleton 1965).
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It often occurred that children would start attending school in a new term or new school year, but were sent
home after a month if parents failed to pay their school fees.
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Dickson-Gómez finds a similar dynamic in El Salvador. She writes about a mother who, in front of her children,
refers to the poverty in her childhood and the poverty experienced during war on the day she loses her job. The
author argues: ‘Although current economic difficulties are the most proximal cause of the mother’s nervios in
this example, economic problems bring back memories of the war for her’ (2002: 429). But the relationship
between poverty and the aftermath of war was different here than in Yumbe: ‘The war was the sacrifice that she
and others made so that their children could live a little better. Unlike many campesinos in the community, the
woman did not seem willing to concede that the war had, by and large, not accomplished its economic goals’
(ibid.).
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Young people themselves, in the present, often mentioned with regret having lost a
169
parent or uncle in the war, who would have been able to support them in school due to
his wealth or social standing. Their lack of prospects today (in terms of limited access to
education as well as frequent early marriages, among others reasons because it was too
expensive for parents to support the needs of girls) was expressed in reference to the
experience of conflict in the past and how it had materially damaged their extended
families/clans.
Equally distressing for poor households was the experience of hunger and
drought, which were observed as drawing people back in time. This was particularly
noticeable in 2011, when during the first rainy season in Yumbe it had hardly rained,
causing the crops to spoil, and people were anxiously waiting for the second rainy season,
which was failing to begin. To make things worse, the droughts coincided with the fact
that civil servant salaries had been unpaid for months and there was high inflation after
170
the 2011 elections. This all meant that present-day environmental conditions revived
thoughts about the days in exile or immediately after the return from exile, in which there
was hardly any food and harvests sometimes failed. Seeds (provided by humanitarian
organizations at that time) were often needed for immediate consumption and could not
be preserved for planting (field notes, JB).
Concluding on this theme, one could argue that the persistent present-day
conditions of poverty and hardship in Yumbe, by drawing people’s thoughts back to the
past in ways described above, meant that many continued to experience a sense of
sustained hardship and faced an inability to escape painful memories. Recalling one’s past
losses, material and otherwise, because provoked by present-day hardships and poverty,
was not necessarily a constant factor ten years after the last armed conflict had ended.
Rather, recall was related to specific confrontational moments (a child being sent home
from school, which could happen at the start of every new term) or specific periods (for
example, of extended drought after the dry season, or during the steep inflation after the
2011 elections). Despite these not being everyday experiences, however, such moments
and periods did frequently recur and persist in the context of living in the impoverished
district.
Enduring health problems in the aftermath of conflict
Just like the present-day experience of poverty, contemporary bodily experiences in
particular also made people recall and remember previous times: ‘… there is chronic pain,
because of severe torture’ (Male community member, Midigo, Migo Parish, 12 August
2011). On such occasions, when people spoke of pain, men and women often referred to
having had their ‘backs beaten’ by rebel or government forces. Men were also sometimes
forced by the rebels to carry heavy loads of looted goods quickly into the bush before
169

In fact, an uncle would also be called ‘parent’ in most contexts.
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Substantial amounts of money had been handed out by the governing party before elections, and thereafter
prices of basic food items such as sugar and cassava more than doubled.
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being released, causing physical complaints that persisted up to the present. Women
occasionally referred to enduring pain due to beatings and rape. Rape has been
171
underreported in the few documents available about the conflicts in West Nile, but was
172
frequently mentioned during this research.
Raped women reported spontaneous
miscarriages and other reproductive problems more than 15 years after an assault, and
often, after we asked them specifically, reported they had not been to hospital despite
173
their continuing reproductive health problems. Others shared that they had become
HIV positive. Rape was reported as occurring at the hands of both rebels and government
soldiers; at other times, women reported that it was difficult to determine who was who
because the same type of uniform was worn by both sides. Husbands, when they were
not killed, sometimes joined the rebels after their wives had been raped or other relatives
were mistreated (in order to enable them to take revenge), while other spouses joined
the UPDF, convinced about the need to fight against the rebels.
Landmines, bullets, and the occasional use of a gunship or helicopter by the
government forces also left people living with disabilities to this day. One man
miraculously survived a cut through the throat, while his companion died in the same
murder attempt. Occasionally, people had their ears cut off. In all such cases of disability,
aside from the psychological trauma experienced, in an agricultural society this greatly
affected people’s ability to continue farming and thus to maintain a certain level of
livelihood security (Uganda Human Rights Commission & United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner of Human Rights 2011; Hollander & Gill 2014). As we have seen above, the
poverty that followed and which remains the reality for many today often provoked
people to recall violent events. People that had been personally attacked and maimed by
rebels who had later received amnesty (including amnesty packages) and been
reintegrated into the community often reported experiencing severe ‘psychological
torture’ on a daily basis upon seeing them. Furthermore, others were not only reminded
of the past due to the fact of living with disabled people among them, but also mentioned
that deaths that occurred in the absence of proper healthcare provision made people in
the community recall the past:
Actually, during the war, very many people died; we experienced a lot of death! And right now,
when somebody dies, this experience brings back immediately to our minds that ‘I think this
one has been killed by using a gun.’ So sometimes very many women, you know, they get
174
shocked. (Woman in a remote part of Kei, 22 September 2011)
171

Reference to the occurrence of rape during the last rebellions does not occur in the Refugee Law Project’s
(RLP) working paper 12 (2004) or in Mischnick (2009); but more recently, attention was paid to this topic by
Bogner & Rosenthal (2014).
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Male rape, also often underreported, was never referred to and we do not know if it occurred.
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In Midigo, a woman reported the rape of her 10-year-old daughter, who was still suffering from complications
ten years later. The mother too felt ‘tortured’ by having been unable to prevent the attack. More cases of rape
committed on girls below age 18 were occasionally reported.
174

See Allen and Reid (2014: 10) on how sudden death in the immediate aftermath of ‘refuge from refuge’ in
Sudan had led to violent witch hunts in Yumbe’s neighbouring district, Moyo. For Yumbe, such data concerning
the 1980s does not exist. But some reference was once made during a life history interview to a period in which
a group of young men was deeply involved in dealing with (i.e. killing) witches in the community. Witchcraft
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The two research assistants present on this occasion explained that what women referred
to as ‘shock’ should be understood as suffering from trauma, a term that the assistants
175
had become acquainted with in their professional and/or private lives. Other reference
was made to women suffering from heart disease or ulcers as an effect of memories of
the past. Margaret, who said above that she felt terribly tortured by her memories when
her child was sent back from school, went on to say: ‘Most of the women, because of
over-thinking, have developed [an] ulcer. We call it ulcer of the heart.’ Another woman
made a similar remark:
We had a plan to at least ensure that our children would be educated, that they go for higher
learning institutions. But when the insurgency came, all our properties were looted. It even
stopped our children from going for further studies. This has left us with heart disease which
we call ulcer … which may not be named … may not be diagnosed by the medical workers, but
we normally say ulcer. (Woman, Migo community, 12 October 2011)

One research assistant then explained, after consulting the focus group participants about
this remark, that it was indeed especially women who suffered from shock and/or ulcers,
as Margaret had also suggested.
Through their somatic experiences, people thus drew clear connections between
the past and the present. While certain conditions of ill health could have been addressed
if appropriate health care had been provided, local people often lacked access to the right
care and many of those who might have been in a position to change this situation (NGO
employees and local policy and law makers in Yumbe town and the regional capital Arua)
were unaware of such specific health needs (such as those pertaining to complications
after rape, and disabilities due to mines and ammunition used during the conflict). The
vastness of the district territory and the limited number of easily accessible roads
increased this knowledge gap. Furthermore, there was the fact that many people working
for the local government in Yumbe, those guiding government programmes, and NGOs
when they rolled out initiatives in the district were simply unaware of many of the facts of
what had happened, when and where, over the past decades. Many local government
staff members had spent the 1990s studying elsewhere while two destructive rebellions
were taking place in Yumbe. They had now returned to Yumbe in order to contribute to
the development of their home area. It was indeed not uncommon to speak to people in
the district headquarters who were unaware of the fact that children had been abducted
in the district and used as ‘child soldiers’, or that landmines had been used in specific
areas, or that rape had also been prevalent. Remoteness and a lack of documentation
thus made it difficult for people at the margins of an already marginal district to access

accusations and occasional witch hunts still occur in Yumbe, though I am unable to reflect on the developments
and changes that accusations of witchcraft and witch hunts have undergone over time (for further information,
see Allen 1991a & b; Allen 1997; Allen & Storm 2012; Allen & Reid 2014).
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One of the assistants was a psycho-social counsellor, the other a survivor of torture by the SPLA and WNBF.
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appropriate medical care so many years after the peace agreement,
they felt neglected for years—as the following section shows.

and in many ways

Persistently neglected areas: Remoteness and prevailing suspicion
The elderly woman quoted below draws attention to a feeling of continued sense of
displacement, not only mentally but also physically:
It appears as if we have escaped war and have not reached our place of settlement …. It
appears as if we are still in the bush where we were staying [hiding/taking refuge] before.
(Elderly woman, FGD, 15 March 2011, Yumbe Town Council)

Not having reached our place of settlement refers to the difficult living conditions that the
elderly people attending this meeting were experiencing in present-day Yumbe. The
woman compared their living conditions to those experienced in the past as a refugee in
the bush: living without good housing, every day searching to scratch together something
to eat, and the fact that even simple medical ailments were leading to death. Many other
people shared this feeling, especially those living on the fringes of the district, in areas
that were very bushy and served by very badly maintained access roads. People from
areas such as these were still blamed by the government, according to some of their
inhabitants, and therefore purposely neglected:
Us, who are just here in the bush, we don’t look like human beings to the government. They
see us like animals. [...] The roads you have seen here … sometimes, eeh, this money we look
for, through thick and thin, sometimes we collect them and begin maintaining these roads
ourselves. […] This road you have seen here goes deep into the Sudan. And it is a bad road,
because people who are bad use this road from Sudan, from anywhere they use this road. […]
this place is actually the place where very many people who are bad normally pass. (Man, FGD
Kei, 22 September 2011)

The angry male interlocutor above suggested that the road was left unrenovated by the
government because it had always been used in the past by insurgents who were hiding
out in Sudan to enter Uganda. Repairing the road, with its crosscutting streams, rocks, and
rough soil, was, according to the speaker, not likely to be performed by the government,
because to leave it badly accessible meant that no one (i.e. no new rebel groups) could
easily use it to cross over the border. But this also meant that the people living along this
road felt vulnerable and not cared about. People here had been displaced in the 1990s
when the area had been bombed by the Ugandan government in order to chase away the
WNBF rebels who were hiding and attacking in these areas, and the locals’ houses and
livestock had been destroyed. They still felt neglected to this day, so far away from the
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This is not to suggest that these people needed only medical health care in order to ‘recover’ from war.
Emotional, economic, and political scars were equally present and often interrelated (see Hollander & Gill 2014;
also the next section of this chapter).
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seat of the district government in a place where hardly anyone who represented the
government ever came, a situation worsened by the very bad condition of the roads.
In another sub-county of Yumbe District, the above-mentioned accusation of a
purposeful marginalization in the form of continuing neglect by the government returned:
Since the beginning of the war until it ended, up to now, there is nothing that makes us feel
that we have been supported in our area here. […] The two forces that fought in this place
actually brought a lot of issues. One, some people were killed from this community. Others,
their legs were amputated; then, others […] other women were raped. And then our animals
were eaten; our properties in the house were all looted. Even some […] actually they brought
HIV and AIDS. Because after raping women, then later on they were tested positive, which
means these people brought a lot of problems to the community. The government has actually
177
seen this parish as a frontline. The government is saying, when things [development
projects, for example] are coming this way, they will say No, let these things not come to X.
Because there are still some issues that are supposed to be handled […].

At this point, my research assistant whispered an explanation: ‘Maybe they [the
government] suspect these people as collaborators.’ The speaker then clarified his point
after I posed more questions about why local people were feeling that they still faced
problematic issues with the government:
Since this was a frontline area, the government is not satisfied because of this place. Things like
ammunitions, things like bombs, up to now, when you get to the bush, you can still find them.
But if the community members find these things and take these things to the headquarters in
Yumbe [in order to hand them in], there they will say, ‘Still people have maybe hidden guns
[…]. So because of this, they should not be supported.’ (Male community member, FGD 23
November 2011)

The above interlocutor thus related how local people had the feeling that they were still
considered suspects by the government and local government. Indeed, another
community member had earlier commented:
The government troops even actually believed that the whole community within this area were
178
collaborators [with the rebels], yet they were not. LCs [local councillors] were even targeted
[…] [they were threatened by the rebels], and if an LC had gone to explain the fact [to the local
government officials or army], he would still be looked at as a collaborator, that he was hiding
the other […] the other group, the other people who were in the rebellion and so on [...]. (Male
community member, FGD 23 November 2011)
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Rebels would hide out in the bushy area nearby and prey on the people who got caught in the heavy fighting
between the rebels and the army that tried to attack the rebels and their collaborators.
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Representatives of the government at the various local levels.
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On other occasions, it became clear that it was of great concern to local communities that
some of their members continued to be treated as suspect, being harassed by police and
179
security people every now and then.
From the above, we can conclude that some of the remote regions that suffered
most during the period of rebellion—because they were close to a road from Sudan or lay
near to bushy areas where rebels would hide out and from which they would attack and
retreat, provoking revenge from the army in the area—were still today very much
180
confronted with the past, because ‘development’ had not come their way. Wells,
clinics, and schools were sparse in these vast regions, and people felt intentionally
neglected by the government, whom they thought still regarded them with suspicion.
They suggested that as a consequence, development projects they applied for were
blocked by the district centre from entering these territories. The very conditions of life in
these regions, with their polluted water sources, bad roads, and limited access to health
care, made people recall the past, as we saw earlier, when people fell sick and died in
their midst because of the lack of easy access to a hospital (due to bad roads and long
distances to health centres). Furthermore, they did not feel protected at the border.
Therefore, at Yumbe’s margins, many people continued to feel they were treated as
suspects and perceived a lack of care by the government in the aftermath of the peace
agreement. They really did live at the margins of an already very marginal region. NGOs
181
coming to the region tended to reach these remote areas rarely, and the feeling of
neglect was increased when people compared their region with the development
initiatives they saw emerging elsewhere in the district and in other parts of Uganda.
Divisive post–peace agreement policies
Deep grievances were expressed by those who had fallen victim to the former rebels.
They predominantly emphasized that what they considered ‘so painful’ was the fact that
182
the rebels had received financial and material compensation and support to resettle,
while they had been left out and forgotten. Again, as in the cases of the remote areas
noted above, a sense of feeling intentionally neglected emerges here as it was
experienced by people who had suffered violence during the various incursions.
Increasingly, these people were expressing the need for ‘compensation’ in their
interactions with NGOs and researchers (see also RLP 2007; JRP 2013; Bogner & Rosenthal
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An interview held with one of the elders in Yumbe in 2010 revealed that similar dynamics (of continual
following up and harassment by intelligence people) pushed Bamuze and others into exile in the late 1980s,
where they later formed a new rebellion.
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I was made aware of these localities by a key interlocutor, who had a clear idea about the areas that had been
‘most affected’ by the various insurgencies in the past. We visited three of the four remote locations he
indicated together.
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Due to financial constraints, these NGOs also had to limit their regions of intervention.
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This compensation took the form of materials to go home and restart their lives. Ultimately, under the
amnesty package, UGX 4.2 billon were divided among the former rebels as part of the peace agreement and
later, for example, in the form of access to development projects under NUSAF (the Northern Uganda Social
Action Fund, a government organization with funding from the World Bank).
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2014). Local people felt abandoned and neglected by the government, while those whom
they knew to have engaged in atrocities had been supported (RLP 2007: 3). More than ten
years after the peace agreement, there is a strong discourse on the need for
compensation among those who identify themselves as ‘victims’, and it is getting louder.
Recently, the government undertook an appeasement move towards those people who
consider themselves ‘victims’: during my stay, the new Resident District Commissioner
183
(RDC) was increasingly inquiring about the past and trying to assess the sentiments and
internal grievances in Yumbe that needed to be addressed (in a political manner) in order
for things not to escalate. This particular RDC was replaced in 2013 however, and his
activities thereafter seemed to come to a halt.
While the strong call for compensation was directly related to the notion that the
‘government has been rewarding the rebels’ by paying them and that the ‘victims were
forgotten’, it should also be understood with regard to the poverty people felt they were
still caught up in so many years after peace had been signed, and to the fact that these
living conditions made them re-experience the past during periods of explicit hardship in
the present. It is understandable that people still sought compensation, not only to
address an injustice committed by the Ugandan government in their eyes (e.g. of ‘paying
the rebels for atrocities committed’), but also because an improvement in their livelihood
through financial or material compensation would enable them to alleviate the most
immediate symptoms of poverty and probably reduce the level of recall of a painful past.
It is in this light, I believe, that we should understand the notion of ‘rubbing off
the memory’ / ‘rubbing of their faces’, an expression people used when referring to this
topic. When this expression was used, it was accompanied by a washing movement over
the face from above downwards, signifying the need to clean and wipe away the memory,
as well as the belief that something like this was possible, if only the right measures would
be taken. It was a reference to what was needed in order to ‘forget’ the pains of the past
and allow reconciliation with the ex-combatants in the community, as well as with the
government. This idea of ‘paying’ resonates with older practices of reconciliation—for
example, after a clan member had been killed by someone from another clan.
So far, these demands for compensation have not been addressed. However, I
did notice a renewed interest in the theme among NGOs in the West Nile region. After
much work had been done in the Acholi and Lango regions in the aftermath of the LRA
conflict there, many NGOs realized there were more regions that are recovering from war
and which should be included in the formulation of transitional justice policies in Uganda.
Yet it is hard to predict the direction of this renewed interest in the region. Will it ignite a
spark of unrest and social-political discontent by opening festering wounds in the district?
Or will it be able to assist people in transforming their perspectives on justice and allow
them to demand more inclusive citizenship? Do the contacts with these NGOs raise
184
unmanageably high hopes of finally accessing compensation
(as an unexpected
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The RDC is the highest representative of the government in any district. It is a position that is often shuffled,
which means that the particular RDC to which I refer here had been placed in Yumbe for only about two years.
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People’s continual references to compensation, based on older traditions and reinforced by the example of
the ex-rebels who had been compensated by the Ugandan government, does not match completely with the
wider notion of ‘reparations’ that transitional justice organizations promote for war-affected populations (see

89

outcome of the interactions and collaborations of different parties with different
perspectives; see Tsing 2004)? Will people feel excluded again and become more and
more angry as a result of externally imposed ideas of reconciliation, while their real selfdefined agendas for compensation (as a quick fix for their most severe problems) remain
pending?
Many of these questions are related to the popular but increasingly questioned
process of transitional justice and how it is taking shape in Uganda (see for example
Baines 2010; Branch 2011; Bogner & Neubert 2013) and other countries (Nagy 2008;
Macdonald 2015). Only time will reveal its impact. But it remains to be seen whether
these NGOs will ultimately contribute to a heightened sense of disappointment and
feeling neglected, or whether they can make a positive contribution to the social fabric
into which they have entered in the long-term aftermath of conflict. One of the
immediate challenges facing them is the lack of documentation and the fragmentation of
knowledge about what happened when and where in the vast district and broader region.
Furthermore, and related to this, the rationales of NGOs for selecting their fields of
intervention are at times somewhat random. They tend to start operating in areas where
local government officials direct them and hardly ever do they reach the more remote
spaces where suffering was particularly acute during the various rebellions.

DISCUSSION
[…] although people had suffered humiliation, bereavement, mutilation, and grievous loss, few
spoke of unhinged minds, broken spirits, or troubled souls. Rather, suffering was seen as
something shared, and healing was sought not through therapy but in things. Not through
words, but deeds. Fees to send children to school. Cement and roofing iron to rebuild houses.
Grain. Micro-credit. Food. Medicines. It may well be that a diagnostic label like post-traumatic
stress disorder is empirically justified, but it is imperative that we acknowledge that psychic
wounds and national reconciliation are, for many Sierra Leoneans, not the burning issue.
Rather it is the material means that are needed to sustain life, and ensure a future for one’s
children. (Jackson 2002: 71-72)
What destroys us […] is not loss in itself, but the lack of what one needs to go on. (ibid. 37)

Following mental health models, the cumulative experiences of violence suffered by my
interlocutors could be reason to suspect high levels of PTSD following the dose–effect
hypothesis (Karakuna et al. 2004). In such models, exposure to multiple traumatic events
explains the prevalence of high psychological morbidity in a population (Neuner et al.
2004). Yet, in this chapter, I have approached the effects of decades of conflict and
people’s recurring experiences of violence from a broader, more holistic perspective.
People speak of the effects of conflict in meaningful terms, with regard to their
Macdonald 2015). In other words, people in Yumbe expect financial and material compensation, whereas
reparations in international law also include, for example, rehabilitation (including access to legal services) and
guarantees of non-repetition (Uganda Human Rights Commission 2011: 13).
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experience of the everyday environments that they engage in in the present. Physical
complaints and the prevalence of poverty are described as being disempowering in and of
themselves, while also drawing people back to remembering the painful experiences of
the past; but their interpretation of their lives does not stop there: people also refer to a
persistent underdevelopment. The latter is based on an accusation of being purposefully
neglected, of injustice (comparing the ‘royal’ payment of ex-combatants with the lack of
any compensation for the victims), and summarizes the painfulness of their persistent
marginal existence in a rapidly modernizing country (and even district). It draws attention
to the discrimination of crisis, the way it affects some more than others in the same
context (Whyte 2008), and how politics often produces new social inequalities and related
grievances in the aftermath of conflict. The accusations of neglect are directed towards
the Ugandan government, the Amnesty Commission, and local government actors. Local
and international NGOs, Community-Based Organizations (CBOs), and researchers, who
have been in contact with these people but have disappointed their expectations, are still
igniting the last remnants of hope for justice that many of these people have while time
continues to pass.
The mental health literature indeed points to the fact that adversity faced in the
aftermath of conflict has a significant impact in terms of determining mental health
outcomes, beyond the experiences of conflict itself (Fernando et al. 2010; Miller &
Rasmussen 2010). In this chapter, I have traced how this works out in a specific locality,
through local processes and dynamics. In Yumbe, persistent poverty and related bodily (ill
health) experiences in Yumbe in particular feed and perpetuate the sense of continuity
with regard to the past in my interlocutors’ narratives. Ultimately, these experiences on
the fringes of the district, after an official ten years of peace, also generate a feeling of
political neglect and disconnectedness.
The conditions in which they live make these people recall their traumatic past
experiences when specific difficult moments trigger invasive memories of the past, which
in turn causes emotional disturbance. Young people are witness to these processes taking
place in their parents, which they at times refer to as debilitating their parents. Rather
than slowly closing this period of enduring hardship, the style of governance in Yumbe and
Uganda, as well as the practices of NGOs and sometimes CBOs, can be seen as enlarging
the gap—if only because they show that life can be different—and furthering the sense of
estrangement among the elderly and poor peasants living in remote Yumbe, who do not
understand the logic of these organizations’ practices and the aims of their visits.
The most unfortunate development was the fact that the survivors of violence
were not considered during the well-negotiated peace agreement of 2002, and their
voices were silenced in its aftermath (Bogner & Rosenthal 2014). The significant pay-outs
later given to ex-combatants provoked a sense of injustice. The 'wrongdoers’ were paid;
and people who felt that everything had been taken from them felt forced to forgive the
185
perpetrators, while they themselves were unable to access reasonable compensation
for all of the hardships they had suffered. This matter has led to new grievances and
185

This is the general feeling in Yumbe. In-depth research also showed that the categories of ‘perpetrators’ and
‘survivors’ are not straightforward in Yumbe, as elsewhere (see for example Lubkeman 2008; Dolan 2009; Baines
2010).
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divisions in the social fabric, which have been added to the havoc already attributed to
both ex-combatants and the government, leading to people feeling angry and
186
disillusioned. It is difficult to imagine how the complex process of transitional justice in
Uganda can turn this tide within the lifetimes of many of the interlocutors who were
central to this chapter.

CONCLUSION
The expression ‘it appears as if we are still in the bush’ that forms the title of this chapter
refers to several mechanisms at play as analysed and explained by people in the remote
corners of Yumbe District vis-à-vis the enduringness of their experience of mis ery. First,
the material conditions of life, as the people tend to live in deep poverty, resemble those
of life on the run—that is, when people made make-shift huts in bushy areas in order to
escape army and, later, rebel incursions, before they eventually went into exile in the
1980s. In such situations, access to food was extremely limited, as people were away from
their farms and had to rely on what they could find around them to eat. Second, the
people whose experiences form the core interest of this chapter also report being literally
drawn back in time by triggers in their present-day lives. The experience of absence of
development, lack of health services, feeling intentionally neglected, and their selfcomparison with the better position of former rebels—all these factors repeatedly draw
them back towards painful memories. Intricate ways in which the past remains present as
a structuring experience were laid bare in this chapter. This structuring particularly affects
the generation of ‘parents’ to the youths that are central to this dissertation and has
affected their young lives in multiple ways. Children born into such families face a difficult
trajectory overcoming these conditions and are likely to be deeply affected by the
inheritance of material and morale loss and the related worldviews arising from the many
effects of years of conflict.
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Yet their strong wish for compensation, if ever realized, is likely to create serious new tensions within the
community, as Macdonald (2015, referring to Miller & Kumar 2007) warns.
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4. ‘THE PRESIDENT IS GOING TO REBUILD THIS HOUSE FOR MY
FATHER’: LEGACIES OF MILITARISM AND PENDING PROMISES
Abiriga was waiting for me at the trading centre. We walked together slowly to the family
homestead, greeting relatives along the way. As we walked through the fields, we
discussed the crops (sesame and sorghum) that were getting ready for harvest and why
most people no longer grow sorghum: it requires the mobilization of a lot of labour all at
once when it is ready since it has to be harvested quickly, and such labour is expensive
nowadays. After a little less than an hour we arrived at the family compound, which is
built on top of and around the still visible foundations of Abiriga’s father’s old home. His
father was once a sergeant in Amin’s army. While on the ground one can see the
remainder of the foundations, which still indicate the relatively large size of the house that
once stood there, on top of them a traditional hut had been built, in which his father now
lived. The square hut was about 4 x 4 metres. Around his father’s hut, in the same
compound, three brothers (with their wives and children) and Abiriga himself had homes
of a similar size.

***
Onzima lived not so far from Abiriga’s home. When I lent him my camera to take pictures
with, Onzima had others snap his picture against the background of a dilapidated home.
The house was built in the same period as Abiriga’s father’s house. Onzima’s father too
was once part of Obote’s and Amin’s armies. Perhaps Onzima’s father’s house had been
stronger, in line with his higher rank and access to better resources while still serving in
the army, because although dilapidated it remained standing. But its roofing (iron sheets)
and furniture had all been looted at the beginning of the war in the early 1980s and had
never been replaced. Some walls were crumbling, while in other places it was just the
plaster that no longer held. Onzima occasionally and quite nonchalantly remarked: ‘The
president is going to rebuild this house for my father.’ For approximately 30 years, his
father’s family had been living in traditional homes behind the worn-out structure of the
building; only the kitchen and a space for bathing remained in use from the original
structure. I was once hospitably invited to bathe there in the bathroom without a door,
luxuriously provided with a bucket of warmed water and a new piece of soap after having
stayed over for a ‘transnight’ disco that followed a traditional Muslim wedding between a
young clan member and a young girl from outside. I wondered how Onzima, normally so
critical of the government, could believe so confidently that the reconstruction of this ruin
would happen in his father’s lifetime. Perhaps it was because his father remained well
connected (to the current president’s brother, General Salim Saleh) and therefore still had
some influence, that he strongly believed it would happen soon—unlike many others of
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his father’s generation, who seemed to be waiting in vain (see for example Mwesigye
2010).

***

INTRODUCTION
The many dilapidated structures, as described above, are considered telling of the
character of the district of Yumbe. They act as a symbol of the defeat of Idi Amin’s greedy
regime and the poverty that befell Amin’s collaborators thereafter. Because of this,
187
various authors have referred to them (see for example Mwesigye 2010; Rice 2009).
Above, however, in the description of the photographs Onzima liked taking, a young man
has entered the image. He is posing, proud and cool. The burden of the loaded histories of
those who originally constructed these houses—their engagement in a brutal regime and
in plunder to make such wealth possible—does not seem to weigh on his shoulders. In
other photographs that my interlocutors took using my camera, women, children, and
whole families posed against such backgrounds, showing that there is still significance
attached to the existence of such structures in their midst. At the very least, they see it as
a suitable décor, as a vestige of wealth that was and is still valued.
Some of my young interlocutors grew up in compounds marked by such rundown
structures of houses that were built by their fathers or uncles at a time when they had
been able to easily access money, businesses, loans, and building materials as members of
the army under Amin’s regime. The structures today are not only references to past times
that were much better—contrasting sharply with people’s poverty experienced today—
but also, 35 years after their demolition and plunder, they continue to remind people of
violent loss and destruction. At the same time, they symbolize the promises of political
redress made by the current government, as became clear with regard to Onzima’s father
above. As former Ugandan army-men and sometimes later UNRF rebels, during their lives
these fathers have insisted on and received promises of access to pensions or
compensation (see Chapter 2). These are promises that are exploited by those in power,
188
particularly around election times (see introductory chapter to this dissertation), or at
other times when ex-combatants loudly voice their threat of taking up arms again in the
fragile post-conflict phase (Bogner & Neubert 2013: 68), threats which nevertheless
remain unfulfilled (Mwesigye 2010; Bogner & Neubert 2013; field notes, JB).
All of these references provoked by the image of ruins—to a past that was
better, to the destruction that followed, and to the politico-military promises—play an
187

One could argue that this is rather narrow in focus, merely repeats the dominant discourse about the region,
and ignores the fact that such houses can be found over the whole of West Nile (including Moyo, Koboko, and
Arua District), and that the larger part of the population of Yumbe District was not involved in this military
history. Yet the data used in this chapter show that there is a legacy of this military past that affects and is
engaged with by youth in Yumbe today, and therefore these powerful images are important for the narrative in
this chapter.
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Again, around the 2016 presidential elections, this was at stake, when running candidate Mbabazi renewed
such promises while visiting Yumbe District (Okello 2016).
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important role in this chapter in terms of how they are experienced and engaged with by
a younger generation: those who did not build the houses, but who grew up around their
ruins and their symbolism of loss and promise. The dilapidated structures bring together
two generations: the fathers who were once enrolled in the army (Obote I’s and Idi Amin’s
armies, and later often also joined rebel groups) and their sons.
While the previous chapter focused primarily on the parents who had survived
the atrocities and other war crimes in the past and remain marked by these experiences
up until today, in this chapter the focus is predominantly on the category of parents
189
(fathers) who were formerly military men. These former soldiers often began their
careers in the colonial army (see for example Grahame 1980), served under Obote’s first
regime when Uganda became independent, and were often quickly promoted under Idi
190
Amin in the 1970s—before they fled into exile in 1979 when Amin was ousted. Many of
these men then joined the Uganda National Rescue Front (UNRF) when it formed in exile
to protect West Nile from revenge atrocities and with the aim of regaining power. Later,
after the demobilization of the UNRF, when Museveni came to power, many were
absorbed into the new national army, but a large retrenchment exercise and growing
mistrust led to the formation of the WNBF rebel group and to UNRF II a little later. Some
former UNRF rebels joined these new rebel groups, while others remained with the
Ugandan army or stayed at home after their retrenchment.
Most of the fathers in this chapter served and fought in a number of such armed
parties. By focusing on this generation of fathers and their sons, the aim of this chapter
(as with the previous chapter) is to address the youth in this study as embedded in
historical relations that have shaped them significantly. What has trickled down to the
next generation from growing up with these military fathers, and how has this shaped the
youth in this study? To address these issues, in this chapter I first examine ethnographic
material regarding the life histories of two young men, whose cases are used to set the
scene of problematic relations between former military fathers and their sons in Yumbe.
These two young men in turn joined the last rebel group in Yumbe (UNRF II) at a young
age due to what they referred to as a lack of love from their fathers.

GROWING UP WITH A MILITARY FATHER: LIFE HISTORIES OF SONS
When asking young people in Yumbe what it meant to grow up with a military father, I
often encountered answers such as: ‘My father was hardly ever at home’; ‘We used to
grow up with guns around the house and learned how to handle them at a young age’; or
189

During the many years of conflict in Yumbe District, the division between the former military and the victims
of violence were not so straightforward, as the story of Faridah in the previous chapter showed. For example,
former UA military and their families were sought out and executed during the liberation war of 1980 and in its
aftermath. However, here I look at the legacies of militarism, rather than the legacies of survivorship (see
Chapter 3). Both groups (in as far as we can identify them as groups) have in common, however, the fact that
they suffered great material losses and that for both, their offspring have had to come to terms with this
‘inheritance of loss’, as shown in this and the previous chapter.
190

Or fell into disgrace with Amin before the end of his regime (see Hansen 1977; Chapter 2 of this dissertation).

95

‘My father would teach us about military techniques and military discipline.’ While this is
interesting information, especially when trying to understand the legacies of militarism in
Yumbe (see also Chapter 5), more specific insight was gained through the biographic
narratives that my young interlocutors shared over time. As these unfolded in our ongoing
interactions, their fathers turned out to play a more complicated role than expressed in
these single phrases.
The first two cases shared in this chapter explore the narratives of two young
men who grew up with army fathers. We start with Abiriga, already introduced in the
opening case, whose father, at the time of my research, would spend much of his time
sitting alone in front of his hut, which represented a mere fragment of what he had once
had. Abiriga often recounted to me the problematic youth that he felt he had experienced
as his father’s son. He attributed the blame for the negative developments in his young
life to his father and his lack of care for him as his son.
***
My mother was the only one who really cared for me
Abiriga’s mother, Mariam, left her family behind in Yumbe in 1995 when Abiriga was 13
years old. She did not originally come from the region but had married Abiriga’s father
when he was a soldier during Idi Amin’s regime and was stationed in another part of the
country. During this period, Abiriga’s father had been able to construct a good house with
iron sheets in Yumbe and acquire some property such as motorized vehicles. At the time
and also today, such possessions are significant assets in Yumbe that were/are extremely
difficult to obtain. All of these possessions were lost, however, when in 1979 Idi Amin was
overthrown and his soldiers and all those associated with him sought refuge in
neighbouring countries. This occurred before Mariam became pregnant, and she gave
birth to only one son, Abiriga, in 1982 while she was in exile in southern Sudan.
In 1995, long after settling back in Uganda, Mariam decided that she wanted to
go home to visit her family, whom she had not seen for a long time. Abiriga once
suggested that the fact that she had no other children aside from him made it difficult for
her to stay in Yumbe. In order to be able to undertake the journey to her parents, Mariam
had been working hard to raise enough money for the trip.
By that time there was a cotton plant in Nebbi District and people were growing cotton in the
region. My mother proposed to me her idea of growing cotton and I thought it was a good plan
and I helped her. The cotton yielded well, also compared with other people who had even
more land. When my mother had the money, she called together my father and my
191
stepfathers and explained to them that she was tired and that she had gone long without
seeing her parents. She asked permission to go home and take her son with her. My
stepfathers were OK with that, but not my father. My father told her that he wanted me to
[first] finish P7 [Primary Seven, the last year in primary school] as I would be sitting for my PLE
191

Abiriga referred to his uncles as ‘stepfathers’.
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(Primary Leaving Exams) that year. (Fragment from fieldnotes after spending a long day with
Abiriga at his family compound 08-07-2012)

Abiriga told me that the fact that he was about to sit his exams made him very proud, so
he was not unhappy to stay around, especially as his father had promised that afterwards
he would take him to his mother. Abiriga performed well in his exams and started to look
for admission to some good secondary schools in the area. But his father could not pay
192
the admission fee of UGX 70,000. ‘In my eyes, my father was the rightful person to pay
for my school fees’, Abiriga lamented. Knowing that his mother had been the one who
had always paid his school fees, he requested permission to travel to his mother. His
father, who had initially promised his mother that he would take Abiriga to her after his
exams, however, now suddenly refused, telling Abiriga that he had never promised such a
thing. Abiriga was crushed, explaining that he had had the deep wish to go to university
and now saw all his dreams shattered.
After I did my exams, nothing was showing to me that my father was taking me to my mother.
When I confronted my father and stepfathers with this, my father said he had never had any
intention to take me to my mother. My stepfathers were disappointed in my father and asked
him why he had not spoken the truth in front of his wife. […] After this meeting, I cried for
three days! And, in fact, that was the reason why I joined this rebellion [UNRF II]. (Fieldnotes
21-07-2012)

In fact, Abiriga did not join the rebels immediately. In the beginning, he sought admission
to a cheaper secondary school and for two years he was supported in school by two of his
older half-brothers. But after these two years, these half-brothers became occupied with
getting married and starting their own families, something that required all of their
resources. In the meantime, a new rebel group, the UNRF II, had become active in the
region. Tensions rose and Abiriga was visited once in the evening by a good friend who
had ‘already gone to the bush’. Of this friend, he said he really ‘had the feeling of staying
with him’, expressing this feeling as a type of love, since the friend was someone who
really cared for him. The friend also ‘looked fat’, according to Abiriga, indicating that life
must be good in the bush. They talked the whole night because the friend had to stay
indoors and hide from the Ugandan army, as he had sneaked home to Yumbe for a visit—
and probably to recruit others.
Initially, he convinced Abiriga to become a spy. The rebels wanted to know where the
Ugandan army in Yumbe was located and what they were up to. His friend believed that
Abiriga, with his lighter complexion compared with other Aringas (because his mother
came from another part of the country), would make an ideal spy, as he looked more like
the soldiers from elsewhere than an Aringa. Spying could furthermore earn him some
193
money to continue with school. Initially, this is what Abiriga started doing, hanging out
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UGX = Ugandan Shillings
As is described elsewhere, the UNRF II group had access to money because it was supported by the Khartoum
government in fighting the SPLA, and it could thus afford to pay for such services.
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in places where Ugandan army soldiers hung out for lunch. But at some point he became
worried, as he started to realize that he would not be able to defend himself in case he
was caught. He did not carry a weapon, and he became more and more aware of the
danger of his work. This motivated him to join the UNRF II rebels, who were based in
southern Sudan. But he did not stay with the rebels for long, and after nine months he
returned home.
He described his time in the bush with the rebels as unproblematic. In a way, he
loved being taught about guns and how to handle them. He indicated that he was
involved in fighting the SPLA and was thus part of the proxy war that was fought at the
border between Uganda and Sudan. One episode was difficult for him to talk about: this
was when he was very sick and almost died, as he had been roaming around in the bush
where they had to live on wild fruits, and he had tried to treat his severe stomach
condition with local berries and herbs.
After returning home, he continued to work as a spy and enrolled in a different
secondary school so as not to be identified as someone who had been in the bush (due to
his suspicious absence). With his spying activities he paid for his school fees, but it meant
that he generally had to do all his studying at night. In the school holidays, he sometimes
tried to get the information he had gathered to Sudan and thus spent time away without
raising suspicion at school. Shortly before the rebels came out of the bush to start their
peace negotiations with the Ugandan government, Abiriga decided to join the rebel camp
again. From there, before the negotiations were finished, UNICEF negotiated with the
former rebel leaders to take away the child soldiers. Although he was already 19 at the
time, Abiriga was selected by the rebel leaders as qualifying, because he was small-bodied
and eager to go back to school. The agreement with UNICEF included the promise of being
able to go back to school; later, in the official peace agreement, this promise was taken up
by the Ugandan government. In reality, however, it never materialized. Meanwhile,
former child soldiers like Abiriga also missed out on the amnesty cards and amnesty
packages distributed by the Amnesty Commission in the rebel camp after the children had
been removed, and later they were not included in the redistribution of the compensation
(UGX 4.2 billion) negotiated by the rebels for the reintegration of former combatants. This
fact of unfulfilled promises and missing out on material support made many former child
soldiers like Abiriga and other ex-combatants bitter and angry, and they were still waiting
for redress when I encountered them in the field more than ten years after the peace
194
agreement.
When I met Abiriga in 2011 for the first time, he still held deep grievances against
his father. He was also intending to start looking for his mother, whom he had not seen
since 1995 and whose flow of letters had dried up over time. He still hoped for his
195
amnesty package to be paid, since the money would allow him to travel and search for
his mother to find out if she was still alive. When, one day in 2011, he asked his father if
194

See also Both & Reis (2014).
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At that time in 2011, former child soldiers like Abiriga had recently convened a meeting with the Amnesty
Commission to raise awareness of the fact that since 2002, they had still received neither an amnesty card nor
the amnesty package. Abiriga was therefore hopeful that the package would soon be paid. In August 2014,
however, this had still not occurred (see Both & Reis 2014).
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he would agree that once Abiriga had received his package (which was expected to
include material items as well as money), he could use the money to search for his
mother, his father denied ever having refused to let him to go to his mother in the first
place. This once again led to a lot of frustration for Abiriga.
One evening in mid-2012, when Abiriga and two friends were visiting me (one of
whom shared a story similar to that of Abiriga with regard to his time with the rebels and
having a former soldier father), they suddenly once again started to share their
frustrations about all of their disappointments in the aftermath of the peace agreement.
They had been discussing it quite extensively before meeting me and said they wished
they could pay a lawyer to take UNICEF and the other parties involved to court for their
neglect of the many promises made to them. They then referred to the story of Dawud
and Galut (as David and Goliath are called in the Quran), emphasizing that the small
person will one day be able to conquer the large. Obviously, they identified with Dawud
from their position as former child soldiers, and Goliath was all the parties that had
wronged them, including the co-opted rebel leaders who had, according to them, become
196
rich since disarming. Occasionally, throughout my fieldwork, they uttered statements
about forming a UNRF III rebel group, primarily to fight against their former rebel leaders.
~~
What we see above is that Abiriga attributed the lack of support from his father—in the
concrete form of a lack of support for school fees and his refusal to allow him to follow his
mother—as the factor that led him to join the rebels. In my contact with Abiriga and
Aluma (below), such pain—as they often referred to it—experienced in the relationship
with their fathers often emerged as a reference. It was visible on their faces and in the
way they spoke about their fathers. Aluma (below) also expressed a lack of fatherly love
as the motivating factor behind his joining the rebellion.
~~
At some point you start thinking: ‘Let me meet my death on the way’
In the early 1990s, Aluma went to school in Kampala for a while. Although he is originally
197
from Yumbe, he had a brother (not from the same father and mother) who, in his
words, ‘loved me so much’ and paid for his school fees. He reached Primary 7, but then
his brother got sick and passed away. Aluma found himself without support to continue
his education. He returned to Yumbe but lacked any prospects because, according to him,
his father did not look after him. In 2012, when explaining his position to me, he often
compared himself with Majid, the owner of the small wooden roadside shop in Yumbe
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The fact that many rebel leaders became rich after disarmament is not such an uncommon phenomenon; see
Lombard (2012).
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Aluma referred to the man as his ‘brother’. Yet they shared neither the same father nor the same mother, but
were more distantly related.
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who sold small grocery items, including batteries, sugar, sweets, soap, and ‘airtime’.
Majid was Aluma’s close neighbour and they were of the same age. He suggested that
Majid had a foundation, by which he meant a father who supported him. He often
lamented that he had none. Majid’s father, according to Aluma, was someone who had
199
cows, and he had given his son the shop.
When Aluma told me how he came to join the rebels, he referred to his great
disappointment in, and lack of support from, his father. At my first encounter with Aluma
in October 2011, he explained that he had gone to the bush in 1997, when he was around
14 years old. Over time, I felt that he remained ambiguous about the circumstances under
which he had gone into the bush. Had he been forced or did he go by choice? In his initial
statement referring to his moment of joining the rebels, he said: ‘I joined not to be a
problem to someone. […] There were no school fees and there was no money [at home].’
Sometime later, he said: ‘If they [the rebels] know that you have a problem, they can
force you to go.’ The particular ‘problem’ affecting Aluma was the lack of support from his
father.
Thus, the first time I met Aluma, he spoke of joining the rebels in order ‘not to be
a problem to someone’, which carries the suggestion of a ‘free’ choice, while in later
encounters he often used the expression of having been ‘forced’. In August 2012, for
example, the issue came up again, and in the fragment from my field notes below, it is
clear that once again I was thrown into confusion by his explanations.
As we were seated in a taxi together, about to visit another interlocutor and friend, and waiting
for the taxi to fill up on this quiet Sunday morning, Aluma told me that the boy we were
observing outside (a broker at the taxi park) was a former child soldier like himself. ‘He was
among the youngest, we used to call him Babyface.’ I asked him what such a small boy (he
looked young but must have been in his late twenties at least) did with the rebels. […] ‘Ah […],’
Aluma replied, suggesting that the boy was not so innocent as he came across. […] Then the
story unfolded about how boys like them came to join the UNRF II rebels. I had most often
heard Aluma refer to the notion ‘I was forced’, but the explanation now once again provoked
questions: he referred to not having anyone to support him, and that Babyface was in the same
condition. ‘There was no money for school, for clothes, for shoes. At some point you start
200
wandering, and at some point you start thinking, “Let me meet my death on the way”.’
(Based on field notes, August 2012).
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Majid explained to me himself how he had started up his own business. He began by selling cassava flour and
later was able to develop his business dealings further. He never referred to the fact that his father had helped
him. It was nevertheless obvious that he had his own hut and access to land and that his father had supported
him to go to school up to Senior 4. In 2012, a brother of his who was in the army fulfilled a longstanding promise
to him to pay for his driver’s license. During his stay in Arua to obtain the license, he worked as a boda-boda
(motorcycle taxi driver), and with the money he earned, supplemented by the money from his business in
Yumbe, he was able to buy a motorcycle. In Yumbe, he later applied for a small job guarding one of the
telephone masts at night, using a traditional bow and arrow, asking a younger brother to sell from his little shop
occasionally when he had to sleep during daytime.
200

See Chapter 5 on similar expressions.
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In 2013, during a brief visit to Yumbe, once again the forced nature of Aluma’s joining the
rebels returned in our conversations; and when after this I asked him explicitly for
clarification, he suddenly gave more details than before: ‘Didn’t I tell you? We were
ambushed [and abducted] as we were travelling with a taxi.’ One could perhaps
understand this ambiguity of—and the sudden addition of new information to—Aluma’s
story in terms of his wanting to maintain in front of me an impression of having been
forced to join the rebels, while at the same time, during off-guard moments, he let slip the
truth about having actually joined voluntarily. However, something else might be at stake
here.
The story of Hamid, another so-called former child soldier in the UNRF II, sheds
more light on how to understand this tension between ‘force’ and ‘choice’. Hamid told me
how he came to join the UNRF II:
201

I was 18 years when I joined at the end of 1999. I was at school, but it seemed I could not
202
continue to Senior 3. My father received no proper pension to sponsor me. My father was
old and he could not manage to dig [i.e. farm]. The anger of no school fees made me join. Those
people [the rebels] came, robbed our goats and chickens. I was inside; they called for me and
said [that] for three months they had been looking for me. If possible, I go with them. If I did
not do what they wanted, they said let me see what happens. I was ready […] so I was captured
203
from my home. (Hamid, November 2011)

Hamid’s case (and others) suggests that rebels communicated directly with some youths
and gave them the idea of having, to some extent, choice in the matter. Sometimes the
204
rebels knew the youths whom they approached
and were counting on their
dissatisfaction with their general situation. They sometimes even offered them some good
205
opportunities in the bush. Perhaps this helps to explain some of the rather ambiguous
narratives in terms of whether the youths were forced to join or whether they had chosen
to join the rebels. Many referred to rather choiceless decisions (Coulter 2008; Bolten
2012: 87), yet also expressed their agency—stating, for instance, that they were offered a
moment of reflection in which they would argue that staying behind held no promise or
was at times a dangerous choice compared with going to the bush, which promised the
201

Even though Hamid was 18 at the time of joining, he nevertheless belonged to those designated as ‘child
soldiers’, for reasons that are also explained for Abiriga.
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Here Hamid indicates that his father was a member of the former Ugandan Army; thus, Hamid’s situation also
fits with that of Abiriga and Aluma in this chapter, namely that of having a former combatant father who was
currently ‘incapacitated’.
203

In a similar vein, other interlocutors stressed the choices that youths were given: either to be taken or to be
killed: ‘There was a time when they [the rebels] met with the forces of the government, the UPDF. Even the
gunship […] was called and those people [the rebels] were just bombarded with bombs. And that is how they
now left the place. And then at that point of their actions, they could not even think of leaving the youths behind
[…]; if they get you on the way, you are either taken or you are killed. So […] that is exactly what was happening
here.’ (Interview with two youths, 2 August 2010)
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In some cases they were brothers.
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Two children were told that they were needed as a ‘secretary’ as there were few educated people in the
‘bush’.
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opportunity of a career or some money, and a way out of the (sometimes dangerous)
situation that they were living in, in a territory caught between rebel and army activity.
To return to Aluma, it is clear that he proposed that it was the lack of support
from his father and the despair that it led to that, when he was forced to make a choice,
drove him to the bush. A similar explanation was offered by Hamid. For Aluma, the love
that he found in his brother, who helped him go to primary school, was long gone. He had
already become a ‘wanderer’ and was now confronted with the choiceless decision of
going into the bush.
Since returning from the bush, where he had seen and participated in fighting
206
against the SLPA,
Aluma had been confronted with the same frustrations and
disillusions as Abiriga with regard to the promises of reintegration for former child
207
soldiers made by a variety of actors, promises which remained unfulfilled more than ten
years after the peace agreement had been signed (see Both & Reis 2014). When I met him
in 2011, he was struggling to buy a plot of land, while he accused his father of selling off
his land (during a period of land speculation in the region) and of not thinking of his
children. Aluma often described himself as looking like a mad man, a wanderer still,
without a job or support. He had learned to live on one meal a day and was very thin. He
had tried twice to find work in Juba, despite the hardships and insecurity he faced there,
in order to try to earn some money for a plot of land. It was clear from my interactions
with Aluma that he was looking for alternative father figures and had encountered a
208
man who was willing to help him find a new job. However, this man was involved in a
fatal car accident at the end of 2013 and all of Aluma’s options for a better future were
cut short. He was very anxious to leave Yumbe, where he felt more and more angry and,
as he explained, was starting to feel vengeful towards those who he felt had cut his future
short—namely, the former rebel leaders, district officials, and other parties that had not
lived up to the promises of looking after the proper reintegration of the former child
soldiers of the UNRF II (ibid.). He also occasionally referred to his peers whom he met
when travelling to Kampala and Juba, who were similarly angry and waiting for redress.
***
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Elsewhere I explain how they freely spoke about fighting against the SPLA, while they remained ambiguous
about fighting within Yumbe (see Chapter 2; and this also occurs in Abiriga’s case above).
207

Throughout this dissertation I have chosen to refer to these youth as ‘fomer chidlsoldiers’ a term they use
themselves. A more correct term would be ‘children and youth formerly associated with armed forces and
armed groups’. The use of either one of these labels creates the risk of reinforcing stigmatization or reinforcing
particular parts of one identity. The labels can also actively be used by children and youth in order to portray
themselves as victims and claim benefit of development and governmental programmes, as I sometimes
observed in Yumbe.
208
He had re-encountered a man whose life he had been able to save while with the rebels, by convincing his
peers to leave him alone and not shoot him.
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UNCARING FATHERS?
How can we understand the feelings of these children and youths—their high aspirations
for education, the absence of fatherly love, and their despair and wandering in search of
alternative sources of ‘love’—as motivations for them going so far as to ‘join’ rebel
209
groups? In their narratives, these interlocutors presented their fathers as uncaring and
somehow incapable, and stressed how this factor caused them what they refer to as
‘pain’. Four aspects in particular mark their relationships with their fathers, aspects which
they explained as having shaped the course of their life histories: first was the notion of a
lack of ‘fatherly love’ that was closely entangled with the pain my interlocutors feel;
second was the material aspect (or rather its absence) related to this lack; third and
fourth, there seemed to be other aspects at play that explained the attitudes of these
sons towards their fathers, concerning their fathers’ attitudes of ‘waiting’ and their fall
from status, which were much less easily expressed. Below, I elaborate on these four
points in more detail. For analytical purposes, they have been divided into different subsections; however, it is important to remember that they are all in fact closely related and
intertwined.
A lack of love
My interlocutors’ approach to a lack of love should be understood as more than a
reference to the absence of fatherly affection. Rather, the concept refers more to care
and support and has a material core. Bolten (2012: 3) provides the following description
of love as it applies in Sierra Leone: ‘Love is a Sierra Leonean concept of material loyalty—
relationships forged and sustained in complex, often compassionate acts of resource
exchange […].’ Aluma and Abiriga gave a strong portrayal of their fathers as unable to love
them. Occasionally, they portrayed the love of others as influential in their lives: Abiriga
was loved by his mother, who worked to grow cotton—with his help—to provide for him,
and his half-brothers also provided for him for a while; Aluma’s brother at some point also
helped him with his school fees. But apparently the structural lack of love from their
fathers could not be redressed by these other people who came and went in their lives,
and hence the pain they often referred to.
Their fathers were unable to support or provide care for their sons when they
were teenagers, which was the expectation of these youths. Here, these fathers were
seen to breach the moral norms in the context of the reciprocity expected between
generations (Alber et al. 2008: 7). Moreover, this occurred after significant loss, defeat,
and deprivation (remember the ruined structures beside which they lived). This latter
situation led to a form of generational conflict (ibid. 8), something that seems inevitable in
situations of turmoil, poverty, and rapid social change (Abbink & van Kessel 2005; Alber et
al. 2008). Generational conflicts and their relationship to youth mobilization for armed
conflict in Africa over the past decades have been described for other regions (see for
209

See Chapter 5 for further explanation on going to the bush / joining a rebel group.
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example Peters & Richards 1998: 187; Jones 2009). But these other descriptions all have
their own particular local and cultural dynamics that are not explanative of the dynamics
of generational conflict and tension at stake in Yumbe. Among youths in Yumbe, the
conflict can be understood predominantly with reference to fathers’ more prosperous
past (under Idi Amin) and how this past has subsequently been dealt with. Young people
like Aluma felt deserted by father figures who were supposed to love them but who could
not live up to this expectation—even though in many cases the fathers had loved their
older brothers, at a time before going into exile when they had still been able to. This
means that an element of comparison also plays a role in the experienced lack of love.
Equally, the interlocutors compared themselves with other ‘privileged’ youths in their
surroundings, like Aluma’s recurrent references to Majid, explaining their success in terms
of the presence of fatherly love. In line with Bolten’s (2012: 3) explanation, we see that
‘[l]ove is a foundational tenet of social personhood […], thus it informed individual actions
and influenced major events during the war’. The absence of fatherly love, in the case of
210
Yumbe, had motivated young men to join the rebellion. Furthermore, never far from
the horizon of their narratives was the reference to the accusation of ‘greed’. The greed of
which they accused their fathers was the ultimate threat to the fulfilment of love (ibid.).
The following section explains this dynamic.
Mafuta mingi
Like other former military fathers in Yumbe, the lives of Aluma’s and Abiriga’s fathers
were marked by extreme material loss, and this influenced young people’s lives (as also
shown in the previous chapter). The youths in my research, when they talked about their
parents, often referred to them as lamenting their loss of property and wealth, especially
when confronted with hardships today. When faced with difficult circumstances in the
present, their parents would talk in front of their children about how such a problem
(financial difficulties or misfortune in the family) would have been solved in the past (by
selling a cow or organizing a prayer meeting with clan elders that required slaughtering a
cow to bless the clan), but which could now not be performed. But the interlocutors who
are central to this chapter referred to a different sense of material loss: both Abiriga and
Aluma had fathers who had once served in Idi Amin’s army and were once, during another
period in their lives, much richer. It is this part of their father’s history that made my
211
interlocutors feel particularly disaffected. They referred to this period that no longer
existed as something painful for them personally, as if they felt nostalgic for a period even
though they had not personally experienced it.
The following, which takes us back to the same taxi journey with Aluma referred
to above, illustrates how I came to understand this dynamic:
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The absence of fatherly love for Yumbe youth also led to other ‘negative’ choices; see Chapter 6 on khat use.
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A similar disaffectedness, which emerged as a theme in several FGDs with predominantly male interlocutors,
ran through the references of those who had fathers in the UNRF I and UNRF II who were still waiting for
compensation.
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In the beginning, when I was still getting to know Aluma and we spent an hour in a taxi
together, he told me about his frustrations with his father. I tried to probe him on what his
frustrations were about. Was he perhaps disappointed by the fact that his father was once part
of Amin’s notorious army? But I seemed to have totally missed the point; Aluma, like the two
brothers we were about to visit, was upset with his father’s loss of wealth, accumulated under
Amin’s regime, but lost during flight and destroyed by the UNLA while the family were in exile
in Sudan, where Aluma was born. In my notebook that evening I wrote: ‘Every time I try to
explore into parents’ [i.e. fathers’] roles in the past and how their children judge these, my
interlocutors refer to their lost wealth as something painful, not to their possible collaboration
with a hideous regime.’ (Field notes, August 2012)

I noted down similar observations after spending a day with Abiriga:
After having referred to the fact that his mother was ‘the only one that really cared for me’ and
that he was only able to attend [primary] school because of her, he was again negative about
his father. He pointed to the fact that his father had a small car in the past [before exile] and a
new motorcycle. All were sold in Sudan [when they were in exile]. When I asked Abiriga if his
father had sold them to feed the family, he uttered a disinterested ‘I don’t know’. It sounded as
if Abiriga blamed his father a lot for not having been able to save anything of the wealth he
once had. Interested in the extent of the family’s economic well-being in the past, I asked him
whether there were any pictures of his father or other family members from those days,
hoping that these might portray some of the material wealth once possessed. But instead of
answering my question, he mumbled something about mafuta mingi and then said, ‘The way
they enjoyed that money was very different from the way we enjoy ours. They thought it would
be forever.’ (Field notes, 12 July 2012)

With quite a piercing sense of neglect, these young men thus accused their fathers of not
having been ‘development minded’ (to use the words of another former UNRF II child
soldier) and of having been greedy in the past. In Swahili (the vernacular language used in
Uganda’s army since colonial times), mafuta mingi—the expression used by Abiriga in the
quotation above in reference to his father—means ‘a lot of fat’ and is a term that was
used frequently to refer to the soldiers, police, and others in the ‘security sector’ in Amin’s
regime during the 1970s, those who accumulated the spoils of the economic war after the
expulsion of the Indians from Uganda (see Decker (2013) on the ‘economic war’).
According to Decker (2014: 204): ‘The literal translation of this Kiswahili phrase is “a large
amount of cooking oil”. It implies that one has enough money to overindulge or get fat. It
signifies wealth and extravagance.’ The term can also be translated as ‘dripping in fat’
(ibid. 81). While at the time of Amin’s regime, people referred to his soldiers pejoratively
as mafuta mingi, their sons now applied this term in the present to accuse their fathers of
212
greedily squandering their previous wealth. They paid little attention to the fact that
212

Decker (2014: 80-82) describes how the West Nile soldiers during Amin’s regime became a new socioeconomic ‘class’, together with their female, often Muganda, companions/wives. What emerges in the accounts
of some of my interlocutors, as children of military fathers, was that their family’s wealth was not very visible in
Yumbe. Much of it remained in the south, and this is in line with Gersony (1997: 82), who states that the spillover effects of the wealth into the West Nile region were limited. But when their fathers fled Kampala and other
regions when Amin was chased out, they left with a lot of property (buses/cars), which they used in the attempt
to take their families and properties (often including cattle) safely into exile.
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due to being forced to flee and seek refuge, and because of the looting that took place in
213
Yumbe following this flight, their wealth could not have survived in any case. At the
same time, we see no moral judgement made towards fathers for the role they might
have played in Amin’s regime, or a questioning of how their wealth was obtained during
his reign. Such a line of thought was completely absent among my interlocutors. The
reference by these sons to greed, in retrospect, is difficult to understand, but is explicable
bearing in mind the way it was perceived as threatening one of the most important social
tenets (love) holding people together, and more so perhaps in a context of severe
deprivation after many years of conflict and exile.
Still waiting
Due to his age, Abiriga’s father was no longer able to engage in farming and usually sat
passively in the compound, hoping for his pension to finally come. The father of Onzima
(see the second opening vignette to this chapter) was more hopeful, despite his years of
waiting. Due to his close relationship with the president’s brother, he still expected the
government to contribute to his rehabilitation. Onzima’s expression that ‘the president is
going to rebuild this house for my father’ thus conveys another important dynamic that
held captive the fathers of the youth described in this research. They still expected
redress, in the form of the literal reconstruction of their homes and a reaffirmation of
their status as former soldiers, majors, etc. by the current regime. In the meantime, while
waiting, they needed to portray themselves as dependent on and loyal to a military
president.
When I visited another friend’s father, who had also held a high position in
Amin’s army, I had the impression that he was drunk already at midday and was
convinced that I, a foreign visitor to his home, would dedicate my efforts to seeing his
ruined house rebuilt and his idle land cultivated. This man exhibited the same kind of
externalization of his problems and expectations of redress as the fathers of Onzima and
Abiriga. He had been unable to rebuild either the structure of his home or his former
status and life since his return from refuge in southern Sudan in the late 1980s, and he
was waiting expectantly for help from outside.
Such attitudes displayed by this generation of former combatants resonate with
those described by Mwesigye (2010) for the larger West Nile, those of a generation
seeking to be loyal to the current president, going so far as to actively campaign for him in
the hope of receiving redress. Such attitudes were nourished by the Ugandan government
under the former NRA rebel leader and military president, Museveni (Kagoro 2013). It was
widely accepted among interlocutors that belated payments might take a very long time
213

One person I encountered did manage to save his two sewing machines, however, by ordering his two wives
to carry them to Sudan. This man was not a soldier in Amin’s regime but was employed by an Indian costume
maker before the Indians were expelled from Uganda by Idi Amin in 1972. In general, people (wealthy and poor)
often lost their possessions as they fled into exile to Congo or southern Sudan, where local security forces forced
them to hand over their possessions in order to cross the border, while other goods were exchanged for land
and food (see Harrell-Bond 1986).
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to come, but precedents had fostered hope that eventually they would be ‘recognized’
214
and ‘paid’. In the meantime, hanging on to one’s ex-combatant identity was therefore
necessary in order to maintain ‘contact’ and obtain potential rewards in the future (Both
& Reis 2014; Maringira et al. 2015). This became particularly clear when I followed the
215
2011 political campaigning of one former rebel in the region. He went extremely far in
his loyalty during the presidential campaign of Yoweri Museveni. He canvassed in the
countryside intensively, aiming to convince people in various villages to vote for
Museveni. His activities did not stop with the election outcome that confirmed Museveni’s
stay in power; rather, he continued to visit people and greet them in his electioncampaign style. It was obvious in his conversations with me that in return for his support,
he expected final recognition for himself and other ‘liberation fighters’, as he labelled
216
them.
The constant reappearance of promises made by the president to the large
cohorts of former soldiers and demobilized rebels in Yumbe—around election times in
particular (see introduction to this chapter)—meant that this generation of fathers was
caught in an ambivalent state of hope. On the one hand, they knew that after so many
years of being ignored, there was not much to expect from the government; but, on the
other hand, they maintained the self-image of a loyal soldier who deserved redress (see
also the Introduction chapter). These men were rather passively waiting for ‘love’ from
the state in the person of President Museveni and his brother, Major General Salim Saleh,
in order to elevate them from the marginal positions that they, formerly wealthy and
important men, had found themselves in ever since being forced to go into exile. While
waiting for this ‘love’, this reciprocity that they felt entitled to from a president to whom
they had either shown early loyalty or later signed peace with, this attitude of rather
vainglorious waiting made them unable to provide the ‘love’ that their children expected
from them. These two generations central to this chapter are closely linked not only to
each other in their disappointments and ambivalent hopes but also to the larger politicalmilitary dynamics in Uganda. The former child soldiers now also found themselves
waiting. Although they were less inclined to campaign for the sitting president, they were
nevertheless held in suspense by his ability to fulfil ‘military promises’ and therefore had
an ambiguous attitude towards him.
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(Kagoro 2013; field notes, JB)
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Someone who had engaged in various armed groups, based on what Debos has framed as ‘fluid loyalties’ for
similar armed ‘careers’ in Chad (Debos 2008).
216
None of his hopes were realized in the way he had hoped. What was most striking was this man’s humble,
submissive attitude vis-à-vis the president of Uganda and his army general brother as a means to access redress.
At the same time, he was considered someone dangerous by some of my interlucotors, and he often spoke to
me about how a new rebel group would be formed if their demands were not met—although he used less
straightforward wording than some other former rebels did.
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Loss of status
For my young interlocutors, their fathers had fallen from their powerful positions and had
experienced a steep decline in their fortunes in the aftermath of their demobilization as
soldiers/rebels. This decline was not only material. Their prosperous careers had been
shattered and they had been expelled from their former social status (Mbembe &
Roitman 1995: 330). In their inability to accept this fact, the fathers held on to a more
heroic past and social position (Leopold 2005a: 53; Bogner & Neubert 2013) and tried to
rehabilitate their status continuously by presenting themselves as significant players in
the achievements of the Aringa people (Rice 2010; Bogner & Neubert 2013; field notes,
JB). This was a position, however, that did not allow for moral reflection or doubt about
their various roles in the past, but rather preserved a high regard for the military. Their
manner of discharge/disarmament from the army had not been honourable and did not
allow them to move on and take up a different social status. Rather, their careers had
been destroyed (Maringira et al. 2015: 137), and they sought to regain control over their
lives by hanging on to the one status they knew and still expected something from,
thereby reproducing its value (ibid.).
While young men—their sons—easily referred to their fathers’ loss of material
wealth, they were undeniably also bothered by the imagination of their once so
‘respected’ fathers, in their role as military men, now exposing themselves as
continuously awaiting redress. Often, their fathers were poor, as seen from their clothing
(see also Rice 2010), and demoralized, sitting around all day in the family compound. The
fact that their fathers had not been ‘rehabilitated’ shaped the political subjectivities of
their sons and of many young men in Yumbe, who were constantly aware of their parents’
expectations, and of the government’s delay in fulfilling its promises. But, as we have
already seen, the young men themselves, those who had joined rebel groups as well,
could also not escape falling into the same expectations of entitlement as their fathers.

THE PERSISTENCE OF MILITARY IDENTITIES
Through the cases presented above, it became quite clear that in Yumbe the air is still
pregnant with hopeful expectations and at the same time discontentment among former
military men and combatants. The sons of these men have thus grown up in an
environment of constantly postponed, pending economic rewards for perpetrators of
violence (see also Mischnick 2010; Bogner & Neubert 2012, 2013). In the context of such a
state with a central military ethos (Kagoro 2013), young men in the margins of the country
have grown up without being socialized with a sense of right and wrong with regard to
their fathers’ engagement in previous violent movements and histories. Nor has the state
judged any of these former violent activities but has rather promoted a culture of
217, 218
impunity (Finnström 2010).
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‘And over the years many former rebels and other human rights violators have joined the present
government and its security apparatus, thus being granted immunity and even rewarded and promoted in
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In such a context, sons are not ashamed of their fathers’ past careers, nor do
they reject their fathers’ past use of violence and accumulation of wealth. Rather, fathers
disappoint their sons through a lack of support, love, and reciprocity. Many young men
joined the party (rebellion) that promised them better prospects, or an alternative form of
love, that promised them money or a way out of the impasse they felt stuck in. But
through such choiceless decisions (Coulter 2008) by youths—this aim to go against the
unfortunate fate of their fathers—one can notice an ill-fated repetitive pattern in Yumbe.
For with their engagement in the UNRF II (and also in the WNBF before and later the
WNBF Congo battalion), a new generation of young people with a ‘combatant career’
came into being and has later been put on hold by the government for more than ten
years after their demobilization. The continuous postponement of the reintegration and
compensation promises made leads to a feeling of neglect and deception. A new
generation socialized in military/rebel identities and the related expectations of redress
and attitudes of dependency was born. Even simple promises, such as those of education
or an amnesty certificate, have not been lived up to and seem to take decades to
materialize (if at all) (Both & Reis 2014).

BEING A BETTER FATHER
The youths in this research actively aimed and tried to do better than their own fathers,
yet they faced significant challenges as young fathers themselves—as becomes clear
throughout this dissertation. They claimed strongly that they wanted to support their own
children in school and to avoid a repetition of their own childhood experience of neglect.
Yet Abiriga, for example, one of these fathers and former child soldiers, found it
particularly difficult to live up to his own young family’s expectations. He hoped that his
compensation and amnesty allowance would soon be paid, and he still aimed to access
education, despite now being more than 30 years old. He believed these things would
allow him to ‘put his family right’. But in the meantime, he had become deeply involved in
chewing khat, spending almost all the little cash, earned through ‘illegal’ logging or which
he received from his brothers, on cigarettes and sodas, products consumed with khat. In
his generation, the number of ex-combatants is smaller than in that of his father. But his
219
cohort’s often disgruntled waiting for help and compensation looks very much like that
military rank, something that has infused the present government with a “culture of impunity”’ (Finnström 2010:
140, referring to Obote-Odora 2005: 3 & Eltringham 2004: ch. 5)
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A civil servant in Yumbe also made the following point: ‘Now, during the discussions some people asked the
[…] department, that people who were killed, who have been harassed by the rebels, have never been
compensated. Why should these people that have been killing us now be compensated? Is it now that if you
want to get something, you must become a rebel before you are helped? It became a very big argument. […] And
that is why the youth up to now have that mentality. They think that only doing rebel activity you will be
compensated! So we need to address this issue! Should you compensate a wrongdoer […]? Forget the victim?’ [7
September 2011].
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Remember the reference to Dawud and Galut, and Aluma’s wish to leave Yumbe as a way of addressing his
desire for revenge. He also occasionally made reference to angry former UNRF II child soldiers in Yei and Juba he
had met on his journeys in south Sudan who wanted to form a new rebel group and return home with arms.
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of his father, and this in turn has an effect on these young men’s supporting and parenting
abilities with regard to their own young wives and children. Longer-term research would
permit us to observe how parenting (fathering) develops and how these men engage with
their children, and vice versa, once the children become teenagers and school fees
become higher than the current primary school fees.
That the deep grievances my interlocutors held against their fathers did not
permeate all relational engagements became clear to me when in 2012 I discovered that
Abiriga was aiming to fulfil his contribution to the plan his brothers made to construct a
new house for their father. The house would be a three-room brick house with iron
sheets. Abiriga was assigned the task of contributing bricks to the house, while the
brothers who had a more regular income in their small businesses would pay for iron
sheets and other needs. Abiriga fulfilled his part and felt relieved to have done so and to
be able to hand the project back into the hands of his brothers to finish it. Aluma, on his
part, once spoke about a period in which his father was heavily injured in an accident and
spent months in hospital. He was the only one who stayed by his father’s side for months,
dressed the dirty, smelly wounds when the health personnel refused to do so, and made
sure that those neglecting his father were reprimanded. These examples show how,
despite their difficulties with their fathers, these young men tried to adhere to social
norms and take on some of the responsibilities expected from them as mature sons.

DISCUSSION
The above reflections on the inter-generational interactions between fathers and sons,
their experience of loss, and the political environment that both holds out promises of
entitlement and at the same time neglects, point to a certain continuity in Yumbe. Fathers
have transferred to their sons much of their own understanding of their position in
Ugandan politics as well their perception of their being in the world (having been wronged
and deserving redress), explicitly as well as implicitly. The process in which this
transference takes place is not straightforward, but it seems to lie in factors such as
teenagers’ experiences of a lack of love, collective references to past wealth spent badly,
and continued politico-military connections that dominate the nature of the region’s
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connection to the centre of power. Therefore, it is impossible to isolate and confine
what is happening between fathers and sons in this region to intimate family
relationships, to a generational conflict and a breaching of expectations of reciprocity
between the two generations. Rather, ex-military and ex-combatants in Yumbe are highly
intertwined and in a complex relationship with both a military president and a general
220

See Dickson-Gómez (2002) for an ethnographic study of the trans-generational transmission of war trauma
that shows how parents’ ‘reactions to and interpretations of everyday events’ explicitly transfer trauma to a
generation that has not experienced the war at firsthand. She also points to illness narratives as explicitly and
implicitly transferring trauma. While I do not argue that trauma is at stake in this chapter, it is obvious that here
also a specific worldview is transferred from parents (fathers) to children (sons). Additional research would be
required to understand if this is a specifically gendered process or whether similar worldviews are shared by and
transferred from fathers to daughters in Yumbe.
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military legacy in Uganda. These are processes to which the signing of a peace agreement
brought no end.
This complex relationship with the state implies that these former militants must
continue to maintain and preserve a specific military identity in order to continue to be
able to make claims on long-belated forms of compensation (Both & Reis 2014; Maringira
221
et al. 2015). In such an environment, future generations are not taught much about the
rights and wrongs of their parents generation’s involvement in violence, as the parents
222
claim a ‘noble’ rebel or ‘righteous military identity’. This not only leads to questions
about which worldviews are transferred from one generation to another, but also about
which emotions and lessons of war might be silenced or find no space in socialization
processes.
This military legacy in Yumbe and the overall militarized state of the nation
means that this new generation of young men sometimes have as their only recourse the
language of militarism: of threatening to form another rebellion. Others, in the generation
of the fathers, have appropriated the language of peace, and some manipulate it for
political gain, turning against any reference to renewed rebellion and actively promoting
‘peace’ in the district. The core of this alternative position is again a military one. Often
these men seek close alliance with current president Museveni and the NRM party, on the
basis of military-brotherhood claims that go back to the 1980s when the UNRF I and the
NRA temporarily fought on the same side.
Beyond trying to understand these dominant dispositions that shape the region
and explain them historically, this chapter intends to lay bare how these patterns are
partially reproduced in Yumbe’s recent history, albeit at a lower scale. This is not only with
regard to the group to which Abiriga and Aluma belonged—along with 133 others, the socalled ‘Former UNRF II Child Soldiers’ in Yumbe. There are also other groups of youths—
for example, those who were once allied to the WNBF and those who were abducted by
223
Taban Amin to fight in the DRC and freed and returned in 2004. All of them have been
disappointed in the aftermath of demobilization and wait in vain for promised forms of
educational and/or financial redress. This new generation of ex-combatants is becoming
increasingly angry and feels defeated in its expectations of redress as an entitlement.
While they have not known the wealth that the older generations once possessed in their
positions as mafuta mingi, they experience an equal sense of deprivation vis-à-vis the
promises once made to them which remain unfulfilled. Today, they have equally little at
hand in order to show love to their own children, and they hold unfulfilled government
promises accountable for their deplorable state—even if their state of poverty may not be
very different from that of non-combatant youth in Yumbe. Simultaneously, their
maintenance of an identification as former rebels and their occasional threats to form
another rebellion constitute some of their few social-political resources (see next
chapter).
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The idea here is not that the ‘military identity’ of people in a region with such a specific military history would
have faded if pensions and compensation had been paid or if they had never been promised such redress in the
first place, but to argue that the region is caught up in a very specific socio-historical dynamic.
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See also Chapter 3.
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See Chapter 2
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The dynamics described in this chapter specifically apply to the particular ‘cohort’
of young former combatants focused on here. But non-combatant youth in this study also
referred repeatedly to unfulfilled promises that maintained a grip on their parents or
uncles who had once been members of the UNRF or UNRF II, indirectly also affecting the
love that these youth received in their childhood and early manhood. Despite the formal
peace agreement, such persistent dynamics point to continuities in attitudes that come
about and are reproduced in the historical and contemporary interactions among local
actors, and between local actors and a militarized state.

CONCLUSION
In the previous chapter, we saw how a generation of survivors of the multiple armed
conflicts grieved over the repeated loss of property, lived in remote areas in deep poverty,
and were unable to overcome the feeling of ‘living in the bush’ more than ten years after
the signing of the peace agreement of 2002. Children born into such families face a
difficult trajectory overcoming these conditions and are likely to be deeply affected by the
inheritance of material and morale loss and related worldviews, as spill-over effects of
years of conflict.
While the distinction victims/perpetrators is difficult to maintain in a context of
prolonged conflict (see also Dolan 2009), the present chapter has highlighted the plight of
children of parents that were former combatants (rather than civil ‘victims’) in military or
rebel groups, and often in both. The analysis has shown that material loss in this cohort of
formerly better-off men has led to a loss of love and support from fathers and to the
breaching of the expected reciprocity between fathers and sons. A prolonged state of
unfulfilled expectation of redress that occupies many former combatant fathers greatly
deprives many youths in Yumbe of the possibility to break with this history. Many of them
are preoccupied with the lack of love from their fathers, which even led some youths to
join rebellions themselves. In turn, they themselves ironically have become disgruntled
fathers waiting for redress. A memory of deprivation that is political informs their selfunderstanding and acting, their disposition towards the world. However, although this
engagement with such particular legacies of conflict may be dominant:
Members of a generation are not surrendered to their cultural and societal position, but are
able to use that position to bring about new ideas and practices and pursue their own interests
within the historical circumstances in which they live. (Alber et al. 2008: 3)

In the following chapters, it will become clear how youths in Yumbe navigate these
legacies of deprivation, loss, and expectation that have come to influence their worldview
in the present, and the new ideas and practices they bring to the community. The lack of
fatherly love remains one of the themes running throughout this thesis, playing a role in
the widespread uptake of khat (see Chapter 6); it also casts a gloomy shadow over the
future when we look into some of the personal crises that have provoked migration to
Juba (Chapter 7). But there are, fortunately, also signs of positive change. To discuss the
theme of diversity among young people, as well as their ability to detach themselves from
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predispositions shaped by a militarized past, the following chapter explores how a variety
of young people relate to what they refer to as ‘typical Aringa’ expectations of manhood.
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5. ‘STRONGER THAN MAHOGANY’: ‘ARINGA IDENTITY’ AND
SOCIAL IMAGINATION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF MALE
YOUTHS
The Aringa are warmongers […]. We have war at heart.
(Spontaneous comment by Muhamad, 29 years old, soon after explaining a land conflict that
had become violent two years before)
The reason Kony never entered here is because he fears the Aringa people.
(General response to the question of why the LRA had never attempted to enter the region)

INTRODUCTION
In a 2005 book about the history of West Nile, Mark Leopold describes how a group of
Lugbara elders in Arua in the late 1990s aimed to contribute to peace in the West Nile
region, something touched upon in the introduction to this dissertation already. In order
to disconnect the people in the region from the disproportionate and—according to
them—unjust associations with violence, they literally engaged in rewriting history. They
argued that West Nile itself had become a victim of violence (post-Amin) because of the
incorrect interpretations of its history. Leopold describes the efforts of these elders as a
project of social reconstruction, aimed at national inclusion (under the NRM government)
and peace in the region. This important attempt by the elders, which has borne certain
fruit such as improved relations with the central regime in Uganda, did not, however,
necessarily resonate with all layers of society. Not everyone in West Nile has appropriated
this peace-seeking attitude that had its core, it would seem from Leopold’s book, among
elders and teachers in Arua town (Leopold 2005a).
During my fieldwork, I observed that in Yumbe District on the fringes of West
Nile, in general, educated people such as district staff, local NGO staff, and religious
leaders also subscribed to the notion that history had been misread and that the Aringa,
as a subgroup of the Lugbara, had been particularly misunderstood as violent. Such
people often claimed that the Aringa were in fact peace lovers, and they had the then
224
recent (2002) successful peace agreement to fall back on in their claims. The peace
224

In official writings and communications, the district and local people take pride in the peace agreement.
Others, however, have argued that the peace agreement should be seen as an achievement of negative peace,
since it rewarded the perpetrators of violence with reintegration packages but left issues of justice vis-à-vis the
victims of violence untouched (Bogner & Neubert 2013).
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agreement came about, among other reasons, through the intense involvement of local
women and elders in convincing their family members to return from rebellion (RLP
2004). Thus, claims about their inherent capacity to reach peace, coupled with the
successfulness of the peace negotiations, generated a solid basis for their assertion that
the Aringa are in fact peaceful people. In popular proposals written to apply for funding in
Yumbe District, NGOs and CBOs referred to a past in which the region had been
particularly victimized (instead of having been violent) and emphasized the fact that it was
now completely peaceful. Indeed, there was an active attempt to shake off the legacies of
the past and move towards a more development-oriented future.
Despite these public and political initiatives, in this chapter I argue that, at the
same time, at least three powerful counter-forces can be discerned working against this
political project—of (re)constructing a peaceful Aringa identity—being led by the elders,
educated elites, and local community organizations. First, former rebel combatants—on
account of the negotiated peace process—have been able to maintain influential status in
the community after their reintegration since 2002. Their continuing political influence
means that a militarized political identity has, to a certain extent, remained intact (see
previous chapters and Bogner & Neubert 2013; Bogner & Rosenthal 2014), despite a
strong development-oriented discourse in the district government, and this identity
contrasts with the image of the district as peaceful and now disconnected from conflict.
Second, and related to this, it is not easy for the Aringa, the people of Yumbe
District, to change their reputation as it has been built up among the neighbouring
peoples. During the UNRF I and UNRF II rebel activities, in particular, many people from
neighbouring districts were significantly affected by violence, and they associated this
violence with the Aringa people since they were predominant in the make-up of the UNRF
I and II (see Rwehuru 2008: 178-180). Personal memories of interactions with rebels from
these groups, as well as with the WNBF rebel group, continue to cause people to express
225
bitterness towards those from Yumbe District today. Thus, it remains difficult for the
people of Yumbe District to shake off their association with violence among their
neighbours. As a ticket controller from Arua told me on the bus from Kampala to Arua in
2010, on the occasion of my first visit to Yumbe District: ‘Yumbe is a hostile place. People
there are hostile. Especially because of their religion. People in Yumbe are like our Iraqis.’
In general, perceptions in Arua of Aringa youth also lean in this direction, where they are
226
primarily known for their work as ‘OPEC boys’. Lecoutere and Titeca quote the Arua
mayor (2007: 7), who said: ‘These [Aringa] boys can be tough; they are former soldiers
and rebels. They are dangerous and could go back to the bush if not treated carefully.’
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Based on field notes I made after repeatedly speaking to people in Arua about their experiences with rebels in
or around Yumbe in the 1990s. At the same time, individual family, collegial, or friendship relationships between
people from Yumbe District and the neighbouring districts are also often good.
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Titeca (2006: 1, English version) describes the OPEC boys as ‘a group of men who smuggle fuel, paraffin and
vehicle oil from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to Arua town in Uganda, where they sell it. They call
themselves the “OPEC boys”, after the coalition of oil-producing countries. They are about 300–400 men strong,
and employ a whole range of other actors, from transporters to children acting as watchmen. They are the most
prominent and visible actor of the second economy in Arua.’ At the time of Titeca’s research, it was suggested
that two thirds of the OPEC boys were Aringa (ibid. 4).
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Lecoutere and Titeca go on to suggest that this is a widely shared opinion in Arua. From
the perspective of non-Aringa people from outside of Yumbe District then, the historically
developed image of the Aringa as inherently violent is rather dominant.
Third—and this counter-force forms the focus of this chapter—during my
research with youth in Yumbe District, it became clear that some of them saw themselves
as inherently warlike, or at least as vigilant and prepared to fight and die if need be. This
228
self-perception of being people of inherent fearlessness and potential violence is what I
examine in this chapter. How can we understand such statements as ‘the Aringa are
warmongers ... we have war at heart’ (the opening quotation in this chapter), and what do
such constructions of self mean for the chances of the ‘new’ peace to really take root in
Yumbe? What does it tell us about conflict legacies?
In this chapter, I examine the section of the youthful male population in Yumbe
that employs violent stereotypes about the Aringa to describe and characterize
themselves. These stereotypes are in stark contrast with the agenda of the elders in the
late 1990s whom Leopold writes about. But I also point out the ways in which male youths
in Yumbe variously relate to these historical and cultural-political forms of identification:
some draw upon such discourses of violent identifications as ‘Aringa’, and others do not—
or in a much lesser way—and have alternative discourses and images of self to tap into
within the context of Yumbe District. In order to embed this discussion, I first look into a
wider notion of ‘Aringa-ness’ shared by most of my interlocutors in Yumbe, which forms
the shared foundations of self-perception among young men in this research, before I
enter into the analysis of the more violent self-identifications, their use in discourse and
potential and actual practices, and the diversity therein.

‘TYPICALLY ARINGA’
Apangu: So even if you go to any part of Uganda, you can be able to find an Aringa, the
language he speaks, you can be able to know: that one is an Aringa. Here in Moyo, there are
very many; Adjumani, there are many; Gulu, there are very many. Kampala, you know about it,
229
eh? Even Mbarara, they are there; Jinja, plenty […] even if you go to Lugazi […] you may think
that that is a place of Aringa people […]
JB: Up to today? [I ask, assuming that the speaker is talking of a past migration pattern.]
Rasul: Yah, many!
JB: And what kind of jobs do the people have? Is it specific work that they have? Like trading or
anything […]
Abori: For?
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The authors show that this is an image the OPEC boys embraced and also created for themselves, which
closely links to the theme of this chapter.
228
I use the term ‘self-perception’, or ‘identification’, because I believe it explains better what is at stake than
the essentializing notion of ‘identity’. Some of the young men in this chapter recurrently referred to the ways in
which they saw themselves as a people. This does not mean that this was the only view they held; and even
though these images kept recurring in different situations and narratives, we know that identities should be seen
as shifting and that narrations about oneself are context bound (see for example Willemse et al. 2009).
229

Lugazi is known for its sugarcane plantations. For reference to Lugbara (including Aringa) labour migration to
these plantations in the south, see Dak (1968).
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JB: Aringa people?
Abori: What I know is, they are die-hards, they are always strong-hearted. Any kind of work
they are willing to do.
Group: Mmm. [Confirming]
Rasul: They do any kind of job.
Abori: That is why business owners like them; they can lift heavy loads. If you go to Kampala,
there are very many [Aringa] loaders because of their physique, eh? Their body. So they don’t
fear; as long as there is something out of the work they do, they just do it.
(From an FGD on Aringa history, 25 May 2011, emphasis mine)

In the above FGD fragment, a portrait of the Aringa is sketched out by reference to their
working ‘everywhere’, having migrated out of Yumbe and being recognized by their
engagement in mostly unskilled, heavy physical work. Through their expressions, we see
that young men take pride in the strength, the bodies, and the notion of fearlessness that
they associate with ‘being Aringa’. In this fragment, young men employ descriptions of
themselves as Aringa that are shaped by colonial and post-colonial experiences of labour
migration and low education levels that led them to work in unskilled jobs (see Meagher,
1990; Leopold 2005a).
An important feature of Lugbara history has been the out-migration of young
men. During the colonial period the British sought to exploit the strength and fearlessness
that they recognized in the people whom they believed were remnants of the Nubi armies
that settled in West Nile after their flight from Sudan. They therefore approached the
region as a labour reserve, a region that was not to be developed but rather exploited for
its manpower. Since then, the Lugbara (among them the Aringa), Alur, Kwakwa, and Madi,
were, like the Acholi, widely recruited into the army and other armed positions (such as
230
security guards) and also into the tough work on sugarcane plantations further south.
Through their encounter with the British and the stories that preceded this encounter,
West Nilers have had to engage with the image of being recognized as inherently fearless
and strong, as natural warriors and violent people. In the words of Leopold: ‘I have shown
elements of what later crystallized into a discourse of West Nile and its inhabitants as
wild, violent and lawless’ (2005a: 129). As Leopold shows, these stereotypes were created
and reiterated frequently in the second half of the twentieth century to explain Idi Amin’s
violent rule. These labels, while being indiscriminately projected upon West Nilers in
general during the liberation war, were predominantly applied to the Kakwa and Muslim
231
Lugbara (mostly Aringa). The latter two groups formed Amin’s favourite powerbase in
the army, along with Sudanese recruits described as ex-Anyanya fighters, and former
Zairean freedom fighters (Ravenhill 1974: 241). After Amin was overthrown, these former
Kakwa and Muslim Lugbara soldiers and officers engaged in various rebellions (see
historical chapter).
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‘Within the ethnically stratified economy created by the Ugandan version of British Indirect Rule, the West
Nile district occupied a proletarian position—it had nothing to sell but its labour, and that was unskilled and
poorly paid’ (Leopold 2005a: 65).
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See Titeca dissertation (unpublished), Chapter 9.
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The expressions of young people in Yumbe today, as shared above, can thus be
explained by reference to historical stereotypes, embodied pre-, colonial, and postcolonial identities, and can also be related to the formation of a military ethnocracy in
northern Uganda (Allen & Vlassenroot 2010: 8). This has meant that people from the
various northern regions were recruited in large numbers into the army, leading them to
232
start to see the profession of arms as their natural vocation (ibid.). Finnström (2008),
however, writing about the Acholi people at the turn of the century, heavily criticizes this
idea that the Acholi have developed a military identity. He shows how a few of his young
interlocutors as well as elderly people employed historical statistics to correct this
dominant reductionist image of the Acholi as violent and militaristic, an image that has
proven vital in fuelling the war in the Lango-Acholi region after Museveni came to power
233
(see Finnström 2008: ch. 2).
It is crucial for this chapter to understand that the effects of such a military
history and stereotypes are being embodied by a group of young men in Yumbe in the
present, and thus they continue to have an influence on young people’s discourse and
actions. More so than Leopold and Finnström, I therefore draw attention to more complex
and diversified ways in which young people relate to such pre-, colonial, and post-colonial
legacies, instead of arguing that history has been misinterpreted and that all Aringa
people in present-day Uganda disassociate themselves from these images of them as a
people.
Beyond these embodied histories, I came to understand my young interlocutors’
tendency to point to their physical strength as one of the few resources they could fall
back on as young uneducated men. Their physique was often referred to by young men
themselves as a source of pride. This can be easily understood, for these bodies—and
beyond their physical bodies, the notion of fearlessness with which they could make
ultimate use of their bodies—allowed them access to the limited opportunities accessible
to them to make potential progress in life, engaging in heavy physical work or finding
work for security companies (the few economic niches that were open to them). In other
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While such recruitment was already common since colonial times (see Grahame 1980), during Amin’s
presidency one of the few opportunities given to young men from the region was recruitment into the army. See
Leopold (2005a: 65) on the recruitment of whole school classes of boys at the same time.
233

In fact, on the topic of youth, Finnström states: ‘during my fieldwork I encountered some young men,
frustrated by the collective blame put on the Acholi, who painstakingly collected data and statistics to challenges
the image of the Acholi as violent and militaristic’ (2008: 82). I have two main remarks concerning this point,
which he also makes for his elderly interlocutors. The first is that these statements by the young men in his
research are very political, aimed at explaining the injustices done to the Acholi people, who are seen as being
held collectively responsible for the atrocities committed during the bush war. The second is that, as in the work
of Leopold (2005a), one gets the impression that these contestations of such an Acholi image are mostly
promoted by a small group of interlocutors, possibly the well-educated and elite segments of society. Finnström
does not show how widely these ideas are shared by the wider community of youths in his research but rather
seems to refer to a few important interlocutors. With this last point, I do not claim that this view is not much
more widely shared among the Acholi, but that young people (also in Finnström’s research context) could have
held different positions regarding the contestation of the Acholi as ‘natural’ warriors, in fact some might have
embraced the idea. In this chapter, I aim to look more extensively at who identifies with particular discourses (of
militarism, peacefulness, or less reductionist images) and why, paying more attention to diversity among my
young interlocutors.
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words, they see their bodies as the only means with which to accrue value in the
contemporary society they find themselves in (see also Cole 2011: 81; Honwana 2012: ch.
5). By emphasizing their strength and fearlessness, they thus make use of specific
references to specific forms of masculinity. Quite contrary to the aims of the elders in
Arua and Yumbe, as well as to those of district staff and people working for CBOs/NGOs,
these young men embraced this more ruthless and potentially violent identity consciously
(as a resource) and sometimes less than consciously (when pointing to the embodied,
internalized ‘naturalness’ of these ideas for them).
In the fragment from the FGD above and as recorded in other data, many young
men often put forward an image of themselves as strong, hard, resilient, and fearless. The
following is a fragment from my field notes, which shows how such imagery returned in
relation to mobility, a topic central to Chapter 7. Here it serves to show how the notion of
oneself as a young Aringa man, in terms of strength and endurance, plays a role in daily
praxis and self- and community understanding.
Atama tells me that they (his family at home) recently received a phone call from his younger
brother Ronald (23 years old, incomplete secondary school) in Juba. Initially, it seemed that in
March 2012, after struggling for survival in Kampala for some months, he joined a popular bus
company on its route to Juba as a ticket controller or loader. However, we were never really
sure: it might have been a one-day job to reach Juba without paying for a ticket. Finally, after
many months, there was now a bit more information: ‘Ronald called two days ago. He told my
mum that he is fine, that he is like jingele, very strong!’ Atama laughs out loud about his
brother’s self-description. His young aunt joins in the laughter. I cannot laugh with them, as I
do not know what is so funny. Atama notices: ‘You know jingele?’ I admit I don’t. ‘It’s a local
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name for a tree, a type of tree that is stronger than mahogany!’ ‘So what does it mean?’ I
ask. ‘It means that he is very strong, very tough, that he will manage the conditions in Juba.’
Atama laughs again. After a while I ask: ‘And what is Ronald doing now in Juba?’ It appears that
Atama knew that his brother was selling clothes before, clothes he had brought from Kampala.
But he does not know if that is still the work he is doing, and he imagines his stock to be long
gone. He admits he is not sure about how his brother is surviving. (Excerpt from field notes, 8
August 2012)

In this case, Atama spoke of how his brother Ronaldtook pride in his strength and
endurance to deal with hardships and misfortunes faced in the process of his migration. In
many cases like these, people did not simply display fearlessness and preparedness to
face hardship, but also suggested a normalization of engaging with hardship. Similar cases
re-emerge in Chapter 7, where such qualities are seen as particularly core to the Aringa
people vis-à-vis neighbouring populations and are used to explain migration by the Aringa
into difficult regions. Young men refer to deeply embedded and embodied notions of self
that resonate within the wider community—Atama and his aunt fully recognized what
Ronald was referring to. These self-perceptions also did not remain simply self-images, for
they were often used to refer to prospective migration paths that were subsequently
undertaken or to explain a person’s past choices.
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East African mahogany (Khaya anthotheca) is a locally growing tree known for the hardness and durability of
its wood.
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THE INFLUENCE OF TERRAINS AND HISTORIES ON THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION
The appeal that interlocutors made to their strength and fearlessness was particularly
appropriate as a resource with regard to their specific surroundings—that is, the terrains
they grew up in and that shaped them as they moved through life (Vigh 2006). As Vigh
expresses it:
The way we, as social categories, inscribe ourselves in the world is dialectically related to our
social horizons and thus to our conceptualization and demarcation of our physical and social
terrains and our possibilities of action within them. Historical memory and the perceived
congruent movement through time of individual and group is part of what shapes the agent’s
sense of what is normal and possible. (ibid. 175)

As suggested above, one can imagine deep and rich histories lying behind the expressions
of the young men in the opening fragment in this chapter, referring to the Aringa as
warmongers and dangerous, in which they refer to influential ‘social horizons’ in their
lives. Points of reference for them are the more recent histories of rebellion and the
absence of alternative models for young people’s social horizons in the still marginalized
district, where most young men have low levels of education. Toughness and endurance,
one could argue, are important qualities for people in their environment and with their
history—for example, long ago when there was slave-raiding and hunting, as well as the
widespread notion that any stranger met outside the compound was an enemy and
therefore one had to either kill or be killed, and where conflict was normal (Middleton
1965)—and these qualities remain important today when young people are inclined to
travel to places like the ROSS and engage in unskilled physical urban labour (see Chapter
7).
It is therefore difficult to see these characteristics as detached from the specific
terrains and history that interplayed with people’s agency to lead to such typical
imagination. In other words, we are dealing here with a form of habitus: deeply
embedded dispositions vis-à-vis the world, which strongly influence young people’s social
imagination in Yumbe today due to a certain consistency in their environment (poverty
and low education) and history (continuation of violent environments and their people’s
own armed engagements). Beyond important qualities, these notions are also reinforced
by the symbolic violence of history writing (Leopold 2005a; Finnström 2008) and the
‘cultural’ constructions of masculinity. But there also seems to be learning at play from
more recent history, a history replete with military/rebel stories. As a 45-year-old man
from Yumbe related:
For me, I witnessed it. […] one can be able to know that this is typical Aringa, or ‘Aringas are
like that’ through their actions. For instance, when UNRF I was formed, I witnessed it […] there
could be one gun, eh? And in the gun there could be only three bullets […] but all these other
Aringa people can follow the man with that one gun, they could go! Others could get logs,
bows, eh? Without any surrendering. You go and meet the opponent without fear. And if one
person has been shot, they cannot fear that this person has been shot; the next could be you,
or the next could be me. Then they go away […] they could not think about that […]. What they

121

want is [that] they should meet the opponents and beat them. With any way. And in the
process they could ATTACK [louder voice] and have more guns. So that happened in the
October war […] that one of 1981. (Male interlocutor, 45 years, who was 15 in 1981)

What I found intriguing about the above statement was that it was not expressed with a
lot of bravura, but rather came across as a matter-of-fact narration. This fragment does
not reveal exactly how a boy of 15 came to learn about these events. Was it through what
235
he was able to witness himself? What he had heard from others at the time? Or does
this story most of all reflect a powerful cultural memory that took shape in the more
recent past and is still widely shared and interpreted anew? We can assume that a
combination of communication patterns have influenced his memories of the event. For
example, funerals in Yumbe go together with storytelling in front of large male crowds;
public political meetings are often opened with interpretations of local histories shared by
elderly members of society and are often widely attended by young men; and, originally,
family meetings with clan elders and maternal uncles were also reported to be important
moments of knowledge transfer. In this chapter, I continue to show how young people in
Yumbe today have internalized and potentially act upon such powerful self-images of the
Aringa, which can be understood as historically shaped self-interpretations.

YOUTH, VIOLENCE AND YOUTH’S DIFFERENT SOCIAL POSITIONS IN YUMBE
Above, I have shown that there are strong and prevailing stereotypes and discourses
about Aringa toughness and fearlessness, and that young men employ, embody, and draw
pride from them in their engagement with their everyday environments in Yumbe and
beyond, in particular in their mobile trajectories. This is especially relevant with regard to
the following: after suggesting in the first parts of this chapter that we are dealing with a
common self-perception among my interlocutors of being fearless, strong die-hards, and
sometimes even warmongers, to what extent can we expect youth in Yumbe to respond
to opportunities for armed rebellion if they were to occur today? In other words, how do
these self-perceptions relate to practices? This is an important concern that this chapter
takes up. If this strong self-perception and warrior-like ethos are quite dominant among
the Aringa in the context of the persistent marginality experienced in the region (Titeca
2006), what does this mean for the prospects of peace and stability in Yumbe and its close
surroundings?
There are several reasons for exploring this question, especially since during my
research in Yumbe and Arua around the election period in 2011, people often referred to
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rebel groups forming and/or reinforcing themselves to fight the election outcome. The
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More interlocutors, now in their mid-forties, explained things that they saw/witnessed as teenagers during
the period of the Liberation War and October War as crucial events that shaped their perceptions and choices
thereafter.
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These assumptions went as far as warning me not to travel alone to certain parts of Yumbe, about which they
claimed to have information (through their extensive former army networks) that conditions were unsafe and
that abducting a foreigner could be an ideal way for such groups to instantly draw international attention.
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general notion in the wider region as well as within Yumbe used to be that if new rebel
groups started to form, or existing rebel groups were in need of recruits, they would
definitely recruit in Yumbe, ‘because we are warmongers’ or ‘because the people of
Aringa, we don’t fear war—that is why they come looking here’. Such expressions were
commonly used by my interlocutors, often very bluntly, displaying a deeply held selfunderstanding among the Aringa rather than simply being examples of boasting. Even in
2013, references to the formation of new armed groups occurred during my fieldwork.
The older existing rebel groups—the LRA and Allied Democratic Forces (ADF)—were still
active in the neighbouring regions; and especially concerning Aringa youths in Arua, it was
237
sometimes suggested that they had crossed the Congo border to join the ADF. Locally
within Yumbe, certain adult former fighters referred to the potential to form a new
rebellion, especially after the 2011 failed election promises of development projects and
ministerial posts (see Introduction to this dissertation). Furthermore, young former
combatants also occasionally threatened to form a third UNRF (UNRF III) or voiced the
urge to take up arms due to post–peace agreement grievances (see Both & Reis 2014).
Those among them who wished to join the national Ugandan army in order to pursue a
military career (as an alternative perspective that fitted well with their self-perceived
military identification) were often ineligible due to their relatively low level of education,
despite the fact that they had prior armed experience (through participation in UNRF II).
That this experience was not valued frustrated them.
For the period around 2005 (and thus before my research), Titeca has shown that
it was also common then to encounter youths, predominantly young Aringa men (many of
them former ex-combatants, according to Titeca), threatening to ‘take up armed
rebellion’ in Arua. He classified these youths, following Gersony (1997: 77), as
‘unanchored, uneducated, disaffected former soldiers and youth’ (Titeca 2006: 151). They
were dispossessed due to historical marginalization in the West Nile region, a lack of
higher education (something that was particularly the case for Muslim Aringa and Kakwa),
and the strong influence of exile and continuing displacement affecting the Aringa
(illustrated by their dependence on the UNHCR and other NGOs, their loss of agricultural
skills, and the overall erosion of social and cultural values) (ibid.). The most important
point to take from Titeca’s work in relation to this chapter is the fact that the threat of
rebellion is not new for Aringa youth, that it has been associated with their marginality
and their low level of education (see also Chapter 2), and that it has re-emerged again and
again over the past decades. In the case of the OPEC boys that Titeca focussed his study
on, Lecoutere and Titeca (2007) describe how this threat could be explained as generating
‘political capital’ for marginalized youth in close interdependent relationships with
government actors.
In my case, I describe the situation approximately six to eight years after Titeca,
explaining the positioning of young people from the rural hinterland (although mobile)
vis-à-vis rebellion as a resource with which to escape hardships in the present and
potentially access a better life. The political leverage of their threats seems less relevant
here (than in Lecoutere and Titeca’s work), as they do not engage deeply with politicians
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See also Lecoutere & Titeca (2007: 7), which shows that this is an ongoing perception.
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or other local authorities in their everyday activities—and thus cannot be considered
‘strategic political players’ in that sense (see Lecoutere & Titeca 2007: 2). But what is
interesting is the shared perceptions of self and the continuing marginality that
apparently still play an important role in Yumbe today, just as these factors did among
Aringa youths in Arua eight years ago, despite a peace agreement that had eight years
longer to effect some change in this field.
So how would young men in Yumbe today respond to the opportunity of
238
rebellion if it presented itself? Or, perhaps more prudently phrased, how in general did
male youth in Yumbe relate to mobilization to violence vis-à-vis the dominant social
imagination surrounding them and internalized by them? In this part of the chapter, I try
to unravel answers to this question by drawing attention to diversity among young men’s
social positions, based on several factors. While many young men drew upon the idea of
‘having war at heart’, others did not. This is extremely important because youth are too
often seen or described as an undifferentiated or ‘oversized analytical’ category (Philipps
2014), and youth in post-conflict regions are too easily associated with a threat of (or a
return to) armed violence (Sommers 2015). In writing about African youth, we often fail to
be specific in our analysis of young people’s different positions and practices. There is
much to be gained by looking at heterogeneity among small town and rural youths,
especially when trying to discern the potential for violence and mobilization as well as the
potential for social reconstruction (Schwartz 2010). Here I aim to come to an
understanding of the variations in young men’s interpretations and applications of a
shared discourse on, and embodiment of, their toughness, fearlessness, and warriorhood.
The bush
Remember Aluma in Chapter 4 who claimed that, as a teenager, at some point he saw no
other option than to join the UNRF II rebels: ‘At some point you start wandering’, Aluma
239
suggested, ‘and at some point you start thinking “let me meet my death on the way”.’
Aluma pointed to the absence of care by his father as being a particular trigger, bringing
him to a point where as a last resort he could imagine joining the rebel group. The same
point of view was echoed by young men in an FGD and at several other informal meetings
and informal interviews with young men in 2011, 2012, and 2013, when they expressed
how difficult it was to provide for their young families and that they sometimes thought of
‘going to the bush’ (joining a rebel movement) as a last resort, as we see below. While this
suggests the notion of fighting, occasionally young people’s expressions hinted that ‘the
bush’ also referred to the opportunity to engage in looting and thus potentially to
improve their material situation. These two ideas of the bush—violence and looting—
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This question differs from the one asked by Lecoutere and Titeca, who studied the enforcement of political
contract between rebels and local authorities and the likelihood of the OPEC boys taking up arms again in the
event that they were forced out of the fuel business in Arua. In this chapter, I deal with a more generalized
framework (without one specific political trigger) regarding the likelihood of and conditions for young men
engaging in rebellion.
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Based on field notes 12 August 2012, see also chapter 4.
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belong together, as rebels in the past took the opportunity to loot, and the presence of
rebels in the region also allowed small groups of thieves (unconnected to rebel groups) to
240
engage in looting, intimidating people as if they were rebels.
Some of these young men who expressed this idea of going to the bush had
fought previously in the UNRF II, but others had not. Their motivations for thinking of the
bush as a last resort, as we will see later in this chapter, was explained by the experience
of suffering and failure: experiencing a sense of neglect in their own families, like Aluma,
when they were unmarried boys, or more often their inability to feed and provide for
their young wives and children as young men and were faced with their young families’
‘cries of hunger’ (for a further understanding of such deep poverty affecting families, see
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Akello 2012). One could argue that this imagination of potential futures was inspired by
Aringa experiences from the past, which influenced the social imaginary (Vigh 2006: 175),
as well as by a lack of access to ‘alternative masculinities’ (Dolan 2003) in the context of
marginality and deprivation. In other words, in the more recent past, men’s despair over
their inability to protect their families during periods of rebellion in Yumbe also drove
quite a number of them to the bush. Going to the bush as a last resort to avoid
humiliation as a family head can therefore be seen as having historical precedents in
Yumbe, precedents which influence the social imagination. While today it is not the direct
armed attack on families that forces men to despair and go to the bush, the impossibility
of providing for their families and fulfilling the roles expected of them as men in Yumbe
242
tends to lead to similar patterns of plotting to escape.
From the case material, it therefore becomes clear that when facing despair, the
resources of hardiness, fearlessness, and the preparedness to die—which, according to
my interlocutors, was so typically Aringa—could be employed to embark on more violent
243
trajectories.
In this sense, the youth literally gave ear to the proverb that was
occasionally employed by young men during the course of this research: ‘a man should be
prepared to die in the seventh forest’ (Agobi la dra jere azi ga). Some of the young people
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who referred to going to the bush used this proverb directly, while others referred to it
more indirectly. In other words, the proverb was used and explained differently by
different actors, as we shall see, and this leads me in the remainder of this chapter to an
exploration of a variety of social positions vis-à-vis violence and leaving for the bush. I aim
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When I occasionally asked what would happen to their children if they went to the bush, they replied: ‘Your
children, you now leave them to God. They are God’s children.’ Others referred to brothers who were old
enough to look after their wives and children if they left.
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See also Chapter 7 on ‘escaping’.
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In line with Dolan (2003), I therefore do not suggest that masculinity and violence are naturally related, but
rather that in the absence of ‘alternative masculinities’ (i.e. alternative pathways to be recognized as a
responsible and providing married man and father, and to avoid humiliation, frustration, and failure in this
regard), violence can become a last resort. In Yumbe, we see that the young men could fall back on an
‘alternative model of masculinity’ related to a warrior-like image that is highly valued.
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While the word jere was translated for me as ‘forest’ by my interlocutors, the Lugbara–English dictionary by
Paul Ongua Iga (1999) does not mention jere, but rather translates jereku as ‘bush’. Nevertheless, there are
significant differences (not in terms of grammatical structure but rather vocabulary) between the Aringa dialect
and the Lugbara spoken in Arua (Dalfovo 1997).
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to deconstruct how young people differed in their relationship to the highly regarded
values of fearlessness and violence: first, with regard to the different uses of the
aforementioned proverb I was confronted with in conversation with my interlocutors; and
second, by looking in more depth at the people behind statements made in a discussion
with youths that emerged at the end of a FGD about who would go to the bush and who
would not if there were a new round of rebel recruitment, and for what reasons. These
two approaches offer insight into the ways in which local youths were able to position
themselves differently vis-à-vis potential engagement in and/or recourse to armed
violence.
A man should be prepared to die in the seventh forest
The first time I encountered the saying ‘a man dies in the seventh forest’ was when
Charles and I were discussing how many people had recently been telling me that to an
Aringa man, his sense of masculinity lies in the act of carrying a weapon. An educated
woman from Yumbe said that I should therefore not be surprised to see children in Yumbe
already ‘playing war’ at a young age with self-made guns. I doubted, however, that this
would be specific to the Aringa, and I probed Charles when he came by the next day. I
said: ‘You know, also in the Netherlands, children play war or fight, after seeing it on
television’, and I went on to suggest that Yumbe’s video halls with their preference for
fighting and war movies, as well as the predominance of violence in newspaper images (at
the time focusing on the war in Libya) and on popular posters (see Kagoro 2013), might be
equally responsible for such type of play. Charles fully agreed with my challenge to the
particularity of young Aringa children playing with guns. Then, after a while, I asked: ‘So, is
there any truth in the idea that carrying a weapon is important for an Aringa man, as has
been frequently suggested to me?’ To my surprise, Charles immediately confirmed the
idea. I continued to probe:
JB: I have never seen you carry a weapon […].
Charles: No, but we are being raised with the idea that as a man you have to be prepared for
anything. The Aringa have a saying: Agobi la dra jere azi ga. A man must be prepared for
anything […]
JB: Agobi la dra jere azi ga? A man dies…? What does it mean, literally?
Charles: ‘A man dies in the seventh forest’; meaning, in the war, if you have a target to meet—
the enemies—you should not fear to penetrate the forest if worst comes to worst. Meaning, as
a man you have to be well equipped for whatever comes your way.
JB: What does ‘well equipped’ mean? [Expecting there to be reference to a certain number of
arrows one was traditionally expected to carry]
Charles: It means well prepared, once you are attacked, without even knowing you were [going
to be] attacked, you equip yourself with something around you.
JB: So how did you come to learn about this saying?

126

245

Charles: My father has not told me that. Maybe I have been picking it up from somewhere
[…]
JB: And how would you know what it means?
Charles: It is easy to know that as a man you must not fear, and you must always be ready
[emphasis his]. [According] to me, anything can happen any time. With time, if people keep
their guns out like that for long, at some time people might come out and start some rebel
activities [again].
[Charles then explained how he personally came to understand that the potential for war was
not over in Yumbe—for example, during occasions on which Aringa people had used guns to
rob a mobile phone shop in 2009 and a bus in 2007.]
JB: Can I go back to something you said earlier on? When you said ‘A man must always be
prepared’, this makes me think of something that has kept me occupied for some time now.
Remember when my mother was visiting and your mother gave us a lot of things; honey,
simsim paste, groundnuts […]. Do you remember?
Charles: Yes.
JB: You accompanied us all the way home because it had got dark already. And when I asked
you if the bag was not too heavy, you immediately, without pause, replied very seriously: ‘If it
was war now, I would carry Coco [Charles’ daughter of 9 months at the time] much further
than this.’ Where does such a statement come from? Does it mean you expect that anytime
some conflict could come to Yumbe again?
Charles: Not really. But of course, as I was a baby, my mum used to carry me around like that.
She experienced such a life. Always hiding and hiding. Even though I myself do not remember
anything of that period, even if such a thing happens, I will carry Coco. I cannot leave her
behind, right?

The above conversation shows my first encounter with this saying Agobi la dra jere azi ga
and the specific explanation given by one of my key interlocutors. Charles interpreted the
meaning of the saying primarily with emphasis on what he had seen and observed (arms
still being used in Yumbe every now and then; knowing there are people who have hidden
and not turned in their arms from 2002 until now) and what he had heard and knew
about his own past (being carried from one hiding place to another by his mother during a
very violent war period in West Nile, even though he had no memories of that period
himself). Charles’ Aringa name, Amadile, literally means ‘they have come to kill us’, as he
was born in the midst of war in 1983. He was his mother’s firstborn, and she used to stay
in hiding with him and his cousin during the war in Yumbe and only fled to south Sudan
relatively late, when there was really no other choice. When it came to his interpretation
of the saying, he repeatedly emphasized the notion of an ‘ever-preparedness’ for armed
conflict.
Charles’ responses can be read as referring to a form of permanent vigilance,
learned predominantly through his experiences as a baby and his mother’s repeated
narration of this episode to him over the course of his life—an experience he carried with
him in his name on a daily basis and which was reinforced by his coming to understand
that the district was still not completely safe from potential rebels. Yet the threat was not
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Charles’s father was a secondary schoolteacher with a Master’s degree (one of the first two people to get a
Master’s degree in Yumbe District). I emphasize this to show that Charles probably had a different education at
home compared with most of my other interlocutors, whose fathers were less well educated.
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immediate, and the behaviour and understanding shown by Charles did not match the
‘hyper-vigilance’ portrayed by Vigh (2011) for Guinea Bissau and Northern Ireland. People
in Yumbe, while ‘being prepared’, were not continuously trying to read their
environments for volatility; the expectation of violence was less immediate. Rather, when
listening to Charles, it seemed that preparedness or vigilance had become a more latent,
246
embodied, and discursive state of being rather than an upfront attitude. A negative
potentiality was referred to as a possibility, based on experience, but it did not penetrate
every layer of daily life. The threat did not come so much from present rapidly moving
social terrains (Vigh 2006, 2009, 2011) but rather from the solid knowledge of a lengthy
past in which violence and war were frequent and recurrent. Charles, however, did not
place emphasis on dying or on the preparedness to die contained in the proverb, nor did
he refer to his own potential use of violence—as other youths in Yumbe tended to do, as
we shall see later. In fact, he talked about carrying his little daughter out of war if it were
to break out, like his mother had done with him, rather than about taking up arms and
fighting.
I was later quite surprised that another interlocutor, Hussein, also well educated
like Charles and with a good job and study prospects abroad, mentioned the same
247
proverb when we used his office car to visit his sick mother in a remote village. He did,
however, interpret the saying rather differently from Charles: although he used it to refer
to expectations of manhood in general, he referred to his father in particular, who died
when Hussein was still young. He described his father as a very good traditional hunter
who was well respected for his skills: his father was known to always come back from
hunting with two animals (kobe, antelope, etc.) instead of one. For Hussein, the saying
was about the hunters of the past, who entered real forests with the aim of returning
from them with bush meat for the family. Facing the forests in those days was not without
danger, he explained, as there were many more wild animals in the past compared with
today. He referred to a period in which the hunting of wild animals was common practice
to prove one’s manhood. For Hussein, the saying thus meant that a man had to be
courageous and fearless and provide well for his family (originally, by being a successful
hunter).
To explain Hussein’s different explanation of the saying in comparison with
Charles, I look to his different personal experiences with war and conflict. Hussein himself
had not experienced the two rebel groups in the 1990s directly, as he had spent that time
hustling to get money for his education (in which he had succeeded) in Arua town.
Hussein had experienced exile in south Sudan and its hardships as a small child, but he
had not been confronted by recruiting rebel forces around him or the need for vigilance at
an older age. At the end of this same day on which we went to the village to visit his sick
mother, the theme of the proverb returned unexpectedly in our conversation. After
leaving his mother and his old uncles, we discussed the situation in the village (regarding
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With this term ‘discursive state of being’, I refer to the idea that reference to vigilance often occurred in
speech (and was latently embodied, as I also mention) but did not necessarily turn into action.
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Hussein gave the proverb slightly differently, saying: Agobi le madra jere aziri, which did not change the
meaning.
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crops, drought, tree planting, etc.) and an aunt with a hernia living in a remote village, and
I came to realize—and consequently asked Hussein about—the amount of responsibility
that he carried within his extended family as a young educated and employed man. In
response, he returned to the saying that he had mentioned earlier in the day, that ‘a man
should be prepared to die in the seventh forest’, as if it explained exactly the burden he
had to carry based on his position. He applied the proverb to his own situation of being
able to provide and carry responsibility for such a large part of his family in the absence of
his father. Death, vigilance, and fearlessness did not form part of his explanation of the
proverb as it fitted into his perspectives on life.
Later again during my research, I was chatting on Facebook with Ika, a young
Lugbara man (thus not an Aringa) from more to the south in West Nile. After translating
the word jere (forest) for him, since he was not familiar with it, I asked for his
interpretation of the proverb:
JB: How else should we understand the meaning of ‘forest’ [in the proverb]? I guess it means a
dangerous place?
Ika: My personal interpretation [of the proverb] is that when the going gets tough, the tough
should get going. Hehehe […] It also means confronting a situation that’s rather scary or whose
outcome you’re not sure of. E.g., a young boy pulling the guts to tell a girl that he loves her J
[…] funny J
[Facebook chat, 12 June 2014]

It struck me how both Hussein’s and Ika’s interpretations of the proverb were very
different from those that were so central to my research with youth in Yumbe (and to
which Charles’ interpretation came closer). Ika was studying in Europe at the time when I
contacted him on Facebook. He had not had very personal experiences with conflict in his
youth and had been living with his family and as a student in larger towns (Arua and
Kampala) for the majority of his life. The example that the proverb provoked in him was
thus disconnected from the more extreme explanations that the proverb lends itself to;
rather than war, he referred to love relations. Hussein, as mentioned, had also not
experienced or personally encountered the latest rebel group actions, and he had many
future aspirations that kept him from dwelling on the option of going to the bush, unlike
the youths whom I describe below did. Based on his social position, Charles also was
unlikely to live up to the proverb in the way in which those who referred more literally to
going to the bush did, but his early childhood and the often repeated stories told by his
mother were marked by an embodied disposition of preparedness for anything (flight,
hiding, the experience of violence) that might come.
Proverbs, of course, by their very nature have the ability to accommodate
personalized interpretations of their meanings. Or, in the words of Dalfovo (1997: xxvi):
a proverb is characterized by its being general and allusive; it represents past experiences
synthesized in a few words, in view of enlightening similar situations in the future […] the result
of this is that a proverb has an ample shade of meanings and more than one application.
Besides this variety of meanings and applications, the context in which a proverb is uttered
adds a specific significance that increases the difficulty of being exhaustive in explaining its
meaning.
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This is exactly why it is useful to see young men’s primary explanation of this saying as
revealing much about their social positions, their knowledge of their (family’s) history, and
their own experiences and memories as youths. We can also argue that this particular
proverb has survived societal changes and changing conditions of life without losing its
applicability, due to people’s ability to explain proverbs with reference to current
experiences (Mbiti in Dalfovo 1997: xix) that go in various directions. As already seen
earlier in this chapter, while not explicitly using this proverb, other youths in Yumbe
applied the notion implied in it when they mentioned being prepared to literally go to the
bush in the face of the hardships they were confronted with at home. They expressed a
preparedness to fight and engage in armed combat, rather than remain at home where
248
they despaired in their feelings of uselessness. They appealed to a strong notion of
(hyper-)masculinity when emphasizing their ability to go to the bush without fear. At the
same time, as we shall see, they were also attuned to this option because it was difficult
for them to maintain their status as a man in Yumbe, since they were failing in their role
as providers at home (see chapters 6 and 7). And although this group of young men
referred to the ultimate masculinity performance—being prepared to face any kind of
problem or hardship and not being afraid to die in the bush—they were also driven to the
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forest by their failure to perform the masculine roles expected of them at home.
One could question whether these youths, in the absence of alternative social
imaginaries in their dire conditions, were simply falling back on a military/rebel history
and habitus. They showed themselves to be prepared and even expressed a preference
for engaging with the forest or bush—insecure terrains that they are not afraid of—where
they were prepared to either perish or return with rewards.

THE REGIME OF THE PAST
Charles, my research assistant and key interlocutor, while sometimes taking quite
substantial business risks, which he explained in terms of his ‘tough’ and daring Aringa
identity, once also explained to me that, contrary to what the interlocutors referred to
above, he was not prepared ‘to die young’. This expression came about when I
interviewed him in 2013 about his younger brother in Juba, and after a while asked him if
he had ever planned to go there himself. Charles, while a Master’s student at the time,
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While there were examples in my research that referred to endurance and strength as related to women, in
general women were connected to the home. The outside world in which men operate was also present in other
proverbs. See, for example, Agupi ni dra oli a, oku ni dra jo a (this uses a different spelling, where agobi [man] is
spelled as agupi), which means: ‘A man dies in the open, a woman indoors.’ The explanation is that a woman
escapes from danger into the house, while a man faces it at the risk of his life, defending the home from outside
(Dalfolvo 1997: 2). Another saying is the following: Agulpi ni dra malo dru (note the different word for mahogany
compared with the one introduced in this chapter earlier), which means: ‘A man dies under the mahogany tree.’
The explanation here is that in cases of danger, women and children flee while a man stands his ground. The
hardness of the mahogany emphasizes the stamina and courage that a husband needs to have in order to
defend his family (ibid.).
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A behaviour that has perhaps found its contemporary alternative in ‘running to Juba’, as we shall see in
Chapter 7.
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was also involved in small business activities and was always ‘on the lookout for new
opportunities’; Juba would normally qualify as such an opportunity. Charles admitted that
he had ‘all along been wanting to go there [Juba]’, but could not because of the large
degree of insecurity that people faced there. ‘I am not prepared to die young,’ he
explained.
Without explaining why he would say that or what he meant exactly, I felt like I
knew, after knowing him for more than three years. Charles was referring to the idea that
one might lose one’s life in Juba, because so many foreigners were killed in acts of
robbery or provocation (see Chapter 7). As the oldest son of his parents (29 at the time),
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he was well educated and still pursuing his Master’s degree, hoping to enter the civil
service soon, and in addition he had a small business that supported his two younger
brothers. However, as a close business aide to his mother, and as a young father and
husband, Charles was also well aware of the fact that he could not be absent from his
family. He had too many responsibilities, too many people relying on him. Due to his
slightly better-off position, Charles, like certain other young men, knew that his death
would be devastating for his family—not just for his own young wife and child, but also for
his brothers whom he supported tirelessly (for example, by paying for their education or
enabling their small businesses) and his parents. In their ability to take on multiple
responsibilities, young men like Charles were more deeply embedded in family structures
and had a higher numbers of dependants, and thus they could not afford to make such a
potentially dangerous move as taking their chances in the ROSS or joining an armed group
when it promised remuneration. They had much more to lose than the young men who
failed to live up to their families’ expectations and/or were frustrated by their lack of
prospects.
Does this disparity described above make the latter group more liable to
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violence, however? To convey the diversity among youth in this respect, important
fragments from an FGD discussion that went in this direction are quoted extensively
below. Here we see different positions emerging in the discussion. In this first fragment,
orientation towards the bush is central.
JB: So, some people always say that if new rebels come to Uganda, they will start in Yumbe,
because there are so many people here that are not happy with the peace agreement. So
people suggest rebel movements will start recruiting people from here. Do you also hear such
kinds of remarks? I think this is the idea people from outside have of Yumbe [...].
C: According to B’s uncle’s earlier statement, if such a thing can happen, he can easily join [the
rebels].
JB: How old is the uncle?
C: In his forties.
252
JB: So he is still young, and he is not tired of fighting?
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His two younger brothers showed much less interest in education and had abandoned their studies.
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See also Dolan (2003), who asks this question in the context of protracted war and young men’s inability to
provide for and protect their families.
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Earlier it was mentioned how this uncle had previously been forced to join the rebels. The rebels had been
looking for the interlocutor’s father, a local leader (LC1) who had left the village because of the rebel threat
against people whom they saw as attached to the government. So, in the absence of the father, they decided to
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C: Yeah.
JB: And if such a thing happens, would many young people consider joining in Yumbe?
[Small discussion enfolds in the Aringa language]
C: […] Yes, it is confirmed by different group members [that they would go].
JB: [Having noted that Khadaffi was one of those who confirmed directly, I probe] Why,
Khadaffi? Is it because of your name?
K: It is because of my suffering.
C: D. has said that he would not just be walking, but running [to the rebels]!
JB: Eh? And Gule, you also? I saw you nodding.
G: Yah.
[C laughs]
JB: But, ehm, Gule, you have a wife and children. Would you really consider that?
G: I would willingly accept [to join the rebels] because I am suffering […] [Continues talking but
is cut off by another speaker]
R: I can also go because my follower [younger brother], my immediate follower, has reached
my size so he can look after the children.
JB: But, ehm […] what would you expect from such a group […]. How could you be motivated to
join?
G: There is no hope being like this outside here, no money to continue these businesses. There
is no way of continuing with studies. For us, if we joined, it would be good for us to meet our
death on the way […] in the bush.
JB: Sure?
G: Because it is useless to remain outside […].
JB: Really?
G: Of course, being in the bush […] sometimes, if you land on some money […] you can also, ha
ha, get […]
JB: Now, where is the money in the bush?
G: Eeh? You just go and attack!
O: […] And you get something.
JB: But if that means you need to, ehm […] torture that person to get the money?
G: You scare the person to run away and leave everything, because that particular time the
man cannot think of organizing his things in the shop, he just runs. So you use the shop for you,
you just pick whatever you want, sell things you are able to carry; you go and sell them off. And
use the money for survival, rather than remaining idle, nothing to do, you suffer. There are
those things you would like to attain but it is impossible for you to attain them, so it’s just like
that. So it is useless remaining here […].
R: It [joining a rebel group] is better than being a thief!
JB: Mmh.
[…]

The fact that they talked about going to the bush in this way can be seen as an act of
bravado and despair at the same time. While of course we cannot know what the youths
in question would do if they encountered a real situation of rebel recruitment, we can
take his brother, the interlocutor’s uncle, to the bush instead. After returning from the bush, this uncle, by that
time in his early thirties, did not receive any of the resettlement money that the Ugandan government paid to
former UNRF II combatants. Earlier it was reported that this uncle was now very poor, unable to send his
children to school, and felt so desperate about this that he sometimes spoke of going back to the bush as a last
resort.
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argue that the recurring reference to this option as a social horizon—both uttered
through stereotypes about the region by outsiders and reiterated by local young men
themselves—at least reproduces such an idea. Even if, in the end, these youths do not go
into the bush, their discourse is reinforcing and powerful vis-à-vis other youths whose
social imaginary and perception of Aringa masculinity is shaped by such expressions.
While the discussion started off a bit jokingly and full of bravura (D. said he
would not just be walking, but running to the rebels), some young men pointed to
concerns that we will see returning in the following chapter on khat use. They pointed to
their failure to provide for their families and the uselessness of living such a life as they
do. Here we see patterns of what others refer to as ‘thwarted masculinities’ (Dolan 2003:
9), an experience of humiliation and frustration with regard to their failure to achieve
hegemonic models of masculininty. The potential and actual recourse to violence, it is
suggested, is linked to such emotions. The young men also invoked patterns of care within
the family structure that would help attend to their children in their absence, such as
when R. above stated that his younger brother would be old enough to look after his
children. Such patterns were also common in the past, when certain youths in a clan were
convinced to join the rebels, leaving their families in the care of those who stayed behind.
We also see that the interlocutors’ social imaginary is influenced by several
understandings of the bush. As mentioned earlier, it is a place where one goes to join the
rebels, a place where one can die, or where one can improve oneself or one’s
circumstances, and, not unimportantly, it is a place where a different survival ethic counts
(since, according to the interlocutors, stealing as a rebel is a more legitimate act than
stealing from your neighbour). This latter point may sound ambiguous, but it refers to
different kinds of ethics: those that play a role in everyday relations with neighbours and
peers (see Chapter 6); and the looser ethics that are linked to times of conflict, when
looting for survival carried out by armed groups is apparently legitimized by its potential
recruits and the very conditions of conflict.
The above discussion continued and became more intriguing when other
participants in the FGD expressed their contrary stance. For these latter participants, they
did not aim to go to the bush and fight, and their explanations are insightful.
O: But for me, I am not [joining the rebels].
C: B. also said he will not join on such [an] occasion.
JB: And what is for you the reason not to join?
O: Because I have my followers [younger siblings] […] and as of now I am a businessman. Doing
my business. I am paying for my fellow brothers’ school. And I want to stay with my family well.
And it is going to be hard for me to go there [to the bush]; meanwhile, [if] I leave my brothers
here, there’s going to be nobody who is going to pay their school fees and so on. And my family
will […] will also suffer.
C: In your absence.
O: In my absence. Which means they are going to be in the regime of the past. [Meaning his
family would experience the hardship of rebellion. Earlier on in the FGD, O. had explained how
his father, as a businessman, had been sought out by the rebels and had fled to Kampala,
leaving the family behind.] And I don’t want that. Yes!
JB: And A.? What would you do?
A: I would just join!
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JB: And for you B.?
B: I cannot go. I have my family. We have only got little because of war […] so […] [Here he
speaks about education and looking after his children’s future, but is interrupted by another
speaker]
K: […] For those who refuse to go, we will come and torture them also! For them to join us.
[Laughter, and it is difficult to hear what is being said]
JB: So now […]
B: [Continues to explain his position] I look for my own means to look after my family. If
impossible, I have land, I will go to the field, I start digging. For survival.
K: But me, I have no land here […].
JB: You have no land? Is that a problem?
K: The piece of land I have cannot be used for cultivation. Just for settlement. But to go to dig it
is not there [it is not large enough].

In this fragment, we see that some young men in the same group of peers claimed that
they would not go to the bush, because their families have been greatly affected by the
past conflicts and they wished for a better situation for their own families. Access to land
came up as an extra explanation for whether or not young men would have alternatives to
fall back on, though the option of cultivating land was seen only as a last resort by these
youths living and hustling in Yumbe town. In the fragment, we see how farming (‘digging’)
is associated with subsistence farming for bare survival (normally perceived as the domain
of women) and not as a preferred or lucrative livelihood activity (‘If impossible [...] I start
digging’). Furthermore, we see reference to aggression between the haves and have-nots,
the joiners and non-joiners, when K. says: ‘For those who refuse to go, we will come and
torture them also.’ Should this be read as a prediction of the forms of violence
(committed among peers) to be expected in the event that a new rebellion were to break
out? More of such hints recurred.
JB: But now I want to ask two things to the ones who say they would be able to join. […] First of
all, are you not afraid? Is there no fear of what you could face in the bush? For fighting?
G: I don’t fear AT ALL [loud]. The aim is to meet them and fight them terribly. [No one laughs
this time.]
JB: [Probing] […] But many of the government soldiers are from Aringa […] from West Nile […]
meaning you might have to kill one of your brothers […] sons of this soil […] if you fight them.
[Some discussion in Aringa follows about how this happened in the past during the guerrilla
wars in Kei sub-county, where a rebel shot his own brother who was in the army.]
K: For me, I shoot any person […] regardless of who the person is. Even if it is my brother […]
[Because] why has he failed to look after the family […]? Knowing very well that he [the
fictional brother] is getting something from the government [his salary as a soldier]. We are
suffering at home and there is not any step he [the fictional brother] has taken to stop the
suffering at home […].
[…]
G: Staying closer to the children or to the family members, they also keep crying for food and
you personally are also affected by hunger [...] this is very hard. So that staying […] in this place
is very hard. But if there is any kind of thing that can make us generate some income and make
them able to get something for the family, the better. We are just trying to go […] go […] back
to the bush because […] going back to the bush is […] indirectly trying to run away from our
family’s problems.
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K: Yeah.
G: If they want to die, then let them die in our absence […]. Because if we are there […]
JB: Sorry, say that again?
G: That for them, they run away, so that if they [their children] die of hunger, let them die in
your absence. Otherwise, you are there, you see them suffering, you see them dying […].
[…]
JB: I am looking at my friend who was able to establish a business [look towards O]. What is the
trick? How have you been able to open that business?
O: For me, actually, I went to school, at least to Senior 4. After that, I went to Arua; I was riding
a boda-boda bicycle. I did that for about one year. And then […] my aim was that […] I wanted
to be a driver […] a long time ago. Then after that I went to Kampala to look for survival, so that
I [could] get money for my survival. After […] the boda-boda cycling I went to Kampala to work
as a watchman. I worked for one year; then […] I used my money for the watchman to access
my [driving] permit. After finishing, then I came back to Arua; after Arua I went to Sudan; from
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Sudan I came to Arua. And after that I got my job, and I start keeping the money, up to
where I started my business […] up to now. This is how […].
JB: So you really started from below […]
O: Yah.
C: [Commenting] [He is] somebody who doesn’t spend much on other things […]. In fact, saving
his little money.
O: Yah, to start my business.
C: He has had that target in mind.
JB: Yah.
O: I was thinking that my family was so poor, like my father, my mum; they can’t help me a lot.
Because they are digging […]. You see, digging you can dig so that you eat food and so on. But
for your health, for your wealth […] it cannot be so good because they don’t have money. So
that forced me to do that thing [struggle for his own business]. So that I could make my family
better. So that is why I say that I should not go to the bush. I am […] I want to strengthen my
family so that they do well. I don’t want my family to be [like] the one of my father.
JB: So you want to improve?
O: I want to improve, yeah.

In this fragment, we see that O. was better off than many of the other interlocutors. He
was ‘ahead’ of them because he had studied up to Senior 4 and because he had a strong
goal in terms of how he wanted his family to improve and to break with the past (not to
‘live in the regime of the past’). This distinguished him from the other young men, who
were mostly locked up in their feelings of despair, unable to see a way out for their young
families. For these latter young men, one of the most predominant resources they felt
they had to fall back on was a self-perception of being fearless, tough, and violent. In their
discourse on going to the bush, they could fall back on their bodies and some sort of
legitimized (because it was typically Aringa) warrior identity. Talking like this is
simultaneously an expression of their anger and their despair.
It is painfully clear from the interviews with adult and elderly people, when we
talked about the past conflicts in Yumbe, that businessmen and women often became
explicit targets for looting and torture by small roaming groups of rebels. There is,
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I am unsure what job O. is referring to.
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therefore, perhaps some irony in the variety of positions displayed here. While O. and
some other youths were trying to improve the conditions of their families by engaging in
small businesses, K. threatened: ‘For those who refuse to go […] we will come and torture
them also! For them to join us.’ Here we see reference to the notion of envy (see Chapter
6) that exists between peers and is apparently not new as a force in conflict.
Yet envy is not the only emotion that lives within this group of peers. It became
clear during my research that people like O. tended to have good relationships with the
youths who claimed that they would go to the bush. They were of the same age group and
realized that they had had the opportunity to get more education than their peers. Like
Charles (a Christian and well-educated young man with his own little business), O. (a
Muslim and also a relatively successful businessman) entertained good relationships with
the often khat-chewing and disaffected young men hanging out most of the day on a spot
very close to his building. They spent breaks from work together when there were no
customers, often playing draughts, and there was in general a good rapport between
them. Young men like O. and Charles, as well as young men working in the district and
local youth representatives (at sub-county level), were engaged in writing ‘proposals’ to
help their less fortunate peers emerge from their difficult situations. Nevertheless, such
proposals often remained unsuccessful, did not qualify completely (for example, because
they were based in a town instead of in a rural/agricultural area), or they were simply
totally neglected (such as those that were written to Salim Saleh when he camped close to
Arua around the elections of February 2011; see the introductory chapter).
It is positive that young men, while quite diverse and particularly divided in terms
of their level of education, business prospects, and general perspectives on life, were
aware of each other’s situation and also aimed to help one another. Envy, however, did
emerge as an important factor in these relationships and was predicted by some youths as
an emotion that might cause upheaval in the event of future rebellions. In a more day-today form, it also occasionally found its expression in witchcraft accusations that were
particularly targeted at more prosperous people, including prosperous entrepreneurial
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youths —and thus seemed to be potentially counter-productive for progress within the
district.

DISCUSSION
Embodying a certain type of masculinity is the result of the interplay of societal imperatives
and personal concerns that lead to taking up a particular lifestyle; both are ‘strategies of
survival under compulsory systems’. (Pype 2007: 266, referring to Ferguson 1999: 99)

In this chapter, I set out to explore the self-perception of young Aringa men in relation to
prevailing ethnic stereotypes, masculinity, and violence in Yumbe. In the history of
Yumbe, these identities are interconnected, and I have argued that the self-imagination of
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One explicit case like this, targeting a very successful young man in Kei sub-county and his friend, was
occupying public debate during my fieldwork in July–August 2012.
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a warrior-like identity is still powerful and rather dominant among a specific section of
youth. The more general image that I present, as well as the more specific images, have
their roots in pre-, colonial, and post-colonial legacies (such as those described in Chapter
2 on the lack of development, with army enrollment being one of very few opportunities,
together with trade and labour migration, to try to escape a very marginal position).
These images continue to influence young marginal youths’ social imaginaries concerning
their future possibilities in the absence of alternative options in Yumbe. Much of their
social and discursive positioning vis-à-vis these prevalent stereotypes comes from the
prevailing conditions of poverty and their resulting difficulty in fulfilling the masculine role
of provider for their young families.
I also drew attention in this chapter to nuances and factors that explain the variety in
young men’s social positions and imaginaries. For example, personal and family histories
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with violence, access to education, and the ability to create a regular income are
important factors generating more distance from the literal and powerful interpretations
of the Aringa as inherently warrior-like. At the same time, it became possible to
understand why those who were deprived of these resources (education, income) could
tap into such discourses of violent identities in order to position themselves and envision
256
exits from their difficult positions as young fathers unable to look after their families.
Both Dolan (2003: 6) and Finnström (2008: ch. 2) have argued that the dominant
stereotypes about people from the north of Uganda are very negative, ethnocentric, and
racist. In the case of the Acholi, both authors argue that these stereotypes have been used
extensively to legitimize ‘the war in the north’ (which refers to the government’s war
against the LRA and its predecessors, as well as the war that was waged against the
civilians in this area). Many of my interlocutors, however, from their marginal position,
sought to employ a discourse on the Aringa as strong, fearless, and violent, thereby
building on a stereotype, like that of the Acholi, that goes back to pre-colonial, colonial,
and post-colonial discourses. For marginal young men in Yumbe, such a stereotype offers
an alternative masculinity, which they embrace in order to generate at least some pride
and identity in the face of defeat in other fields of masculinity. Nevertheless, their
adaptation of this powerful and dominant self-imagery may have significant negative
consequences for the way in which the Aringa are perceived in the broader Ugandan
context, as the image reinforces the dominant stereotypes of ‘northerners’ and of ‘the
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Aringa’ as violent.
Like the authors writing about the Acholi region—who painfully sketch the
relationship between masculinity, violence, and the state (Dolan 2003) and between
Acholi identity and the state—looking at the broader framework of society in which young
men in Yumbe grow up, one can interpret their position as being strongly influenced by a
255

I have suggested that the way in which youth have (or have not) experienced the various conflicts (as a baby
or teenager) seems to influence their interpretation of the saying ‘a man dies in the seventh forest’. But
memories also influenced, for example, O.’s point of view: he did not want to end up in the same contradictions
with his family as he had experienced with his parents.
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Alternative exit options, such as ‘running to Juba’, are discussed in Chapter 7.
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This happens also, for example, where Aringa youth are known as ‘aggressive brokers’ in taxi (i.e. minibus)
parks in various larger towns in Uganda.
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disconnection (Finnström 2008: 116-117, referring to Ferguson 1999) that young men
experience from ‘wider developments, even future developments’ in Uganda (ibid.).
Occasionally, my interlocutors did present their plight in more politically conscious
terms—by referring to their marginalization as a causative factor explaining their attitudes
and social positions—than at other times. But the historically grown and sedimented
social imaginaries in the context of Yumbe mean that the dominant social horizons that
many young men cling to as inevitably (and fittingly) Aringa are, in fact, questioned less
often than one would expect. Rather, these images of self are embraced instead of being
seen as potentially negative in terms of how they reflect back on them in the wider
Ugandan context. From a context of deprivation and hardship, my interlocutors
approached the notion of a powerful ‘Aringa masculine identity’ as a resource—and, in
many cases, the only one they had.
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6. ‘IT IS PEACE-CREATING’: LOCAL REFLECTIONS ON KHAT USE
AND DEALING WITH NEGATIVE EMOTIONS
Walking down Yumbe’s streets in the afternoon, one notices how the sheds along the
roadside, the verandas of commercial buildings, large trees or the walls of a video hall all
provide shade to groups of young men concentrating on something cherished on their laps
or on the papyrus mat in front of them. Coming closer, one sees that these cherished
things are green leaves, brought to the mouth and chewed with great vigour together with
pieces bitten off a small pink twine of chewing gum that the user has been rolling and
reshaping, before partly wrapping it back in its original paper. More of the cherished
leaves often lie nearby in a transparent plastic bag. The product keeps its users together,
chatting, sitting, sometimes playing around, and sometimes more introverted and
withdrawn. A cigarette can be passed around and shared; a soda too. It is not only in
Yumbe town that young men gather like this in the afternoons; one finds similar small
gatherings everywhere around local trading centres in the sub-counties. The age of the
participants varies somewhere between 16 and 35, the group size from two to
approximately 12.

INTRODUCTION
The above-described phenomenon is extensive and clearly visible, but difficult to quantify
without statistical data. The community complains that mairungi (as khat is locally
referred to) has drawn in so many youths, and they accuse its users of idleness. A few
people are more sympathetic to the young men’s plight of having little work at hand—
given the district’s low economic productivity—and thus having to wait long hours each
day to see if an opportunity for work (often manual, heavy, and unskilled labour) comes
by. Khat helps to ‘kill time’ and avoid having negative thoughts. The latter was a recurrent
finding in this research, and this chapter dissects the negative emotions that potentially
lead to negative behaviour that the young men talked about when they spoke of khat use
and what it does for them. Khat was associated by its users, though not necessarily by the
wider community, with notions of peacefulness. How should their message be
interpreted, and what does it convey about the ‘post–peace agreement’ environment?
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Young men themselves attributed many positive qualities to the fresh green
258
leaves widely known for their stimulating effects.
Furthermore, they have fully
appropriated khat into their reflections on their local environment; despite its relatively
recent appearance (khat was introduced in the region only in the mid-1990s). Naturally,
young men’s own interpretations of khat use in Yumbe, as elsewhere, are easily dismissed
by the larger community of adults, including local government officials, civil society,
politicians, parents, and their own young wives. They see young men’s explanations as
rather untrustworthy attempts to defend their ‘addiction’, among other criticisms. A
highly placed local government official in Yumbe judged that young men were chewing
259
mairungi because it generated sexual pleasure. Others claim that young men chew
260
mairungi because they do not want to work.
In general, both ‘drug users’ and
unemployed ‘idle youth’ are easily and commonly portrayed as negative cohorts in
Uganda (especially in newspapers/media; see also Titeca 2009). In this chapter, instead of
following the question of who is right and who is wrong about what khat does for the
261
individual or society, I argue that it is worthwhile to listen to young men about what
they claim khat does for them in their daily lives.
Following initial explorative interviews and observations regarding young men’s
khat use in Yumbe, there appeared to be more to their consumption of the green leaves
than simple boredom and passing the time or the wish to be ‘modern’, arguments used to
explain the uptake of khat use among youths in other parts of East Africa (see for example
Carrier 2005; Beckerleg 2009). Rather, they often referred to the need to forget their
problems, and in general their reflections on mairungi revealed striking insights into their
daily life-worlds and perceptions that were difficult to obtain otherwise. They talked
about their concerns and attempts at moral positioning in relation to the social fabric that
is emerging out of a long period of conflict and which is shaped by the chronic poverty
that has ensued. In other words, I argue that young men’s discourses about khat,
accompanied by observations and other ethnographic data (including life history
collection), can serve as an analytical entry point to reveal the social world of young men
and their discursive and other positioning in it. To convey this historical and conflictrelated entanglement of khat in Yumbe and to address the question of what khat does for
258

Khat’s main psychotropic ingredient, cathinone, is generally known to cause mild euphoria, increased levels of
alertness, friendliness, contentment, and a positive flow of ideas. The after-effects of khat chewing are reported
to include feelings of low mood, lack of concentration, and insomnia. Khat arguably causes less dependency than
alcohol or tobacco, yet in many countries it is an illegal drug. In Uganda, khat use is currently legal, yet
policymakers would like to see it banned, arguing that it causes idleness, disorder, and criminality (Titeca 2009;
Beckerleg 2010c). Often, such problems are reported when khat is mixed with other drugs, though this happens
only on a low scale in Yumbe. In some Ugandan sub-counties, by-laws are in place that define khat as an illegal
drug, but this was not the case in Yumbe District and its sub-counties during the time of this research.
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One could write a whole book about the ambiguities surrounding khat and sex, but the present chapter does
not focus on this. For more information, see Mains (2012: ch. 2) and Beckerleg (2010a).
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Other research on khat reports similar societal responses (see for example Gezon 2012; Mains 2012: 44, 55).
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The ‘truth’ and the ‘lies’ about khat are something that neither academics nor people in other localities have
reached a consensus on. See for example Carrier (2008), who questions whether it is a drug at all, or Gebissa
2010, who asks whether it is more like coffee or cocaine—and this will not be resolved in this chapter. Gezon
(2012) shows that the answer to this question is, in any case, very complex.
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youth in this environment in the present, the first part of this chapter discusses the
history of khat in Yumbe, with a particular focus on the point in young men’s biographic
narratives at which it was introduced, and the centrality of this to understanding their
262
eager uptake of it. Thereafter, I focus on how young men reflect on what khat does for
them in the present and how this proves to be an elucidating reflection on the society
they live in and on their moral and other concerns.
However, there also emerges doubt about what they say when they sometimes
contradict their own statements or when these are challenged by the community. The
ambiguities that appear in this material will be addressed partly through a more technical
understanding of khat’s working as a stimulant and its after- and social effects. The latter
point then forms a perfect stepping stone to discuss the perspectives of these young
263
men’s spouses, who have quite a different experience of khat and its contribution to
peace in society.
I conclude by discussing how we can interpret the information in this chapter
with regard to the larger question with which this dissertation is concerned—namely, the
engagement of youth in post–peace agreement practices that lead to prospects of peace
or conflict in the future. Khat-related discourse sheds an interesting but ambiguous light
on this question.

A HISTORY OF KHAT IN YUMBE: A FERTILE GROUND FOR RAPID ABSORPTION
Aggressive/active marketing and early users in Yumbe
Khat was first introduced into Yumbe District from the mid-1990s onwards. Before that,
few people there had encountered it, though some had started using it while working in
other regions of Uganda as labour migrants. In these cases, its use has been related to
specific occupations that required alertness, such as that of watchman—one type of work
that West Nilers were commonly drawn into—or when working as a long-distance driver.
In addition, older interlocutors had noted its use among Somali truck drivers in the
broader region, before people began to take up the habit locally.
In the largest nearby town in the region, Arua, khat had, according to Beckerleg
(2010b: 67), already been introduced in the 1960s by a local entrepreneur, targeting the
264
few Somali and Yemeni customers present there at the time. A particularly well-known
trading centre for khat later developed between Arua and Yumbe, in what is currently
262

Uptake of khat use by young women in Yumbe would have been very difficult, as we shall see later in this
chapter.
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Indeed, many people in Yumbe marry at a young age, a point made earlier in this dissertation. In a large part
of the literature on khat use, one gets the impression that it is predominantly young men’s business in areas
where its uptake is more recent, but it is often also left open whether or not these men are married (see for
example Carrier 2005, 2007; Titeca 2009).
264

For other parts of Uganda, it has been described how foreign Yemeni and Somali traders often transmitted
the use of khat to people who worked with them as employees and how its use spread from there onwards
(Beckerleg 2010b).
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known as Terego County. From the life histories of the interlocutors, it seems that in
the 1990s rather aggressive marketing strategies played a role in khat’s uptake in Yumbe,
as for example in Ali’s case:
ALI
Ali, 34 years old, explained how, when he was in his late teens, he was approached by
266
traders from Maracha. They were on their way to Moyo and passed by the trading
centre where he was engaged in a small business to raise his own school fees. Ali had lost
267
both of his parents in the aftermath of his family’s return from exile, and so he was
staying with an aunt and was actively trying to support himself. His business concerned
exchanging soap and sugar for cooking oil obtained from Sudanese refugees in the region,
which he would then sell to locals. The traders who were on their way to sell khat in Moyo
told him that the product they were selling would help him study in the evenings (as his
time was taken up by the trading in the afternoons). They offered him khat to chew for
free, provided he would try to sell off the other parcels of khat for them. Ali presented
himself as being vulnerable to the influence of others in this period. About his having
joined the rebellion (UNRF II) a little while after this, he said: ‘Some boys approached me
because they saw I looked sad [because he was unable to pay for his school fees]. They
268
convinced me to join them in the bush’, where they told him he could earn money. After
this first encounter with the khat traders, Ali thus easily became an active consumer (and
later a grower), but he says that in the beginning there were only a few consumers in
Yumbe.
Other life histories of local youths provide a similar story of how khat entered
their lives, not only through aggressive marketing but also at specific points of difficulty
induced by the history of conflict in the region. For example, like Ali, Mansur was one of
the first consumers in Yumbe, and he explained his uptake of khat in similar terms, which
reveal his exposure to it at a vulnerable moment.
MANSUR
Mansur (37 years old, 2 wives, 5 children) was among the early consumers of khat in
Yumbe District in the 1990s. When he came back from exile with his family in the late
1980s after years of displacement, he was in his late teens. He reported feeling
disillusioned about his future at the time, particularly with regard to the person of his
father and the latter’s inability to manage the family and send his sons to school. Mansur’s
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More research on the evolution of this trading hub is necessary.

266

Maracha is now a district, but back then it was, like Yumbe, a sub-county under Arua District (then Aringa
County).
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This period of return was one in which many people died of simple diseases owing to a lack of health care
infrastructure; see Chapter 3.
268

By referring to ‘the bush’ here, Ali means joining the rebellion; see chapters 4 and 5 for more explanation.
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father, once a wealthy man while serving in the Ugandan army during the time when Idi
Amin was in power, returned from exile in Sudan completely bankrupt, only to find the
decent house that he had once built destroyed and looted by the UNLA. Mansur could not
understand how his father had come to lose all he had just like that, and he seemed to
blame his father for it. Indeed, he and his brothers blamed their father and his generation
for spending their wealth as if they would be in power forever, as if their fathers were
naïve about the money that came to them too easily at the height of Amin’s regime. They
felt strongly about their father’s inability to help them go to school when they were
270
younger. Discontentment about the deprivation that marked their childhood and the
lack of educational support, combined with their strong awareness of the region’s longterm political marginalization, dominated the worldview of Mansur and his brothers.
Frustrated by a lack of prospects and not knowing what to do about it, Mansur
came into contact with one of the first groups of khat users in Yumbe in the mid-1990s:
We were young and it was very hard for us to access the basic necessities. By then my father
271
had stopped getting income from the government and it was very hard. And we were around
five in number as children, so all those could not really get support from my father. So there was
really [a] need for self-sustenance. How I could do that was very, very hard. So by then I decided
to join a group […] this group was using khat; they could chew mairungi. That was in the early
90s. So I joined and could eat mairungi on [a] daily basis.

Although Mansur was not explicit about the group’s exact activities, the group of khat
chewers he joined exerted social pressure on him to spend every evening with them. After
some time, Mansur realized that the solution to his problems might be to start growing
mairungi himself. He started buying the shoots and planting them, without asking his
father’s consent to use the land, and after a few years started earning money that he
would otherwise not have been able to obtain. By the time I met him, he was very pleased
with the income it generated for him. He was proud and saw himself as having broken the
cycle of deep poverty in their family by being able to send his own children to school.
ABIRIGA
Another case is that of Mansur’s half-brother Abiriga (29 years old, 1 wife, 4 children).
272
After feeling unsupported at home, he became drawn into the UNRF II rebellion, initially
as a spy around 1998 when he was 17 years old. This latter role required him to be active
after school time around places where the army would hang out. Engaging in these kinds
269

Mansur’s father belonged to the group of people who, while serving in the Ugandan army under Idi Amin,
were able to build a modern house with iron sheeting. See Chapter 4 for more about their social-economic
positions in the past during Amin’s regime. Mansur, in fact, is a brother (same father, different mother) to
Abiriga, whose story is told in Chapter 4 and referred to below.
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Mansur and his brothers had completed primary education and afterwards struggled for a few years to find
support to study in secondary school, until money problems eventually forced them to drop out.
271

By ‘income’, he means pensions: former Idi Amin soldiers were not paid a pension, contrary to their sense of
entitlement; see Chapter 4.
272

For reasons elaborated in Chapter 4.
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of activities right after school, however, meant that in order to pass his exams he had to
study in the evenings. It was therefore in this period that he started using khat to enable
him to stay awake at night in order to study. He claimed that this really helped him to
study well and achieve better results in school. Meanwhile, his spying activities allowed
him to generate some income from the rebels and continue paying his school fees.
What these cases together show is that the uptake of khat by these three interlocutors
was, beyond local marketing strategies, at least partly explained by what could be labelled
as post-exile, conflict, and post-conflict experiences. Chewing mairungi became a locally
meaningful practice for young people—in the case of Mansur, related to addressing
grievances and not knowing what to do for a better future; in the case of Abiriga, studying
in the evenings while supporting himself by spying. Ali’s narrative also shows how he was
lured into chewing khat to help him study during a period in his life when he was much
affected by a lack of familial support, after having lost both of his parents and living with
his aunt’s family, who were economically deprived after a long period of war and
displacement.
Additional factors
In the late 1990s, near the end of the last rebellion, when the region slowly began to
become safer, local youths started growing khat themselves, as Mansur’s and Ali’s cases
show. It is likely that this drew more local youths into its consumption, as they were now
easily exposed to it and it was readily available. Selling khat enabled these young men, in
contrast to the generation of their fathers, to earn quite an amount of money in a region
that was devastated by war-induced poverty and where other cash crops became less and
273
less attractive to grow. Gezon (2012) similarly describes the growing of khat in a
marginal poor region in Madagascar as ‘alternative development’: the development of
growing a cash crop that significantly improved local livelihoods, but which was fully
initiated by the people themselves without any official government development
274
scheme. More recently, during the time of my fieldwork, some of those early growers
275
of khat in Yumbe were starting to push the khat frontier forward, identifying a new
273

While people referred to cotton grown in the past, this was no longer a common thing in Yumbe during my
fieldwork. Tobacco was still grown by many, but yields were frequently disappointing (related to droughts), and
growers felt they did not earn enough after repaying the loans on the pesticides that they had to use. Young men
in Yumbe often commented that tobacco growing was tedious and did not generate enough money. They were
much more positive about khat, with its high yields and potential to generate an income much more
frequently—during some seasons, even on a daily basis, whereas tobacco could be harvested only once a year.
274

Many other studies also emphasize the large amount of employment that the khat industry generates for
people in regions where employment is scarce and poverty rampant (see for example Hansen 2010). Indeed,
Odenwald, Warfa & Bhui (2010: 537), writing about Somalia, state: ‘The economic consequences [of khat] have
secured the livelihoods of millions in one of the poorest region[s] in the globe.’
275

This observation is very much in line with what I discuss in the next chapter as almost typical entrepreneurial
behaviour for youth and people growing up in marginalized borderlands, always on the lookout for cross-border
opportunities to better their lives (see Chapter 7).
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market just across the border in the Republic of South Sudan, a region that was slowly
beginning to open up to Ugandan traders in general since the Comprehensive Peace
276
Agreement of 2005. Selling khat in Sudan earned higher profits since the market there
was less saturated (in fact, its use was forbidden in south Sudan, later the ROSS, according
to my Yumbe interlocutors in 2011–2012, while it fetched at least double the price of khat
in Yumbe), and khat traders from Yumbe needed only a few litres of petrol to take their
khat just across the border once a week with a motorcycle, making the cross-border trade
very lucrative.
Aside from these economic factors (khat becoming a popular cash crop among
youths who did not see any success in growing ‘traditional’ cash crops), another factor
that facilitated the easy uptake of this particular stimulant in Yumbe is likely related to the
district’s religious orientation. The Islamic character of Yumbe District probably played a
role in khat’s relatively easy uptake and popularity. The use of alcohol is strongly
condemned for Muslims (though it is increasingly popular among upcoming ‘middle class’
Muslims and in local youth discos at night, out of sight of the general community). Khat,
however, enjoys a more ambiguous status from an Islamic legal perspective and has long
been associated with the Arab Islamic world (Anderson et al. 2007; Carrier 2008; Douglas
277
& Hersi 2010). Young men in Yumbe claimed that while using alcohol requires 40 days
of ‘cleanliness’ before one can enter the mosque, such prohibitions, according to them, do
not exist for khat. Indeed, the only ‘danger’ lies in forgetting about the hours of prayer
278
when ‘eating’ it. Nevertheless, none of the youths that participated in this research
were observed to strongly adhere to these prayer hours, with the exception of Fridays at
noon (in particular during Ramadan) when they would go to the mosque, and on religious
holidays when they would not miss the morning prayers. During Ramadan, most youths
were found to abstain from khat during fasting hours, with some claiming that they would
279
start using it after breaking the fast in the evening at futuru .
Despite ‘exploiting’ khat’s more ambiguous religious status, in reality some
youths in Yumbe also used alcohol after chewing khat in order to ‘break off’ the effects of
the stimulant, in particular that of sleeplessness. This alcohol (strong liquor sold in small
plastic sachets) is predominantly used at night-time, in and around video halls that double
as discos, while khat is often used openly in broad daylight in shaded spots next to the
main streets.

KHAT AND PEACE
When it comes to what khat-chewing does for them, Musa and Abiriga—now long-time
users—presented a strongly positive account of the contribution of khat to their lives. This
276

See Chapter 7.
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However, Carrier (2008: 811), for example, mentions that ‘strict Muslims’ are often highly critical of khat use,
and that in Kenya the debates are sharpening.
278

Some adults and religious leaders, however, said that imams preach repeatedly during Friday prayers against
the use of khat and idleness.
279

My interlocutors referred to futuru as the meal that the fasting was broken with in the evening.
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perception was shared by other users. For example, many young men referred to their
troubled past and to being able to forget these problems through khat:
It [khat] makes me forget problems and stay freely with friends, so I cannot think of domestic
problems or problems of the past. (Survey, Yassin, 35 years old, butcher)
[I chew khat] because I am not happy about the current situation at home. My father is able to
pay me in school, but he does not want to give me the money. So because of that pain I chew
to not feel it. (Survey, Majid, 18 years old, Senior 3 drop-out, operates the audiovisual
installation at a video hall)
[…] after eating [khat], if you have been thinking about some difficult things, problems of the
280
past, it makes you forget, rub off your mind. (Survey, Ghadaffi, 24 years old, casual labourer)

According to my interlocutors, khat was often used to prevent thinking about difficult
281
things, to prevent thinking too much, or to forget pain (referring to painful thoughts).
This need came about as a result of living in poverty, of not being supported (with
schooling), and of dealing with negative memories such as having lost a parent during
war. In such recurrent statements, khat serves as a means to achieve peace of mind for
the individual. It takes away negative thoughts (helps one to forget) and enables them, in
their words, to stay peaceful in a group, without being disturbed by their problems.
Interestingly, while khat use has, in other literature, been associated with the future
orientations of young men (trying through khat use to address bleak prospects by
282
stimulating new imaginations for the future), in Yumbe khat is mostly appreciated for
its ability to address (or rather temporarily suppress) problems associated with the past
and their impact on the present. The latter point was also found in research on khat use in
Somalia, where people were also found to chew khat to forget traumatic war experiences
(Odenwald et al. 2007, 2010; Hansen 2009, 2010).
Mansur took the notion of khat contributing to what we can label ‘peace of mind’
further when he stated, referring among others to his brother Swali (same father,
different mother), who was one of the young men disgruntled about the outcomes of the
peace agreement for former child soldiers:
[…] mairungi, truly I believe that it […] it silences, it keeps down people. In such a way that […]
Since the time of [the] UNRF II peace agreement, most of those people have come out [of the
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See reference to this notion in Chapter 3.
Mains explains: ‘In studies from elsewhere in Africa, “thinking too much” or “too many thoughts”, as idioms
for mental distress, have been associated with poor mental health’ (2013: 113).
282
This future orientation, which plays a central role in the analysis of khat use in Jimma, Ethiopia, by Mains
(2012), becomes clear in the following: ‘It was not simply thinking that young men sought to avoid, but
specifically introspective thought in which one contemplates the bleak future that he faced. Young men
consumed khat and international films partially to facilitate the generation of imaginative possibilities for the
future’ (ibid. 47). While some references by interlocutors in Yumbe were made to the fact that the use of khat
stimulates good ideas about how to become rich, more predominant were reflections on what khat enabled with
regard to the past (forgetting) and the present (social relations in particular).
281
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bush] and have benefitted much! […] [But] there are [also] very many who failed to get the
benefits. So if […] if they start thinking about that thing […] actually most of these youths would
have gone back to the bush [joined the rebellion, JB]. But […] I have realized the advantage of
mairungi in such a way that […] once these youth eat the mairungi, they don’t really think
much about those things. That is why you find most of them are still around. Otherwise things
would have been worse […] minus mairungi [if mairungi were not there]. (FGD, 12 July 2012)
284

Mansur was a very keen observer of his community, someone who had lived closely
with some of his brothers who were once part of the UNRF II and were dissatisfied with
the aftermath of the peace agreement. He had observed their political and livelihood
frustrations from close up, and here he suggests that the khat use by his brother, a former
child soldier, and many other youths in Yumbe is actually favourable for society. He
suggests that khat silences these youths’ post-conflict grievances and keeps them from
seeking (possibly violent) confrontation with their former rebel commanders or other
parties whom they hold responsible for ‘their neglect’ (see Both & Reis 2014; and Chapter
4, this dissertation)
In other words, the use of khat was perceived by Mansur as contributing to the
maintenance of peace in Yumbe District with regard to a large population of disaffected
youths. Beyond individual ‘peace of mind’, in his explanation mairungi helps this
generation to forget (‘once these youth chew mairungi, they don’t really think much
about those things’), while thinking about grievances was explained as dangerous. He
referred to khat as helping to suppress grievances that could lead to social disruption
(‘otherwise things would have been worse’) and potentially even to new rebel groupings
(‘most of these youths would have gone back to the bush’). Mansur portrays khat as even
silencing and keeping people down, people who might otherwise join rebel groups and
cause new problems in Yumbe District. Peace with the past is thus, in this explanation,
obtained by silencing an aggrieved group’s negative emotions, and this is thereby directly
connected to maintaining peace in the present. The silencing of grievances and avoiding
of confrontation with matters of the past is, in many ways, the predominant way of
dealing with post-conflict grievances in Yumbe, as well as other matters of potential
285
conflict, as has been discussed elsewhere in this dissertation.
From Mansur’s reflections, we thus see that a relatively innocent ‘self-drugging’
through khat by the former UNRF II (child) soldiers silences their grievances and
contributes to inner and therefore societal peace and forgetting. In reality, not all former
child soldiers use mairungi, but a large portion of the disaffected young men in Yumbe do.
Other former child soldiers used other means of ‘silencing’ and avoiding confrontation
with their pain, such as moving away from Yumbe—as described in Chapter 4 in the case
of Aluma (see also Both & Reis 2014). Khat, therefore, is one of the methods of avoidance
that recur in order to deal with post-conflict grievances and social conflict in general in
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Mansur is here referring to the compensation money negotiated with the government of Uganda and given to
former combatants for denouncing rebellion.
284

This came out in his reflexive remarks during the FGD and in informal contact.

285

See references to practices of avoidance (by running away) in Chapter 7.
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Yumbe (see also Chapter 7). It is a method which contributes to peace by at least
temporarily suspending confrontative and violent emotions and actions.
Social peace
The concern with peace is thus an important reference for khat users. While the above
example is very specific and speaks of khat as a means of preventing new rebellions—
referring to peace at the level of the larger community—on a more daily basis, khat is
talked of in terms of ‘forgetting pain’ and of ‘not thinking too much’, of allowing for peace
of mind for the individual. Between this individual and social-political peace referred to by
khat users, we can, however, identify another important level of concern for young men
that they also referred to in terms of peace—that is, peace between family members,
neighbours, and friends. Achieving and maintaining good relations on this level is
associated predominantly with the prevention of envy. Envy was a recurrent theme that
emerged throughout the research, as will be seen below, and was portrayed as
particularly dangerous for social relations.
A: During the past […] there were very few people [in Yumbe]. There were very few people, but
eeh, a lot of work to do.
JB: Uh-huh.
A: But in this region of ours [today], there are very many people, but there is no work. There
are very few jobs, few things to do. So, for that matter, somebody can go to the university and
come back with a diploma, but due to a scarcity of jobs […] you cannot start maybe […] like
burning charcoal, because that is not your standard, and you also start thinking about the
school fees you spent right from primary school up to university. It is a lot of money. So if you
start thinking about those problems, it can create a heart attack. So, for that matter, once you
start eating this mairungi, you forget about everything […].
And in an office […] there is only one person doing the work, but there are very many
persons who could do the same work in that office. But for that person to leave the job, it is
very hard […]. Up to retirement age, it takes [a] long time. It is very, very, very hard. Now in
most cases, such kinds of people are [your] relatives. So you cannot envy or create grudges
with your relatives just because of the position he is holding. Now if you do this thing [chew
mairungi] […] everything looks simple. It is peace-creating.
JB: Peace-creating?
A: Yah. You don’t really envy someone with his property […] her property […] whatever he has
got, due to the position he is holding. Otherwise that thing [that work], you would have done it
yourself. Now, if you eat this, [you] don’t mind, because you don’t want to have problems with
your relatives. You just want to be peaceful with people around with whom you are staying.
(FDG, 12 July 2012)

In the FGD fragment above, Adinan shows how being unemployed, after having invested
in education, can make one feel envious of those people who do hold one of the few paid
positions in the district (for example, in government offices), and he discusses the
problem of how they hold on to these positions up to retirement, not allowing for young
people to obtain salaried civil servant jobs. These well-known employment problems in
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Uganda, combined with the rapid population growth in Yumbe, generate stiff competition
over jobs, even among the relatively few university graduates.
The focus on envy in relation to khat use is new, and I was unable to find such an
association in the literature on khat. What appears prominently in this account is that
feeling envious of kin should be avoided at all costs in order to preserve peace; this
includes envying someone for his or her job, as well as for the related material wealth
he/she has been able to acquire through the job. A linkage is made between envy and
khat, the latter creating peace among kinship ties. Similar claims were made about
relationships among neighbours and friends:
After doing the last survey on khat in Yumbe Town Council, today I probe the last person about
my observations: ‘Some people say mairungi prevents them from stealing: how does that
work?’ He answers: ‘When a friend is selling very many things, when he is successful next to
you while you have nothing, stealing could be the last option. But mairungi makes you forget
all those problems. You cannot go and steal; you are in one place and cannot interact with
people who might want to involve you in theft.’ (informal conversation after survey with Tibo,
male, 35 years old, 18 July 2012)

In this account, envy (related to economic disparity among friends/neighbours) is linked to
theft. By chewing khat, consumers claim they are prevented from stealing. The latter is
achieved because khat allows one to forget one’s problems, both financial as well as (and
linked to) domestic problems (which we shall see later). Secondly, this effect was often
attributed not only to khat itself and the ‘forgetting of envy’ that it facilitated, but also to
the fact that in chewing khat, one ‘stays in one place’. The claim of immobility was often
made by khat chewers to reject the accusation that they were thieves. Staying in one
place together with other consumers allowed them to ward off accusations of having
been seen roaming around somewhere stealing or engaging in other forms of social
disorder (such as rape). Chewing was often conducted in a group, and usually this group
stayed together; therefore, if one was accused of something, fellow-chewers could
provide an alibi.
The reference to theft will be discussed further below. Here, I want to focus on
the meaning of young men referring to or claiming morally correct behaviour (not
envying, not stealing, not roaming around), and to how their khat use facilitated this.
What are they expressing here? First of all, indirectly there is the preoccupation with
social inequality, as observed by young men: those who are (often only slightly) better-off
are often people one knows: relatives, neighbours, and friends. One sees and is
confronted with their better-off position in everyday encounters. Secondly, the khat users
associate immobility with the ability to claim moral behaviour. Being seen, having friends
to testify that you were with them, helps to avert accusations of immoral behaviour (in
particular, theft) and means that one has not been roaming around suspiciously.
These young men’s reference to not stealing and their embrace of the virtue of
immobility cannot be understood without connecting these statements to the turmoil of
the recent past. Claiming immobility as youths also means opposing the implicit
association of youth with socially transgressive behaviour, an issue that was especially at
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stake during the times when rebels were active in Yumbe. During the periods of
insecurity in Yumbe District, looting and theft were common strategies used by the rebels
to sustain themselves in the bush. Multiple interviewees testified to the rampant looting
and disorder that took place during the periods of rebellion. At the same time, loose
criminal groups also used the opportunity that the local turmoil created to loot and
287
steal.
The following account of Patrick, for example, demonstrates this well. During an
informal conversation, I asked him—a teacher in his forties—whether he would be willing
to share his experiences of the rebel group UNRF II. The question came about when I
realized that he had been living in Yumbe town during the rebellion, a place that was
apparently relatively well protected from the rebels during the war because there was an
army unit based there. Thus, I became curious to know if the period had passed him by
without any personal rebel confrontations. Patrick then started telling me how he himself
had been threatened at gunpoint during the UNRF II period. He spoke about the culprits
as being boys who were at school during the daytime (even in his class) and with the
rebels at night. ‘But we teachers, we always treated them with a lot of respect and
pretended we did not know.’ Patrick here refers to fear among the teachers of addressing
the boys, and he went further to explain that it happened one night when his eldest son
had just been born and was only three days old that students/rebels came asking for
money at his home. ‘They looted many things, like our radio, money, and held me at
gunpoint. They asked me if I had recognized their voices. I said no, though I recognized
them. If I had said yes, they must have killed me.’ I asked Patrick if he thought the boys
were really part of the rebels, or if he thought they had used the cover of the rebellion to
carry out their own criminal activities. He said that the latter could be true: ‘You know, as
youths, you have so many needs, like soap, Colgate, clothes […].’ Asked whether he still
encountered the boys who stole from him in town, he said: ‘Yes, we know each other. […]
288
Others went to Sudan.’
Many people’s properties were lost during the war, and those with slightly more
wealth than others, such as businesspeople, teachers with a salary, local councillors, and
women with small restaurants, according to a large variety of interviews conducted were
often explicit targets. It was also often mentioned that these rebels or thieves knew
exactly when teachers or other civil servants were paid their salaries and came shortly
thereafter to their homes. One way of interpreting the remarks of young men today who
refer to the fact that they do not think about the properties of other people or about
stealing, but attach value to being immobile, is thus that these young men are trying to
distance themselves from the factors that caused insecurity and havoc in the past and are
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The rebels were often not only youths, but they were, as in other situations, generally classified as such (see
also Vigh 2006: ch. 9).
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See also Uvin (2007: 43), who states about people’s perceptions of war and peace in Burundi: ‘Many people
have suffered more over the years from criminality than from direct politically motivated warfare. […] In other
words, the prime face war takes for many ordinary people is criminality and banditry […].’
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By mentioning that some of these youths went to Sudan, Patrick emphasizes the predominant avoidance
strategies referred to earlier, which will also be addressed Chapter 7.
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making a claim to moral behaviour. Looting and theft could occur among people who
knew each other and who were envious of the others’ better economic position. Peace
was locally associated, among other things, with an absence of envy, as we see returning
in the comments of 31-year-old Hamid:
JB: What does peace mean to you personally? I mean, you have known this period of conflict
[…]. Now we have peace in Yumbe […] what does it mean to you?
Hamid: Peace to me?
JB: Yeah, personally.
H: Personally, peace to me is actually a situation where people stay in harmony without any
riot and without seeing anyone with jealousy. (Interview, Yumbe Town Council, 2 August 2010)

When Hamid was still very young, his family homestead was looted after the rebels
290
discovered that they could not find any youths at home who could join the rebellion.
His experience was similar to that of other interlocutors who witnessed harassment by
rebels at their home—for example, the harassment of a mother and of having their food
looted—but who were not personally taken by the rebel groups as they were considered
too small.
The strong concern of young people with claiming moral behaviour may be
indicative of implicit efforts of post-conflict social reconstruction, because behind these
claims there lies a whole body of unspoken knowledge about the dangers of envy, the
immorality of stealing from people who are close to one, and the social disorder and
havoc this creates. Similar observations have been made in other post-conflict regions
where envy informed violent acts during war-time, looting was rampant (Dickson-Gómez
2002; Jones 2005), and where people were particularly concerned with social order
(Mergelsberg 2010). These authors refer to the importance of envy informing attacks
between neighbours under the cover of conflict (Dickson-Gómez 2002), people’s
preoccupation with controlling the social order in the context of protracted displacement
(Mergelsberg 2012), and the concern with restoring morality in the aftermath of conflict
(Jones 2009).
Contested claims?
Above, I have shown that a claim to moral behaviour was apparently important for young
men in Yumbe. Recurrent reference to the fact that khat helps them not to feel envy and
thus not to steal reveals something of the world they live in, which they feel they have to
relate to and try to (re-)position themselves in. I have argued that we cannot disentangle
their claims from earlier collective experiences of the upheaval caused by rebels/thieves
and hence their need to position themselves in the post-conflict social fabric. However,
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Whereas, in general, ‘mobility’ is associated with peace time. People in Yumbe said that since there was
peace they were ‘at least free to move’ (see also Uvin 2007).
290

Hamid claimed that the rebels were looking for strong young men, not for children. His father was not at
home at the time the rebels came; thus, he suggested that his father could have been a target for abduction.
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despite these claims to moral behaviour—and since khat is something taken only for a few
hours a day—young men may be involved in a more complicated reality than the one they
claim to ‘control’ when using khat.

AMBIGUITY AND KHAT CONSUMPTION
On a Saturday afternoon, I walked a great distance with my elderly interlocutor to visit a
sick friend on the outskirts of Yumbe Town Council. It was around three, the sun was
burning hot, and women, walking in the opposite direction, were still only arriving in town
from the outskirts of the district. According to Faridah, they came from very far and had
been walking a long distance to reach the Saturday market, while they would return home
the same day. Then a lone elderly woman passed us on the other side of the road,
lamenting—talking out loud, almost crying—that her only cow had been stolen the
previous night. She was walking in the direction of the police station. Later in the evening,
another elderly interlocutor asserted to me that the ‘boy’ who stole the cow had been
caught, and that it was a mairungi chewer. I questioned this conclusion that it was a
mairungi chewer and that mairungi use could explain it all. But I was not surprised; I knew
my interlocutor was not in favour of mairungi and […] there was a chance he was right.
(Based on field notes, 5 October 2013)
Despite the contention of young men that their khat use contributes to peace of mind for
the individual, to peaceful social relations and even political calm, some ambiguities arise
when these notions are confronted with daily life.These ambiguities can be explained by
an understanding of drug use and its social implications in general. One can imagine that
peacefulness is achieved through chewing khat, by, for example, enhancing social
relations (chewing together at length and chatting while not roaming around), because
the leaves are known to stimulate positive thoughts (and thus distract from negative
emotions like envy and grievances). But what happens in situations in which the money to
buy khat is not easily available and the leaves cannot be chewed? Most likely, there will
be a contradiction between the person’s state of being while using khat and while being
unable to use it. In the case of youths in Yumbe, this meant that interlocutors, who
generally claimed that khat kept them from stealing, nevertheless often also
acknowledged that a person might resort to theft if he was, for example, too addicted:
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‘Eating it daily can also make you become a thief [...] when you don't get the money.’
Here it becomes clear how young men make a distinction between those who
chew khat relatively wisely (‘according to their budget’), chew it together in a group (‘not
roaming around’), or have quite easy and cheap access to khat because a brother is
growing it, and those who have become too addicted and need khat—and all that is
292
needed to consume it with—on a daily basis. There is also an important distinction to
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Informal conversation after survey with Tibo, male, 35 years old, 18 July 2012.
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In Yumbe, khat is always chewed with chewing gum (Big G) and ideally also with soda, juice, or milk. Quite
often, khat consumers also smoke cigarettes when they chew. While the amount of khat chewed generally costs
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be made between how one feels when chewing khat—at ease and not worried,
unconcerned with income inequalities—and how one feels when the chewing is over and
daily needs and related worries re-emerge onto the scene. While my interlocutors often
earned small amounts of money on a daily basis, this was at least half-consumed by khat
use. This fact led to resource scarcity at home. In a small survey (n=50) among khat
consumers (average age 27 years), 70% of interlocutors were already married and had on
average three children. Scarcity was often expressed as a lack of salt, sugar, and soap at
home:
One young man in the group gives an important piece of additional information. He tells us
about the relationship that they (mairungi users) have with their wives. That they tell their
wives in the morning that they will go out to look for money (by finding petty work) and that
this is the truth. But every evening they come home, and their children run to them
enthusiastically saying: ‘Papa, Papa, welcome!’ but they have nothing to give them. In other
words, they fail to return home in the evening with something small [like food/sugar] for the
family. Or, in my assistant’s words (who took over here to explain this dynamic further to me):
‘Jonna, you know very well that when a man comes home with a black cavera [thin plastic bag
used at the market], he will be received warmly. Your wife will always be happy if you come
home with something. But when you come home empty-handed, there is suddenly no warm
welcome anymore. And if you ask if there is any food in the house, she will just say: “Check the
kitchen yourself”.’ (Field notes, 20 July 2012)

According to some interlocutors, it is here, with regard to the family, that theft arises:
When you are too addicted, it can force you to steal a cock or hen to sell for you to show your
manhood, as a provider, a father, to steal a goat and sell [it], because you spend all your time
eating [meaning you have not earned money the whole day]. (Informal conversation after
survey with Tibo, male, 35 years old, 18 July 2012)

Thus, while a direct relationship between khat and theft is not obvious (they do not need
to steal in order to have money to buy khat, since they often have a little income, or on
other occasions can get khat for free from brothers, or khat and chewing gum are shared
by group members who do earn some money), when it comes to family demands, theft is
sometimes explained as a last resort. Khat consumption uses up the young men’s meagre
resources required to support their families and live up to the masculine ideal of the
husband as the main provider. Therefore, after all, and despite their temporary immobility
and claims of not feeling envious while chewing khat, some did dare to admit that the
daily realities of having to maintain their position as a man, husband, and father in the
family might lead some men to steal.
In general, khat chewers tried to distinguish themselves from those who steal.
They tended to argue: ‘It is not mairungi that makes one a thief’, but rather that ‘to be a
thief’ is either in one’s character or it is not. But the youths who claimed this and said they

between UGX 1,000 and 2,000, in a day the total costs of chewing khat can easily amount to UGX 3,000–5,000;
often this is a large part of what young men can earn, if they are lucky, in a day as unskilled day labourers.
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were unlikely to steal still admitted that other monetary problems they faced could easily
lead them to deceive others:
[…] if somebody comes to ask you for money, for some assistance, you say: ‘There is no
money.’ There is no money; and yet you kept some little money and you don't want to give
that money for that urgency. You have already kept it aside for what? Formairungi. So mairungi
is number one on the priority list that is the disadvantage. (FGD, 26 May 2011)

Thus, khat chewing contributes perhaps only temporarily—and above all in the minds of
its consumers—to social peace, while in reality there is much ambiguity about its use,
especially in poor families. In particular, khat use creates insecurity and tensions within
the close relationships of users with young spouses and children, for khat often consumes
the little resources available. The following section therefore reflects further on the
impact of khat on this other domain of social peace, namely, domestic peace.

DOMESTIC PEACE?
In this section, I take a closer look at the gendered views on the stimulant. Women in
Yumbe are not supposed to chew khat. In a small survey held among male users, their
opinions regarding the possibility of their own wives using khat were sought. Practically
no one thought that the leaves could be consumed by women; and though the reasons
given varied, all related to women’s position in Yumbe’s clan-based and predominantly
Muslim households.
Men claimed, for example, that they used khat in town in order to make the long
wait for scarce work more bearable. They therefore argued that there was no need for
women to engage in chewing it, as it was their task as men to go out and look for money
and bring it home, while women were charged only with domestic responsibilities.
Therefore, according to the men, women did not have to bear the brunt of worrying
about being able to achieve the difficult breadwinning task. Others expressed the fear
293
that women would become more vocal after using khat and that this would undermine
men’s authority. Others suggested it would reflect very badly on them as husbands if the
clan took note of the fact that they allowed their women to consume mairungi. Some
feared they would have to provide more money (which was already a struggle) to address
women’s need for mairungi; and yet others felt that women would become sexually
aroused and would start roaming around looking for men and neglecting the housework
and childcare they were supposed to do. It is striking that while young men associated
their own use of khat with the maintenance of social order, women’s khat use was always
associated with disorder in the family.
Only a few women in Yumbe chewed mairungi. These were mainly the women
who sold it at Yumbe market on behalf of their husbands, and their own chewing of the
293

These interlocutors refer to what is known as handas or the ‘khat high’, achieved after 1 to 2 hours of
chewing, that makes people either more talkative or silent and contemplative, depending on their mood and
character.
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leaves was meant to show that the mairungi they sold was of good quality and did not
294
contain chemicals. Others referred to the fact that there was a small group of girls in
discos who chewed mairungi, but they were no longer considered marriageable and
rather seen as ‘girls from the street’. While women in Yumbe were not supposed to chew
khat and often did not show any interest in it, they did experience that living with a
mairungi-using husband brought considerable insecurity to the home:
On a weekday in May 2011, a woman was strolling in the market in Yumbe town with three
chickens tied and held upside down in each hand, and on her back was a little baby. She looked
unhappy. She explained to Helen, my inquiring friend who knew her, that she had had a quarrel
with her husband. He had asked her to sell off all the livestock they had as he needed the
money to buy mairungi. When she told him she did not agree and said that they needed to
keep the chickens for future financial security, he had told her: ‘If you don’t sell the chickens,
you don’t have to return to this house.’ The woman said that she felt defeated by her
husband’s short-sightedness, while they had three children at home to look after. (Field notes,
May 2011)

While the reflections of young men that khat facilitates peaceful social relations should
not be fully dismissed, at the level of nuclear families these claims often did not stand up
to scrutiny. In the homes of these young men, the consumption of khat—especially the
money it consumed—led to domestic tensions. Women explained that their husband, for
example, would come home very late, starving for food and expecting them to wake up
and start preparing a meal for them. Women married to husbands who used mairungi
claimed that the largest problem they faced at home was related to not being able to
access medical care or being able to save for unexpected needs. They explained that their
husbands (often working as brokers, bakers, boda-bodas, or loaders) brought home
money to the amount of between UGX 3,000 and 5,000 (the equivalent of EUR 1.00–1.50)
daily. This money sufficed to buy food for them and their small children, but quite often
references were made to the recurrent lack of salt, sugar, and soap—basic essentials in
every household. Women often ran into problems when they or their babies fell ill, and
they complained about the problems they faced when receiving visitors at home: the
small budgets provided by their husbands did not allow them to cook additional food for
guests. Having a mairungi-chewing husband also made it extremely difficult to save
something—for example, in the form of livestock, so poignantly displayed in the case of
the woman we met at the market, as related above—which could be sold off in times of
financial hardship. In the honest words of one mairungi user: ‘If you take mairungi with no
reason, at times you will be a thief […] it leads to food shortage at your home, at times it
295
leads to violence […] on the side of having no salt at home.’
Mairungi chewers often claimed they budgeted wisely for their khat
consumption in order to make sure they were able to bring money home at the end of the
294

Mairungi has to be sprayed once a month to avoid pests. According to interlocutors, after such a spraying, the
mairungi cannot be chewed for a few days until it has rained.
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While reference to domestic violence was frequent in Yumbe, the link between khat use and domestic
violence was beyond the scope of this study.
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day. However, a few ex-consumers of khat commented on this. For example, Michael (a
secondary school student) stated in the survey: ‘Before my father started using mairungi,
he used to come home every evening with 5,000 Ugandan Shillings. But now he brings
296
home 2,000 Ugandan Shillings.’ Ali, furthermore, reported that during the time when
he still used to chew mairungi and his cigarettes were finished at night, he would
sometimes use up the fuel in his motorcycle to drive all the way to a place where he could
still buy cigarettes, and in the end came home to find that there was no salt for the family.
Despite all these hardships, women married to khat users nevertheless tended to
explain that they wanted to stay with their husbands, often expressing the fact that they
still loved them. Furthermore, getting divorced could, in their eyes, mean they could end
up in a relationship with someone who is ‘even worse’. Yet, on the side of reproductive
health and support, women definitely pulled the short straw. While almost all young men
and women in this research claimed that they wished to have many children, their
(unborn) children could be at risk, as became clear in an FGD with the young spouses of
mairungi users in Yumbe town.
With a lot of laughter, the young women (three of them married with children, one divorced
without children) suddenly shared the fact that pregnant women used to tell the health
workers at the health centre, where they would go for antenatal care and the related
obligatory HIV testing, that ‘my husband is in Juba’, to explain the fact that they had come
alone. At these appointments at the health centre, women were supposed to go with their
husbands to be tested and counselled on HIV and to be checked and informed concerning the
upcoming delivery. ‘My husband is in Juba’ was repeated over and over again in the clinics,
according to the women, until health workers found out that contrary to these young women’s
claims, many of these men were simply in Yumbe, but ‘behaving irresponsibly’: chewing
mairungi, not looking after their wives, and refusing to have their HIV status checked. The
health workers then obliged the women to come with their husbands, or else they would need
to come with proof that their husband really was in Juba, through a signed letter from the
297
LC1 of their neighbourhood. (FGD, Yumbe town, 20 August 2012)

The young women had started to use this excuse because they felt ashamed that their
husbands refused to go with them to the health centre. Furthermore, these husbands
proved unable to provide for the birth kit they were supposed to buy. Not having a
maternity dress or the money for gloves required for childbirth, as demanded by the
health centre, was the reason why women started to use this lie. ‘Juba’ figured as a
298
metaphor for the absence of men in women’s task of reproduction.
Many mairungi chewers claimed they wanted to stop using khat once their
children became older. They did not want their children to follow their example and
feared that their use of money for khat would prevent their children from going to school.
It is likely, however, that if the fathers fail to live up to this future ideal, they will
reproduce the pattern of ‘post-conflict’ poverty and lack of support between sons and
296
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LC1 refers to the chairman of the local council at level 1, the lowest level of elected government staff, at
village or neighbourhood level.
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See also Chapter 7.
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fathers that they themselves often claimed had caused them to drop out of school and
consequently take up mairungi.
By no means, then, is the understanding of drug use in a community
straightforward (see also Gezon 2012). I have shown that much complexity surrounds the
use of mairungi in Yumbe. What this drug does for someone and what one appreciates
about the drug, when it is working, may contradict its influence once the chewing (and the
money) is over. What I have tried to focus on in this chapter is the fact that the way in
which young men speak about khat use is quite enlightening in terms of showing us how
they see the post-conflict social fabric in Yumbe and their position therein. While it is
evident that their perspectives differ from those of their young wives—as the latter do
not use the drug and are not involved in the struggle to uphold a sense of masculinity and
a status as a provider in a rather traditional society—young men were at the same time
ignorant about the real effects of their use of khat in the domestic sphere. Perhaps
because they tended to spend so much time away from home—when they stayed in town
all day, chewing khat and sometimes attending night discos—they have lost touch with
the daily hardships faced there. The fragment below is illustrative of the difference in
interpretation of events by young men and women:
[…] if, for instance, your wife gets you [the husband] at the trading centre eating mairungi, and
yet she had [already] planned to leave your home […] she can channel that issue through your
failure, through your fault [to provide] for things she desires from home. For instance, if she
comes to ask maybe some money to buy salt, to buy soap […] instead you say there is no
money today, you don’t have money […], she will now say: ‘For you, you always spend money
on what? Mairungi. You don’t want to look after me. I don’t want to live with you here, I am
leaving.’ So, she can decide to divorce! Because of that simple issue. While in fact she may be
having other reasons to leave other than mairungi, but [she] now channels that through
mairungi. (FGD, 12 July 2012)

The above FGD fragment, coming from a young man whose young family and whose khat
use I had come to know very well, shows that there is a tendency among young men to
deny the fact that mairungi may be at the root of young couples’ break-ups. Calling it a
‘simple’ issue sounds apologetic, because the absence of soap and salt in a rural home is a
core sign of extreme poverty.
Other young men in rural settings did acknowledge that chewing khat creates
inequalities within the family and thus does not necessarily contribute to harmony and
peaceful relations on all fronts:
It can lead to breakage of families—in a way that if there are those in the family who don’t eat
[mairungi] and there are those who eat, if they look at what they use to eat mairungi […] the
sodas, the Big Gs [chewing gum]: that is money. So they would also at the same time feel like
maybe […] not [to take] the mairungi, but take the soda. Now if you don’t provide for all, then
that is another problem at home. […] That is the negative perception by those who don’t eat on
those who eat. (FGD, 26 May 2011)

Few men, however, applied such reflexivity in terms of the effect of khat on their nuclear
families. Personally, for example, I was quite stunned when I met one of my main
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interlocutors on the day before Ramadan was due to begin in 2012. I had arrived late at
the trading centre where he was waiting for me, and with upcoming rains we decided not
to walk the one hour to the family home but rather to spend the afternoon at the trading
centre. I bought him and his brothers a soda and we were chatting. A football match was
about to start and I joined my interlocutor at the small local video hall where, to my
surprise, he bought not just khat and chewing gum but also another soda for himself and
his good friend. He asked me if I wanted something, but I replied that I was fine. Later, he
went again for water (it was rather hot inside), cigarettes, and chewing gum. Apparently,
he felt that during this last day before Ramadan, khat had to be enjoyed. When I was
about to leave and had finally found a taxi that I could squeeze into before it got really
dark, in front of his young wife—a mother of four, who had also come to the trading
centre and had observed his spending—my interlocutor then asked me what my
contribution would be to their first day of Ramadan, suggesting that he did not have
enough money to buy rice and sugar (breaking the fast was ideally done with rice, milk,
and sugar, which were, however, luxury goods). I was absolutely stunned by his previous
spending behaviour and his lack of thought about saving some money to buy food for
home.
Overall, the young men and their wives who grew and sold mairungi in Yumbe
were the ones who were significantly better-off. They were able to send their children to
school and be ‘development minded’ (planning ahead), unlike their own fathers,
especially when the father himself had stopped chewing, like Ali, but continued to grow it.
Almost on a daily basis, sales can be made from their compound; the young wives pick the
mairungi in turns and get their own share when they sell it. By contrast, for the men who
buy it in town, who live in town and do not have access to land to cultivate, their young
wives and children born and unborn, draw the shortest straw.

DISCUSSION
Every substance that affects the central nervous system to influence perceptions, emotions,
and behaviours is likely to have both costs and benefits. It is the task of concerned citizens,
health specialists, and scholars to tease these out in a nonmoralistic, nonjudgmental way to
best address problems while acknowledging advantages. (Gezon 2012: 206)

What seemed to be an aggressive marketing strategy of introducing khat to Yumbe by the
southern growers of the leaf in West Nile does not solely explain its rapid uptake and
299
appropriation by young men, as I have argued in this chapter. I presented khat’s uptake
primarily with regard to local and historical dynamics, producing a picture that differs
slightly from other regional accounts. For example, while Beckerleg (2010b), in her work
on khat in Uganda, twice refers to a khat user speaking about it as a means of forgetting
traumatic experiences, this argument is not further investigated. Rather, the focus on an
299299

More research is required to understand whether conditions similar to those described in this chapter led
to an uptake of khat in the southern part of West Nile before khat reached Yumbe. These regions also have a
history of conflict and displacement, but so far this remains unstudied.
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increasing leisure and hedonism tendency in Uganda as the explanation for increasing khat
use is central in her work. The link between conflict experiences and khat use is better
explored in the case of people in Somalia, for whom the use of khat is partly (next to more
‘traditional’ religious and social use) understood as enabling people to address difficult
memories and experiences related to the civil war (Odenwald et al. 2007: 1960; Hansen
2009: 15; Hansen 2010: 595).
In this chapter, it has become clear how the uptake of khat in Yumbe District can be
understood as being embedded in the historical life trajectories of some local young men.
Most interlocutors emphasized a ‘functional’ use of khat and referred less to a leisurerelated discourse, though these two forms of khat use should not be seen as mutually
exclusive. One can, for example, be attracted to khat because one wants to forget one’s
problems, but then be equally drawn into patterns of use that include chewing it in small
groups and often attending video halls in the evenings and enjoying this. It nevertheless
stands out in the narratives of these interlocutors how much khat use is related to ideas
of achieving peacefulness at various levels. For example, khat offers viable ways of dealing
with negative emotions, emotions that might otherwise lead to harmful social interactions
such as acting out of envy or upon one’s post-conflict grievances. It is interesting to
observe how the use of khat is associated by young men with the maintenance of social
300
peace in a region were many post-conflict tensions have not been completely resolved.
Reading the society through young men’s expressions about their khat use provides us
with a deeper insight into the post-conflict social fabric in Yumbe and the way in which
young men attempt (though do not necessarily succeed) to position themselves therein as
responsible actors. One could go so far as to state that they ideally seek to avoid problems
and confrontations with memories, and thereby to avoid engaging in behaviour, caused
by their negative emotions, that could cause societal disorder.

CONCLUSION
It goes much too far to claim that Yumbe District remains peaceful because most of its
disaffected, poorly educated, and unemployed youths use khat. But, to a certain extent,
we cannot avoid the suggestion that, being so occupied with khat, young men are less
301
inclined to get angry about and address the larger structures and inequalities that help
push their lives into the direction of needing a daily stimulant. Nor does khat use allow
them to reflect critically on their own possible role in reproducing certain structures that
they themselves complain about in their own pasts, such as becoming the type of father
that is unable to send his own children to school. Furthermore, while khat is likely to serve
a group of male youths in Yumbe in several ways, it may perform a serious disservice to
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See also Mains (2012: 58): ‘[…] some of the technical school students argued that this is why the Ethiopian
government does not ban khat. It prevents people from thinking too much about the problems in life, and as
long as they obtain their daily khat, they are unlikely to disturb the government.’
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the young women and children who live in poor urban households with khat-using
husbands and experience extensive livelihood insecurity and significant domestic
tensions.
In contrast to those youths who claim to be ‘immobile’ while using khat and
therefore supposedly do not contribute to disorder in Yumbe, in the following chapter we
follow those who are very mobile and who move away from Yumbe—out of their desire
to pursue opportunities, to actively improve their lives, because of problems in their
young marriages, or because they transgress local moral codes and need to escape the
social fabric in Yumbe (at least for a while).
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7. ‘RUNNING TO JUBA’: YOUNG PEOPLE NAVIGATING DECISIVE
MOMENTS AND PERILOUS REGIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
[South] Sudan is a very bad place […]. They steal people’s money […]. They rape and can even
kill. They can put you at gunpoint; and even the neighbours might see it, but they can’t do
anything. Such a thing happened to me. (Field notes after an informal encounter with Abori, 11
August 2012)
At a certain point, the way they tortured people …. It was too much; that is why I decided to
leave. If you don’t leave by that time … in a day you may get Ugandans … sometimes they can
die by 20 … 30 in a day!’ (Interview with Aluma, 6 October 2013)

INTRODUCTION
This chapter captures the frequent temporary migrations of young men and women from
302
Yumbe to the ROSS in the period from 2011 until 2013. The name of Juba, the capital
and largest city of the ROSS, was heard literally everywhere in Yumbe District on the
303
fringes of north-western Uganda during this period. Already, when the Comprehensive
Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed in 2005 between the two parts of Sudan, south Sudan
slowly began to attract businessmen and women from all over Uganda and Kenya, who
often took risks to tap into the virgin markets of south Sudan where almost all goods were
scarce. South Sudan, and particularly its capital city Juba, started attracting many young
men in sectors such as construction and informal trade, in particular also from the West
Nile region in north-western Uganda, where unemployment at the time was extremely
high. Women were reportedly active in Juba in managing small roadside ‘restaurants’
(popularly referred to as ‘hotels’), in petty trade, as cleaners, and in prostitution. This
movement increased especially after south Sudan became independent on 9 July 2011.
302

Throughout this chapter, my interlocutors use the term ‘south Sudan’ to refer to the Republic of South Sudan
(ROSS). Wherever I cite them, I have left this unchanged.
303

There is much attention paid to the idea that the notion of border areas as ‘fringes’ does not represent the
realities in such spaces. This is especially so because cross-border dynamics are crucial to social, economic, and
political life in many of these regions (see Schomerus & Titeca 2012: 7-8). This chapter is about the centrality of
such cross-border dynamics. However, at the same time, we cannot deny that these dynamics are so important
precisely because people in Yumbe, as explained in this dissertation, also have a strong orientation towards
Uganda as a nation state and that their reference to marginalization is a dominant experience. Thus, both in
terms of geography and political sentiment, the notion of living on the fringes, notwithstanding the importance
of regional dynamics, remains meaningful.
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Young people from Yumbe (and the larger West Nile region) have always been actively
engaged in labour migration (Middleton 1965; Dak 1968). In the past, their predominant
aim was to earn the cash required to pay taxes; or migration took place when land was
scarce (Middleton 1965). Since 1925, with the blossoming of the economy in the south of
the Uganda Protectorate, migrants primarily went there to work in the sugarcane and
other industries (Dak 1968). People in the region of Yumbe also have a more recent
history of engaging in a lively but perilous cross-border trade with south Sudan (see
Meagher 1990; Leopold 2005a; Titeca 2006, 2007; Schomerus & Titeca 2012); and since
the new state just to the north of Yumbe became independent in 2011, it has attracted
304
many of the district’s youth as temporary migrants.
Despite the fact that at the time of my research, the perils involved in travelling and trying
to make a living in the ROSS were many, as evidenced by the many horrendous anecdotes
305
of violence perpetrated (without later prosecution) against foreigners in Juba, this did
not halt the frequent movements of my interlocutors to the ROSS. The high rate of
mobility can be attributed predominantly to two factors. First, with south Sudan’s
secession from the Republic of Sudan in July 2011, hopes for reconstruction (read
employment) and prosperity (read trade) increased, and developments (in the fields of
306
business, development aid, UN support, etc.) rapidly offered even more promise.
Second, the eve of independence of the new country coincided with harsh conditions
faced by people in Yumbe and elsewhere in Uganda. Since the Ugandan elections in
February 2011, in which too much money had been spent on campaigning, civil servant
salaries were being paid only after long delays, and the prices of basic commodities more
307
than doubled. Both factors greatly affected the life of common people in Uganda, and
in Yumbe District it coincided with a very disappointing first rainy season, which further
affected the local economy. The fact that money could hardly be earned in the rural local
economy made people refer to Yumbe at this time as ‘very dry’—meaning there was
hardly any money in circulation.
Meanwhile, security in south Sudan, though still precarious, had slowly improved
308
in the aftermath of the CPA signed in 2005. Minefields had been cleared, and there had
been more efforts to demobilize the now redundant Sudan People’s Liberation
Army/Movement (SPLA/SPLM) combatants that used to menace migrants along the way.
304

Young people from Yumbe, however, do not form the only group of migrants from Uganda. Adult traders
from Uganda are equally active across the border, and reference is also often made to the participation of
Buganda from central Uganda in this migration.
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Own field notes; Schomerus & Titeca 2012; and ‘Sudan denies rape and torture of Ugandans in Juba’, Sudan
Tribune, 23 September 2007, http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article23887 [accessed 1 October 2012].
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Expectations like these developments already inspired migration from the CPA from 2005 onwards (see Grant
& Thompson 2013), but they became even higher after the independence of south Sudan.
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See Introduction.
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In 2007, one of my interlocutors was smuggling motorcycles from Congo to south Sudan. Young people like
him would move in convoys because of insecurity and travel at high speeds to use as little fuel as possible and
avoid roaming sections of the SPLA. Small roads were used to avoid tax authorities, but landmines were feared.
My interlocutor told me in 2014 about the back pain that he still suffered after, on one of these journeys, he had
driven into a crater caused by an explosion during the war and had had a serious fall.
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Nevertheless, the stories of my interlocutors regarding their experiences with insecurity in
the ROSS remained frightful. Schomerus and Titeca (2012) attributed the prevailing
insecurity in South Sudan prior to its secession in 2011 to an ‘inconclusive peace’
309
situation, and their analysis proved to remain painfully accurate when in December
2013 fighting broke out again in south Sudan.
In this chapter, I assess the local and contemporary characteristics of the massive
mobility of youths from a marginal area in Uganda to the ROSS. While the major push and
pull factors have been described above, a local assessment of this mobility proves very
insightful and lays bare the intricate dynamics behind young people’s mobility choices.
The exact number of youths involved is difficult to establish, but during my fieldwork,
reference to ‘going to Juba’ (when people spoke about their own intentions, brothers who
had gone there, or people who had returned) came to increasingly dominate every
spontaneous conversation I had with young people. This provided very rich data,
especially around the end of Ramadan in 2011 when many migrants temporarily returned
home for Id-al-Fitr, the Muslim religious holiday that marks the end of the month of
fasting.
This chapter is divided into two major sections. In the first, I discuss the mobility
of local youths and the various factors that triggered their large-scale mobility. The second
part of the chapter contextualizes these moves as situated in a larger social, economic,
and political terrain (see Vigh 2006), which simultaneously shaped and was being shaped
by these youths as they navigated the volatile border zones in which they grew up. In
order to understand why these young people tended to engage in such perilous forms of
migration in such large numbers, however, first a word on insecurity is necessary.

DEALING WITH INSECURITY
I encountered a large number of narratives like the ones of Abori and Aluma that this
chapter opens with, referring to the dangers faced by Ugandans in south Sudan. There are
many stories referring to the thefts, rapes, and brutal murders that are faced by migrant
workers in south Sudan, workers who are seen as ‘stealing away’ the new country’s
prosperity (i.e. its money). Despite the circulation of stories about a variety of risks facing
Ugandans in Sudan, and the dangers involved in travelling there (e.g. there was an
accident that killed 28 people from Yumbe in 2011 when their lorry got stuck in a river—
accidents along the bad roads are common), many youths still engage in this hazardous
mobility. It is therefore important to understand how people view the risks that are
connected to their mobility and what they do to deal with these risks. But while the
stories of returned migrants often referred to the dangers encountered in south Sudan, it
also became clear that it was not the notion of risk, but rather the concept of chance, that
held a more central role for my interlocutors. Second, we cannot deny the fact that their
environment has always been volatile and that engaging in such kinds of environments
has, to a certain extent, become normal for the people from Yumbe (see Vigh 2008 on
309

With this concept, Schomerus & Titeca build on the work of Mary Kaldor (2010) on ‘Inconclusive Wars’.
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chronic crisis). Therefore, instead of focusing on people’s risk-taking behaviour, I argue
that a multitude of collective historical experiences with hardship and challenges,
combined with a lack of local possibilities for survival, informed my interlocutors’
dispositions to engage with the volatile terrains of south Sudan.
The importance of chance over risk
The notion that my interlocutors were more chance-oriented than focused on risk
emerged, among others, as the outcome of a recurrent discussion I had with my research
assistant Charles. As I tended to end my messages and phone calls with him while he was
in Kampala with the expression ‘Take care’, he objected almost angrily and corrected me
on several occasions, saying that I should rather wish him to ‘Take a chance’.
The strong focus on opportunities instead of risks returned in Abiriga’s reply to
my inquiry into why people take many risks in south Sudan: ‘With those risks’, he said,
‘they hope to get better.’ Repeating my own use of the term ‘risk’, he acknowledged that
such risks exist in the migrations to Juba, but he emphasized that all migrants
nevertheless engaged with them in the hopes of grasping an opportunity. This kind of
behaviour, which is focused more on chance or opportunity than on risk, also often
recurred in the descriptions of the behaviour of the people (many of whom were Aringa)
who were engaged in informal cross-border trade in neighbouring Arua District (Titeca
2006). As Heitz Tokpa (2014: 36) explains with regard to risk versus opportunity:
Opportunity-seeking infers an attitude towards striving to obtain, rather than avoiding
something. In both hemispheres of this planet social actors employ risk-avoidance and
opportunity-seeking strategies. It is a question of time, context and personal preferences as to
what is more salient to us at any given moment.

Considering the economic conditions of life in Yumbe, it is hardly surprising that
opportunity-seeking behaviour was prevalent and carried more value for locals than risk
avoidance did. The orientation of young people in Yumbe can also not be understood
without reference to the long history of poverty and the feeling of abandonment in the
region, where people have for decades had the experience that they have to fend for
themselves (Meagher 1990: 72-73; Lecoutere & Titeca 2007: 7). Often this meant that
people invented and developed ingenious ways to survive economically (see for
exampleTiteca 2006). The fact that the region has international borders that generate
many opportunities for cross-border trade was crucial in the development of local
people’s survival strategies (ibid.; Leopold 2009).
The normalization of insecurity
Not only are the prevailing poverty and the deep roots of the local survival economy
important to explain what could be considered high-risk migration, but equally, one could
argue, it has become normal for people in Yumbe to engage with insecurity. Throughout
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their lives, people in the region have been confronted with direct experiences and/or
stories about forced displacements, the threat of loss of life and property, and abduction
during periods of armed rebellion. From studying young people’s expressions, it became
310
clear they have become familiar with the idea that there is always a ‘war’ taking place
somewhere in the region and that this fact is considered normal by them. From their
personal experiences, furthermore, people were well aware that the presence of refugees
in a region means an increase in opportunities for small trade (Payne 1998; field notes, JB)
and that war always comes with opportunities for business. One can perhaps argue that
these experiences have deeply influenced people’s habitus, or, as Mbembe and Roitman
explain, in such contexts the experience of ‘crisis’ has become ‘prosaic’. The need to
improvise in daily life is seen as ‘[...] belonging at most to the domain of the obvious or
self-evident, and at least to the banal or that which no longer evokes surprise’ (1995:
326).
When compared with earlier collective and individual experiences, the risks one
might encounter in south Sudan were experienced by young migrants as expected and
were thus relativized:
‘It is normal’, Salim told me about the outbreak of renewed armed conflict in south Sudan in
December 2013 and the fact that his brothers had been caught up in it in Abyei. He repeated:
‘It’s very simple for us. It’s normal.’ Two weeks later, Salim explained to me that his brothers
had arrived back in Uganda safely but that they had lost their property. As he suggested, for
the Aringa, the situation in south Sudan was at this point merely a crisis of business, not a crisis
311
of life. (Based on field notes of phone conversations with Salim, December 2013 and January
2014)

Salim’s remarks, as well as the biographic narratives that I collected from other youths’
trajectories in south Sudan, informed my reflections on the commonness of conflict in the
region and the normality of upheaval and even war, which interlocutors expected to
encounter. Furthermore, these conflicts had always concurred with the need to adapt to
the changing political nature of the border region and to perhaps slightly or temporarily
adjust one’s trajectories (see for example Leopold 2009; Schomerus & Titeca 2012: 13-14).
One could argue that all of these factors together (the chance-oriented character
of many Aringa, and the normalization of living in an insecure environment) help to
explain the frequent mobility of youth (and others) from Yumbe to volatile places.
Therefore, rather than focusing on how people deal with risks, this chapter seeks to
explore further the particular factors that motivate young people from Yumbe to go to
Juba, and thereafter explores what this tells us about the nature of the larger terrain in
which they are engaged.
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When talking about local ethnic conflicts in south Sudan or clan disputes in Uganda, interlocutors often
referred to them as ‘war’.
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This description is not fully accurate, however, for some people from Yumbe did also die in the fighting or
faced hunger while staying in hiding for days from the violence taking place (Field notes, JB; ‘Uganda to evacuate
nationals from S. Sudan’ http://www.newvision.co.ug/news/650693-uganda-to-evacuate-nationals-from-ssudan.html [accessed 19 December 2013]).
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FACTORS MOTIVATING MOBILITY
In order to explain what triggered young people to move from Yumbe and venture into
the south of Sudan, three important categories of explanations were discerned in the
process of analysing young people’s work and life histories, and the stories of prospective
migrants and those who returned. In brief, the first category concerns people’s aspirations
in the absence of access to opportunities, education, and/or jobs within Yumbe. This, in
turn, is further related to how they built upon the social imagination of themselves as
312
traders and as a particularly tough people in order to access the opportunities across
the border. The second category that emerged from the data refers to people moving in
order to ‘escape’ being forced into marriage, or fleeing marital problems. The third
category concerns people who moved away out of fear of deadly violence after engaging
in crime or being accused of witchcraft. The first category overlaps with the latter two,
since once one is on the move, one needs to rely on opportunities and toughness to
survive.
In search of opportunities
While travelling with Charles in a taxi from Arua to Yumbe, and after discussing the many
313
Aringa people who go to Juba and Congo, I asked him if the Ayivu (neighbouring Lugbara
people living further south) also go to Juba and Congo in such large numbers. Charles
explained: ‘The Ayivu like their land so much, it is hard for them to leave it behind. For the
Aringa, they try to adopt this Arab culture of being business people, and business cannot be
done in one place. It needs movement.’ Later, when I ask him to clarify why he thinks the
Aringa want to adopt what he calls ‘Arab business culture’, he says: ‘Aringas say they are the
black Arabs who are traders by nature, which is why most of them are traders. Most of the
leading Aringa businessmen are Muslims.’ (Based on field notes, September 2013)

Above, Charles refers to a notion that frequently returns in historical accounts of the
314
Aringa as being closely related to and/or mixed with the Nubi, who were known not
only as soldiers but also as excellent tradesmen, and he connects Yumbe’s Muslim
population in particular with trade. From historical sources, we know that in the early
Islamized region of Yumbe District, trade (with Khartoum) was discouraged by the British
315
out of fear of an increasing sphere of influence of the Mahdist Sudan in Uganda.
312

See references to these notions below (trade) and in Chapter 5 (toughness).
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At that particular point (in September 2013), many people were moving to the Democratic Republic of Congo
to a newly developing gold mining site; see also Omari’s story below.
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Charles did not use the term ‘Nubi’, but rather ‘Arab’. In Chapter 2, I challenge the relationship between the
Aringa and the Nubi as it is proposed by non-Muslim Ugandans and Western researchers alike. The explanation
that follows here in the text also complicates the direct links often assumed between the Aringa and Nubi: it is
not their direct descent from Arab-Nubi people that explains their involvement in trade, but rather their
predominant religion (Islam), which provided them the right networks in the past (to Nubi traders as well) and
was a factor in their historical marginalization.
315

See Allen & Reid (2014: 3)

166

316

However, due to the exclusion of Muslim children from Christian schools, Muslims were
thus also excluded ‘from the skills necessary to advancement within the colonial system.
The result was to reinforce the importance of commerce for the material advancement of
317
the Islamised inhabitants of West Nile (Barnes, 1984: 142-3)’ (Meagher 1990: 66). Thus,
as Meagher (1990) argues, through these colonial interventions trade became ever more
important to the identity of the Muslim community in the region, of which the Aringa
formed an important part. After this colonial period, Meagher refers in particular to the
West Nile people seeking refuge in Sudan, and to their return in the second half of the
1980s as an influential incentive to the development of active cross-border trade in West
Nile more generally. Harrell-Bond, writing about this period, indeed draws specific
attention to the role of the Aringa as traders while the people from West Nile were
refugees in exile in Sudan (1986).
This historical engagement with trade still informs the aspirations of many Aringa
youth (often poorly educated) to become traders. Today, the barriers to education for
Muslims are not the same as those in the past, and there are many Islamic schools.
However, though many of my youth interlocutors wanted to complete their education,
they often did not get the opportunity due to the activity of local rebel groups in the
1990s. This armed violence caused ruptures in their education trajectories and increased
local poverty; making parents unable to keep their children in school in its aftermath (see
chapters 3 and 4). Therefore, a trading career still informed a typical ‘Aringa dream’, an
aspiration that shaped the orientations of local youth. Like the reference to warriorhood
(see Chapter 5), trading in this region appeals to a person’s toughness and strength and is
something they can fall back on in a context of both adversity and scarcity of alternatives.
Success stories such as that shared by Ratib (below) about an entrepreneurial 16-year-old
he knew, would inspire others to go out and look for their chances:
[…] and he was just there [in Juba], like that he stayed in the streets […] engaged himself in
some businesses and so on. And [then] he got a lot of money! We [recently] saw him in Arua.
He came, he drove […] with his [own] car […] he is building a flat now! (Conversation with
Ratib, 29 years old, BA degree, November 2011)

Stories such as these, involving luck and a ‘career’ in seizing petty trading opportunities,
represent influential aspirations for other young people who have dropped out of school.
They represent the possibility of turning the tide in one’s favour by moving to places like
Juba. And they portray the youth involved as tough and persistent, something the terrain
requires.
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People in Yumbe say that during the colonial period, Muslims were accepted in lower-school classes, but after
a few years they would be made to adopt a Christian name, and that it was at this point that they would drop
out of school. Schultz (2013: 404) pays some attention to the reasons why in Uganda ‘Muslim children were
generally disadvantaged by the existing educational system’ that was particularly Protestant and Christian from
its colonial inception.
317

Meagher unfortunately does not provide the reference for ‘Barnes 1984’ in her article’s reference list.
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This ‘knack for opportunities’ that people in Yumbe possessed was particularly
relevant for, but not only reserved to, the poorly educated youth who were engaged in
319
large numbers in these high cross-border mobility patterns at the time of my research.
Indeed, a growing group of university-educated youth in Yumbe were attracted to and
hoped to be recruited for NGO jobs in south Sudan, since they had a very hard time
320
finding educated employment in Uganda. Furthermore, young people from Yumbe with
vocational skills such as furniture making, welding, and construction—obtained
predominantly through a post-conflict reconstruction programme run by UNIDO and
321
PRAFORD from 2006 to 2009—were also often said to have settled in Juba these days.
There, where the construction sector was booming, their skills were in high demand
compared with the traditional town of Yumbe, marked as it is by low infrastructural
development. In other instances, educated and wealthier people might finance business
ventures in south Sudan to be conducted by their poorly educated relatives, occasionally
investing considerable sums of money in these projects and even without secure
prospects of return on their investments.
The experiences of Omari (below) show that most of the trajectories of the
young people who engaged in such opportunities were fragmentary and ‘patchworked’
together. In other words, they had personal histories that were marked by recurrent types
of such forms of mobility. Like Omari, many of the young people who went to Sudan
returned to Yumbe after a while, then went again, or went elsewhere in search of new
opportunities.
322

Omari (29 years) went to school up to Senior 4. Afterwards, he followed some mechanical
training and managed to get a small job as a mechanic with an international NGO in 2007,
when Yumbe District was still hosting quite a number of refugees from south Sudan. After the
NGO left Yumbe and Omari lost his job, he and a friend left for south Sudan in 2008. In Juba,
they barely managed. Omari survived in Juba for six months without a job and with only one
set of clothes. He earned a little money only now and then when he could temporarily replace
a friend as a taxi driver. Things changed, however, when he saw an announcement in a
newspaper that an international NGO was looking for drivers. With his only set of clothes (‘I
was looking like a mad man’, he claims), but having been able to bathe and borrow his friend’s
318

Inspired by Scheper-Hughes’ ‘knack/talent for life’ (1993/2008).
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Quite a number of women from Yumbe, for example, were skilled traders operating across borders, though
they tended to travel less far than Juba and remained active primarily in the border markets.
320

Most university-educated young people returned to Yumbe after their studies, hoping to find work with the
local government or NGOs, but there were few of these jobs. Furthermore, most did not speak Luganda and
believed that this impeded them in finding a job in Kampala; and due to decentralization, they also knew that it
would be hard to find work in another district’s local government. In general, the problem of unemployment
among the more educated members of society is known to be high in Uganda. (See also ‘Viewpoints: South
Sudan jobs for Kenyans and Ugandans’, by W. Muga, 18 March 2011, BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/worldafrica-12710718 [accessed 18 September 2012])
321

The program (Skills for Peace and Income (SKIPI) project) was supported by The United Nations Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO) and its local partner in Yumbe, PRAFORD (Participatory Rural Action for
Development).
322

Senior 4 was a level that most of my interlocutors had not reached (many dropped out of school in Primary 7,
Senior 1, or Senior 2).
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shoes (he did not have any), he was hired. For more than a year he drove medical NGO staff
from protected compounds to the field in various parts of south Sudan.

He talks about his job with pride and as if it offered him a wealth of experiences and, of
course, a very reasonable income. After a certain period, however, he claims it became
unsafe, as Sudanese colleagues were becoming more and more aware that the Ugandans
323
in south Sudan were taking their jobs. He feared he was going to be poisoned by his
Sudanese colleagues, and when he was personally threatened by them he resigned and
went back to Yumbe, where he was already married and had a child. With the money he
had earned, he bought a car in Kampala—or rather, he paid the first instalment—and
324
started a taxi business between Yumbe and Koboko, which was not easy as there are
325
not very many passengers in Yumbe and there is quite a bit of competition. He keeps on
the lookout for NGOs that might need a driver, but in the West Nile region there are very
326
few such opportunities nowadays.
When I returned to Yumbe in 2013, he told me he had just been for a three-month stay in the
north of the Democratic Republic of Congo, transporting goods to a site where a new goldmine
was being rapidly developed. It involved transporting very heavy materials, working seven days
a week, and having bad access to healthcare facilities in a region where there is a very high
prevalence of malaria. He also struggled a lot with the languages used there: French and
Lingala. He had come back to Yumbe because his contract finished, and since then he had been
on the lookout for new opportunities. The larger part of the money he earned in Congo was
used to pay off another instalment on his car, which is wearing out after a few years on the
327
rough road to Koboko. When talking with him and other young passengers in his taxi as we
were on the road, his going to Congo appeared to be seen locally as a great opportunity. A
young man in Omari’s taxi complained that south Sudan was not the place to be any longer: ‘If
you stay there, they can easily kill you.’ But according to Omari, the insecurity is particularly
high only in south Sudan’s capital Juba, and his younger brother is now in Aweil for work.
328
(Based on a compilation of informal interviews with Omari, 2011–2013)

Omari’s trajectory reflects elements of hardship but also of luck. He was proud of his
endurance, of surviving the poverty, hunger, and hardships in south Sudan and the DRC,
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The fear of being poisoned by jealous south Sudanese colleagues was a recurrent topic in the stories of return
migrants who had held ‘educated jobs’ in south Sudan.
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Taxi businesses are personal cars taking 5 to 6 passengers at a time, 4 (or 5) in the back, 1 (or 2) next to the
driver in front.
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People in Yumbe are very mobile, but the majority prefer the cheaper form of transport: loading onto a pickup truck with their luggage and taking a different road, which takes them directly to Arua or other places (local
markets or border posts).
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This lack of employment opportunities with NGOs is in contrast with the late 1990s, as described by Leopold
(2005a).
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When the road has been worked on (which happens approximately once a year), it takes taxis around 30
minutes to reach Koboko. During my last visit in 2013 during the rainy season, the road was full of large potholes
filled with water, and the same trip would take at least 1 hour and 30 minutes.
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While he was in south Sudan, Omari had spent time in Aweil. His knowledge of the area had helped his
brother to go there instead of to Juba to look for work opportunities.
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though he primarily saw it all as quite normal. In his narrating style, he conveyed strongly
a non-questioning attitude vis-à-vis the hardships faced; they were taken for granted,
belonging to an environment that he knew and regarded as normal. Many interlocutors
displayed a similar disposition to that of Omari: they possessed a knack for pursuing
opportunities fed by a social imagination of themselves as traders and as tough, and they
demonstrated a high level of endurance in their work trajectories while experiencing an
absence of opportunities at home. Young people flexibly adapted to changing
circumstances according to where the best opportunities were to be found. To a certain
extent, the risks were being weighed, but these ranged from ‘extreme’ to ‘normal’, as
Omari’s last remarks about his brother in Aweil show. At the same time, as with Omari’s
fear of poisoning, at some point many migrants do return to Yumbe. They return when
they judge their personal security to be at stake and/or when opportunities are cut off.
Return is often temporary, until the harsh conditions of life in Yumbe provide a new
motivation to leave; and then, building further on their knack for seizing opportunities
and on their already accumulated experience, they identify new opportunities elsewhere.
Intimate crises
Something else was actively driving young men, in particular, from Yumbe to places like
329
Juba. The following excerpt from my field notes introduces this dominant social
dynamic:
While waiting in a taxi for more passengers together with Aluma, he tells me about the broker
who is trying to get another taxi filled up in front of us. ‘Sometimes he stays here; sometimes
he stays in Kampala’, he says, explaining that the boy he knows well has impregnated a girl in
Arua, where he used to stay; and, therefore, whenever he receives news that the parents of
the girl are looking for him, he needs to move. He doesn’t stay in one place. ‘There are many
boys like that.’ I ask him ‘Where do they go? To Kampala?’ Aluma replies: ‘Kampala […] even
Juba!’ Arriving at the compound of Abiriga together an hour later, it appears that Abiriga’s 16year-old niece is pregnant and had to drop out of Senior 2. Her boyfriend, from the same
secondary school, is suggested to be on the run, probably to Juba. (Field notes, 12 August 2012)

In this and the following section, I analyse escapes—the need to be ‘not here but
elsewhere’, provoked by unplanned pregnancies, the deep distress caused by looking
after one’s family under circumstances of extreme poverty, and by transgressions of legal
and/or social norms.
Boys on the run and absentee fathers
In 2013, when I am able to return to Abiriga’s home, I ask him about his niece who was
pregnant the year before. He tells me she lost the little baby only two weeks after birth to
tetanus, and she suffered a lot when her breasts became infected because of the milk that was
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Part of these same field notes are also used in Chapter 4.
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still coming. Abiriga told me in 2012 that he suspected that the boy had gone to Juba and
suggested that he and his niece might still be in touch. One year later he conveys the same
idea. (Conversation with Abiriga, 31 years old, October 2013)

In cases where boys and young men impregnate a girl before marriage, very many tend to
run away. Nowadays, they go to south Sudan, while in the past they would go to Kampala
or, to a lesser extent, other Ugandan towns (Dak 1968). They tend to run away because it
is likely that they will be forced into marriage by their own clan and/or the clan of the girl.
Either that, or cows (between one and five) have to be paid for the damage done to the
girl’s reputation and as compensation for the money invested in education by her
330
family. In the case of Abiriga’s niece, it was suggested that the boy and the girl were still
in touch. Oftentimes, however, contact is broken and young people’s love relations are
discontinued at this critical moment. While young men move away, often dropping out of
school and looking for work elsewhere (I call these moves following intimate crises
escapes), young women often stay behind in Yumbe and struggle to get by. The case of
Fahida (below) reveals the difficulties that young women face after the escapes of their
boyfriends:
Fahida (19 years old) gave birth to two babies in two years from two different fathers, boys
who both ‘ran to Sudan’. Initially in 2012, Fahida once approached me as I sat down to take a
rest at her mother’s shop with the aim of engaging in small talk with the women there, as I
often did. ‘My mum probably hasn’t told you but I dropped out of school because I had a baby
boy last month.’ I can’t remember having met Fahida before, but apparently she knows me as a
regular visitor to her mother’s shop and she thinks that her mother is ashamed of her. Fahida
then explains that she dropped out of school and that the boy is on the run, that he works just
across the border in south Sudan in Nimule—another one of the country’s booming trading
towns—as a boda-boda driver. Apparently, he took to his heels when he found out that she
had fallen pregnant.
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On some occasions, the boy is given the choice of whether or not to marry (though not marrying still means
that his clan will have to pay cattle), while the girl is always dependent on the decision of the boy, his clan,
and/or her parents. Young men choose to run away either because they do not want to marry or fear pressure
and condemnation by the clans, and also because they are ashamed about giving their clan the burden of paying
cattle for a girl that they (perhaps) never intended to marry. From the perspective of the girl, such an
arrangement means that it does not matter whether the sexual relationship was consented to or not; the clans
are responsible for the decision for marriage, even when rape is at stake. Traditionally, cases of ‘defilement’
between two clans (when the girl is under 18, see footnote 339) are often solved through marriage or
compensation with cattle, as people have very low trust in the police’s ability to handle such matters justly or
fairly, and, furthermore, they would have to pay for all of the investigations themselves. As the Refugee Law
Project describes the situation: ‘[…] the way in which interlocutors defined and subsequently dealt with the issue
of “defilement” was closely linked to forced/early marriage: in the majority of incidents, “justice” was seen to
have been achieved either if the girl was married off to the alleged “defiler” upon receipt of an acceptable bride
price, or if (where marriage was not possible) compensation was paid to the family of the girl. In cases where
compensation was sought, a number of interlocutors linked it, just like marriage, to the social standing of the girl
at the time of “defilement” and her potential within the community. In most cases, compensation or marriage
was perceived to be synonymous with justice. While this kind of justice does not redress the victims, it was seen
as meeting societal demands for tangible justice and providing some sort of closure to the issue at stake. In
short, justice was seen as communal rather than individual’ (Refugee Law Project 2007: 10-11).
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Surprisingly, a year and four months later, when I visit Yumbe again in 2013, Fahida has a
second child. The story is the same. This boy too, she suggests, ran to south Sudan. Fahida is
now running a small improvised food stall close to her mother’s shop. She has clearly been
helped by her mother to establish it, but now the stall is disorganized after the heavy rains in
October. The plastic roof and sides of the little shack are gone, and in the few days of my visit I
do not witness any efforts to reconstruct the shed. Fahida herself is sick; one can see this from
the worn-out expression on her face, the tiredness with which she carries the newborn on her
back, and the cannula attached to the back of her hand with plasters. ‘Typhoid and malaria’ is
the most common joint diagnosis in Yumbe, and most people treat it by going on a drip for five
days in a row, administered at one of the few private pharmacies/clinics in Yumbe town. The
firstborn baby boy cries all the time, wanting to be held, trying to climb her leg, and draining
her last energy. ‘Our ladies age very fast’, a young man and friend comments, while observing
Fahida moving around. (Field notes, June 2012 and October 2013)

While Fahida’s experience can perhaps be considered extreme, these kinds of pregnancies
are common, and her and Abiriga’s niece’s experiences unavoidably draw attention to the
situation of the children born out of these intimate encounters. Absentee fathers who do
not contribute to the upbringing of their children are common, and ‘Juba’—at least in
2013—had become a metaphorical synonym for many husbands’ absences from the
reproductive trajectories of their ‘wives’ and the lives of their children, born and unborn.
On other occasions, their absence was painfully real, as the following excerpt shows:
Juma and I run into a distressed young woman. Her worn-out slipper is torn and she is trying to
fix it, even though it is clearly beyond repair. The woman has been walking from the hospital
(quite far from where we are) carrying her sick child on her back, but the cloth with which she
had tied her child to her back was now paining her. Since she is pregnant, the weight of the
child on her back pulls the cloth very tight above her large belly. Upon our inquiries, she tells us
that her husband has left their home to go Sudan because of poverty. Juma gives her
UGX 1,000 to take a bicycle boda (bicycle taxi) to get home. (Field notes, October 2011)

Such observations echo the words of young men, both married and unmarried, who often
conveyed the despair they felt when they were unable to provide for their families and
had to watch their children ‘cry from hunger’. This feeling of uselessness often made them
plot an escape (see Chapter 5). Young men escape as a consequence of what I call
intimate crises, within which lies a vital conjuncture (Johnson-Hanks 2002) or decisive
moment that comes with finding out about a girlfriend’s pregnancy. According to
Johnson-Hanks’ definition (ibid. 871), a vital conjuncture constitutes:
[…] a socially structured zone of possibility that emerges around specific periods of potential
transformation in a life or lives. It is a temporary configuration of possible change, duration of
uncertainty and potential. Although most social life may be thought of as conjunctural, in the
sense that action is conjoined to a particular, temporary manifestation of social structure, vital
conjunctures are particularly critical durations when more than usual is in play, when the
futures at stake are significant.
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In the context of Yumbe, upon finding out about a pregnancy, a young man has to make a
critical decision (Johnson-Hanks 2002, 2005; van der Sijpt 2011). Many times, the young
man decides to leave his girlfriend and unborn child behind and go to Juba.
I categorize the specific vital conjunctures that were so dominant with regard to
migration from Yumbe as part of intimate crises because, on many occasions, love
between youths was at stake (and in crisis) and/or intimate boundaries had been
transgressed in premarital sexual relations. For another group of youth, intimate crises
occurred as a result of abuse and/or divorce. The crisis situation was then continued in
cases where the young man/spouse opted out, leaving his girlfriend/wife and child(ren)
behind, often in a very precarious position. For the young men navigating this vital
conjuncture, escape was an opportunity to start relatively anew. The socially structured
zone of opportunities (Johnson-Hanks 2002: 871) in this context was, during the course of
my fieldwork, predominantly shaped by the developments in the border region and the
normality of outmigration in search for opportunities, and it thus provoked many young
men in particular to decide to go to south Sudan.
The concept of intimate crises prompting specific vital conjunctures thus
captures an important aspect of the mobility that arises from the unwanted/unplanned
pregnancies that were so frequent in Yumbe, and the inability of most young men to care
331
for their offspring (as shown in the last case study above). The concept furthermore
draws attention to youths’ reproductive challenges and encounters with sexual violence
and clan pressure, all of which particularly impact the lives of both born and unborn
332
children in Yumbe, a topic that deserves more attention in future research. In such a
socio-economic and gendered crisis environment, where young men are highly likely to
take to their heels, women, albeit on a lesser scale, occasionally engage in similar
escapes—as we see below.
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Contrary to Van der Sijpt’s (2011) focus on young women’s navigation of pregnancies, and pregnancy
interruptions as vital conjunctures, my focus draws attention to the decisive moments faced in particular by boys
and young men in Yumbe and on the ‘socially structured zones of possibility’ (Johnson-Hanks 2002: 871) that
informed their navigation during such vital conjunctures.
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With regard to labour migration, John Middleton, writing about the Lugbara in the 1950s, refers to the
absence of young men leading to ‘serious repercussions for the effective social life of the community from which
they come’ (1960b: 450)—and this absence included the absence of husbands. At the time, land pressure and
the need to earn money to pay taxes (levied in the region since 1918 but leading to labour migration only in the
mid-1920s) motivated migration, according to Middleton (1960b). The emigration from the Lugbara region
southwards diminished as a cash-crop economy developed in West Nile, allowing for other economic
opportunities, at least in the late 1950s (Dak 1968: 67). Dak also refers to the trend described in this chapter:
‘[…] persons deeply involved in family quarrels, and those accused of witchcraft or those that incur personal
misfortune like impregnating a girl, all go “south”’ (ibid. 68). In the south of Uganda, the Lugazi and Kakira
sugarcane plantations were particularly attractive to Lugbara migrants (see ibid. 70). For the Aringa, Dak notes
that land pressure was not as high as in other parts of Lubaraland, while out-migration was high. She seems to
relate the lower land pressure to slave-raiding and trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness) in the 1920s and 1930s,
which apparently led to the colonial government’s ‘moving’ people to other places. See ibid. 77.
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Divorce and absent mothers
It is not only young men who ‘run to Sudan’, and intimate crises in Yumbe affect not only
adolescents. I end this analysis of how intimate crises motivate escapes at decisive
moments by describing the experience of Lydia, whom I followed for three years, to draw
attention to female migration from Yumbe to south Sudan, which also took place and
333
often followed divorce or other forms of marital crises, such as domestic violence.
During my first fieldwork visit in 2010, I encountered Lydia one night on her bike with a
mattress rolled up and tied to the carrier. She was moving into her new home with her new
334
husband, whom she seemed very much in love with. Lydia already had three young children
from two different fathers. The names she had given them, not uncommonly in Yumbe,
referred to the distress and poverty experienced in these marriages.
When I returned in February 2011, I spent my first evening catching up with Lydia and her
new husband Apangu. He was a UPDF soldier, who had previously been based near the Central
African Republic in pursuit of Joseph Kony. We later attend a party together and they seem
very close and in love. Lydia seems happy, and the mud brick walls of her hut are decorated
with Catholic prayer posters and calendars, as well as a poster (not unpopular in those days in
Yumbe) depicting ‘Middle Eastern heroes’: Saddam Hussein, his sons, and others in military
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attire. ‘That one is Apangu’s’, she explains, pointing to the poster. While her husband is a
Muslim, Lydia is Christian and only occasionally wears the black velvet headscarf so popular
among young women in Yumbe at the time. Other times she wears sneakers and jeans and
leaves her hair untied. Occasionally we joke about us being sisters, me the elder, as I am one
year older than she is. ‘Jonna, you have to produce!’ she exclaims every time that we talk and
my age (at that time 29) is brought up. I ask her if she is ready to have another child with her
new husband and she says: ‘Of course. It’s normal!’
But in July 2011, things suddenly turn sour. By accident, she finds a document among his
properties stating his HIV-positive status. Lydia panics completely, but keeps silent while going
to the clinic almost every day to get herself tested. While the test results are negative, she is
anxious and continues to go. During this period, she starts talking to me about going to Juba.
After a while, to protect herself, she decides to inform his clan members, who propose a
separation for three months to give Lydia time to establish whether she has been infected or
not. In these three months, she talks about Juba with me more and more often. Nevertheless,
it is a secret; she has plans to leave without informing her husband or other members of her
family. She probes me to find out if I think it is bad if she leaves one day, without informing her
husband. I express my worry about what would become of her children, and about the stories
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Sometimes it was suggested to me that more women than men from Yumbe could be found in south Sudan
and that they were all working as prostitutes. These comments, which came from men, could be understood
either in terms of ‘moral panic’ or as describing a more hidden dynamic. According to my own estimates, the
movement of women from Yumbe to south Sudan was happening on a much smaller scale than that of men
(when we exclude cross-border traders who did not settle in south Sudan but made visits only to local markets),
and the women whose migration stories I was able to find (like Lydia) took petty jobs in Juba and did not work as
prostitutes.
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At the time they were not yet married; later they married in front of the imam. No traditional wedding was
celebrated for Lydia’s third wedding, and her new husband also had a wife elsewhere in Uganda, where he had
previously been stationed as a soldier.
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Such posters were popular at the time in Yumbe and in Uganda at large (see Kagoro 2013).
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that Ugandan women in Juba end up in prostitution. But she shares with me that she has two
aunts in south Sudan with normal jobs. A female friend and neighbour is her accomplice, and
her neighbour’s mother offers to take her oldest son (8 years old) to school in her remote
village, where schooling is not expensive, while plans are made to return the youngest one to
Lydia’s mother in the village. He is not yet of school-going age. Her eldest, a daughter, has
already been living with an aunt for some time.
Lydia’s marital crisis coincides with her situation of having tried many different small
businesses in Yumbe, the starting capital for which was provided by her third husband. For
example, she tried running her own ‘hotel’ (cooking food and preparing tea in Yumbe town in a
hired room in an unfinished building/shelter), and later she tried trading in avocados and
cassava, a business for which she took a loan from the women’s group at the church and
travelled between a market near Arua and local markets in Yumbe. None of these businesses
lasted long, nor were they successful. This conjuncture perhaps accelerates her move to Juba,
as there seems no chance for her to support herself and the three children properly in Yumbe
and her marriage is in a mess. While they are living apart, her husband often knocks on her
door at night when he is drunk and screams that she should let him enter. When she refuses to
do so, he accuses her of hiding another man in the house. The situation has become
unbearable.
Lydia plots her escape and takes a loan from the women’s savings group she normally
attends every Saturday. Her aim is to buy synthetic hair in Arua to sell in Juba and to pay at the
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border for entry: UGX 80,000. Even though she has two aunts in south Sudan and her elder
brother tends to travel there as well for business, she is not particularly well informed of their
whereabouts or contacts. But then one day, before the three months are over, she is gone.
Around one week later she calls me from Juba and explains that she initially started
cooking for a Ugandan woman who sold food at a Juba market. Later, when I visit her in Juba in
November 2011, she has found work in the construction sector. The work is heavy and spoils
her hands, but she earns relatively well. She does not know yet that she will soon have to stop
this work as she will become pregnant again. She lives with an aunt who has left many children
behind in Yumbe and sells food dishes at the market. They live in Jebel, the immigrant
neighbourhood famous for its disappearances of foreigners, and as I leave the neighbourhood
after a few hours we are harassed by three civilian-clothed, aggressive, self-proclaimed security
agents in their car, who want me to enter it and take off with them. As I refuse and try to stay
polite to the man behind the wheel, the others interrogate Lydia and her aunt from their
position inside the car. Lydia and her aunt fabricate a neutral, non-Ugandan identity on the
spot. They claim they are south Sudanese; Lydia says her father is a Kaliko from Morobo in
south Sudan and her mother a Ugandan. They have long learned how to deny their Ugandan
identity for reasons of security in Juba.
In Juba, Lydia told me she would return to Yumbe only after having earned UGX 1 million
to buy a plot of land in Yumbe town. Even though she indicates that the prices for plots have
risen now to 2 million, she needs at least 1 million to return and make a first payment. What
else can she do, she asks me. How else will she provide her children with a home? Being a
single mother, there is no one who will provide for her. (Based on a compilation of field notes,
July 2010 – November 2011)
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Around EUR 23.50 at the time.
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Letting the dust settle
In this section I have explained how some of the motivations for migration to Juba are the
result of intimate crises. I claim that they are rather desperate moves, after close and
intimate relations (or experiments therewith in premarital relationships) fail and/or
collapse into crises (unplanned pregnancy or marital conflict). The sudden departures or
escapes are survival strategies for the migrants, who identify Juba not only as far enough
from home to be safe, but at the same time as presenting opportunities.
These moves also echo the notion that a participant in an FGD expressed when
he tried to explain what ‘being Aringa’ entailed:
[…] and they [Aringas] always withdraw […] they don’t want to be involved in a problem for
long. Like one can even decide and leave the family and go and settle somewhere without
337
thinking back. That is kind of Aringa. (FGD on Aringa history, 10 June 2011)

To turn one’s back on a difficult situation and start all over again somewhere else was
identified by the young man in the FGD above as something typically Aringa. Yet, in most
cases, return to Yumbe was possible. Those who went to Juba as a consequence of an
intimate crisis did count on returning someday. Not only would they be in a better
position after returning somewhat wealthier from south Sudan, but at the same time
there was in many cases a strong belief that, with time, the conflict between boys and
parents or partners would cool down. In a way, time was being bought by young men (and
women) as they fled temporarily to another town or city.
The possibility for return was more questionable in Lydia’s case, for she never
repaid her loan to the women’s group—the money she took to travel to south Sudan—
and she went on to have a child with a Sudanese man in Juba. In 2013, I was informed that
Lydia had visited Yumbe at Christmas in 2012 with her baby boy, but only briefly. It was
suggested that she had avoided staying in Yumbe town and went only to her village,
where she brought money for school fees for her children and material support for her
mother. Nevertheless, the notion that temporary distance can with time dissolve conflicts
motivated many escapes, which are perhaps best seen as, potentially, only temporary exit
strategies.
Escaping prosecution and retribution
I now turn to some other triggers for escape, which also need to be taken into account.
Above we have seen that due to intimate crises, many young men were engaged in a form
of flight, temporary or otherwise. There is an overlap here with another social dynamic
that caused people to move to south Sudan during the research period (and to other
places at other times). These expulsions (which were sometimes self-expulsions) were
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Narratives about people who in the past migrated for work to the sugarcane plantations in southern Uganda
and who never returned ‘ home’ but were buried there were shared with me occasionally (see also Middleton
1960b: 450).
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provoked by transgressions of the law or local codes of conduct. On a communal level, for
example, if a clan member was accused of witchcraft practices (joki joki), clans could ask
the person (after an extensive clan meeting) to leave for a designated period of time.
His/her temporary disappearance could be promoted to prove to the clan that the
accusations were false. This happened within the family of some of my interlocutors,
when the clan elders and all other men in the family had sat down to discuss accusations
of witchcraft against one of their members. His face had been seen by some people as
strangling them in their sleep, and other inexplicable things that were also associated with
him had occurred in their compounds at night. At the end of the family meeting, the man
was expelled for one year. He went to settle in Arua Town, and his wife and children were
supposed to be looked after by the clan. After my return to the field a year later, I asked
one of my interlocutors whether the man had returned. He told me ‘not yet’, but stated
338
he could return anytime now, his name having been cleared. In this case, the man was
asked to leave; on other occasions, such people go into hiding—and south Sudan is an
interesting place to do so.
South Sudan attracts not only escapees from intimate crises and witchcraft
accusations; Juba was often referred to as the place where criminals from Yumbe (as well
as other parts of Uganda) go into hiding. They could be thieves, defilers, or rapists who
had transgressed local and/or national moral codes of conduct. On many occasions,
people who had committed crimes in Yumbe were assumed to have taken off to south
Sudan in order to escape being found by the police (see also Refugee Law Project 2007: 8).
Often, those staying behind did not even see the point in attempting to try to catch them,
knowing the criminals would have long crossed the border.
339
A recurrent and often reported crime was defilement. For example, on one
occasion I was shocked when I returned in 2013 and attended a meeting of a CBO in
Yumbe. I asked if one of the members was about to come and was then told that he had
‘run to Sudan’. The man I had known before as a kind man and father of four, I was told,
had escaped to south Sudan after defiling a schoolgirl at the primary school where he
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In sending the man away for a while, not only did the clan intend to diffuse the accusations, but they had
probably also saved his life, for witchcraft accusations not infrequently lead to mob justice and death (Allen
1991, 2012, 2014; RLP 2007; TPO 2008). Indeed, during my fieldwork, I was shown a picture on a mobile phone
of a woman found beheaded the night before, for she was believed to have been a witch. Other times, stories
reached me of similar practices in the recent past (field notes, JB).
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In Uganda this term is widely used to refer to ‘“sexual intercourse with a girl under the age of eighteen”.
Death is the maximum penalty for such an offence. This provision of the Penal Code also makes attempted
defilement a crime punishable by up to eighteen years in prison, “with or without corporal punishment”, as
defined in the Penal Code.’ For more information and the gendered nature of the offense, see RLP (2007: 9).
People in West Nile tend to use the term more broadly: ‘to cover a wide spectrum of social scenarios and alleged
crimes, from the rape of girls under the age of 18, to consensual sex that had come to the attention of the girl’s
family (generally as a result of her becoming pregnant)’ (ibid. 10). While ‘use of force’ was not explicitly
mentioned in the Penal Code, nor necessarily in people’s use of the term, the ‘sexual abuse of young girls is a
major and growing concern’ that cannot be denied (ibid.). Hereafter, I will use the term defilement in inverted
commas (‘defilement’) to indicate the fact that we are dealing with a local use and definition of the concept as it
occurs in the Penal Code. The concept has the disadvantage of often being a euphemism for rape, but since the
concept is used more broadly locally (occasionally including, as mentioned above, consensual sex against the
wishes of a girl’s family), I cannot replace ‘defilement’ by rape.
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worked as a teacher. Offenders like him face the risk of being beaten or killed in acts of
frenzied mob justice in Yumbe. Nevertheless, according to my observations, and as stated
above, people who ran away with large sums of money (during election time, for example,
with money that was meant for political party ‘mobilizers’), or those who had
impregnated a girl, were able to return after a while when the dust had settled. It so
happened, for example, that one of my interlocutors, after having become deeply
involved as one of the instigators of violence in a local land conflict between two clans, in
which his group had set several houses ablaze, went into hiding. Initially, he stayed in the
bush near his home during the daytime and felt safe enough to return home after nightfall
to sleep there. But a year later, he explained to me that after one week of hiding in such a
way he had decided to go to Juba ‘because of pressure’. He did not feel at ease in Yumbe,
because the police were looking for him and he could not move freely. Even though he
actually had a home in another town in Uganda, he chose not to go there (where he could
have been traced) but rather chose to go to Juba, and even ended up in Rumbek (another
one of south Sudan’s larger towns) for a while, selling phone credit with a group of
Ugandan youths, some from Yumbe, others from south-western Uganda. Within a year,
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after some bad experiences in Juba and Rumbek, he returned to Yumbe and settled
back in without any problems. The police were no longer on the lookout for him, and the
other clan’s members, although not content with the outcome of the conflict settlement,
did greet members of his clan again in the small trading centre, in which both clans’
members had to spend time in order to connect to the outside world.
Behaviours such as these—running away from problems and from local
prosecution after transgressing social or legal norms—have occurred for a long time and
should not be seen as a particularly new phenomenon in Yumbe. Middleton (1960: 333),
for example, also refers to labour migration as a conflict-handling strategy (involving
temporary or more long-term absence) for the Lugbara in the 1950s and 1960s.
Sometimes these self-expulsions were of indefinite duration (recall the statement in the
FGD fragment above: ‘one can even decide and leave the family and go and settle
somewhere without thinking back. That is kind of Aringa.’). For example, it was often
mentioned to me that the real perpetrators of violence during the various armed
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rebellions had never returned to Yumbe. Some had moved to another region, while
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He referred to a violent confrontation in a taxi with Dinka men at dawn, when he refused to give away his
seat in the taxi that they wanted. He also referred to life in Rumbek as extremely harsh, living in half-constructed
houses with a lot of youths, being expelled from the house at the owner’s will in the middle of the night, and his
peers being stung by scorpions. This made him reflect: ‘Why am I living under these conditions, as if I don’t have
a home?’—and thus he decided to return to Uganda.
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An Aringa man working for an NGO related on 5 August 2010: ‘Reconciliation meetings were held [after
renouncing rebellion in 2002], but some of them resettled [elsewhere] because of serious atrocities
[committed]. They settled in Kigumba, Bweyale, Kampala […] avoiding the community.’ He then went on to
narrate a specific case of a man who went to hide in Kigumba for three years and then came back. The specific
reasons these towns (Kigumba and Bweyale) were so often mentioned as hideouts for people who had
transgressed local norms have not become clear to me, though some people referred to Aringa people having
bought land there and working in the sugarcane industry. Indeed, Dak, writing in 1968, refers to Lugbara people
settling in Bunyoro (the region in which the towns mentioned above lie), without demarcating a specific period:
‘In Bunyoro where population is sparse, land has been used as a means of attracting more settlers by local
government’ (1968: 68). Tobacco growing was a particularly favourite occupation for Lugbara immigrants there
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others were now seen in Yei and Juba, according to my travelling interlocutors. Mobility in
the form of expulsion or self-expulsion can thus be understood as a way of dealing with
the transgressions of local moral norms, or with criminality according to national laws, by
communities and/or individuals, and it should be understood as a strategy to avoid open
342
conflict.

DISCUSSION: FRONTIER TERRAINS, FRONTIER PRACTICES
Contrary to studies about regions where young people have to engage and live in the
midst of insecure terrains (Vigh 2006; Finnström 2008; Berckmoes 2014), it is remarkable
that many young people in Yumbe actively searched for and engaged with such insecure
terrains as Juba and elsewhere in south Sudan because of the turmoil and chaos there.
Ironically, perhaps, these terrains were associated with lucrative opportunities and/or
were seen as the best places to hide out. Local conditions for youth in Yumbe at the time
of my research were not easy, both in terms of economics and with regard to their often
poverty-related unstable love relationships or marriages, as I have shown above. Such a
situation, as well as criminal behaviour, created conditions that triggered the need to
‘flee’—or ‘seek asylum in Juba’, as Ratib ironically framed it—to go away and wait for the
dust to settle, and to avoid local conflict (in cases of unaccepted love relationships) and
mob justice (with regards to accusations of ‘defilement’, theft, or witchcraft). Mobility was
obviously a solution to many different problems; and in their need for mobility, young
people relied on the specific terrain they grew up in, which at the same time was
constantly changing shape (Titeca 2009). This continuously changing geo-politicaleconomic topography formed the terrain of action (Vigh 2006: 12, referring to Ingold
2000) for people, old and young, in Yumbe; the terrains shaped their actions, while their
actions shaped the terrains at the same time. But there is more to understand about this
concept of terrain, as shown below.
Frontier terrains
It is important to comprehend the larger region that my young interlocutors were
engaged with as a frontier terrain. At the time of my research, people in Yumbe saw south
Sudan as being in the process of becoming independent, as a virgin terrain full of
opportunities and thus as a frontier terrain in the sense in which the term is used by Anna
Tsing (2005: 27):
(ibid. 73-74). Dak also refers to ‘European owned plantations’ attracting Lugbara labour to Bunyoro in the late
1920s. (ibid. 69)
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National legislative laws were a little less relevant because, as argued above, in many cases people sought to
solve what were seen as inter-clan problems themselves (for example, in cases of ‘defilement’) rather than
involve the police. It was the general experience that the police would not act if the complainant could not pay
for fuel and the investigation, and they were furthermore seen as vulnerable to bribes from the richer parties in
the conflict (field notes, JB; RLP 2007).
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Frontiers are unregulated because they arise in the interstitial places made by collaborations
among legitimate and illegitimate partners: armies and bandits; gangsters and corporations;
builders and despoilers. They confuse the boundaries of law and theft, governance and
343
violence, use and destruction.

Even though Tsing focuses on a specific type of frontier—namely a capitalist frontier in
the rainforests of Indonesia, ‘edges where the expansive nature of extraction comes into
its own’ (ibid.)—many of her descriptions are useful to describe the frontier process in
which Yumbe was embedded, both during my fieldwork and in the past. A lack of
regulation, the presence of legitimate and illegitimate actors, and fascinating forms of
collaborations (Tsing 2004) have shaped not only the terrain, but the processes in which
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this region has been and still is embedded. For example, the imaginative projects of
outsiders (such as hunters and ivory and slave traders; see Soghayroun 1981; Leopold
2005a, 2009) already long ago were influential in shaping the region—the former Lado
Enclave (see Leopold 2009; also Chapter 2 this dissertation)—as a frontier, ready for
processes of exploration and exploitation in which the local people became either
collaborators in or victims of violence. One of the characteristics of frontiers is that they
are imagined as ‘empty’ territory—belonging to no one, non-governed spaces without
inhabitants to pay attention to—yet also as full of resources ready to be exploited. In
those early days, ivory and slaves legitimized exploration, settlement, violence, abduction,
and trade.
To take a giant leap in time, my interlocutors today expected to ‘land on some
money’ in south Sudan, particularly in Juba. The border region, which was already shaped
by insecurity after decades of war and for which ‘peace’ had only partly resulted in
increased security (see Schomerus & Titeca 2012), became increasingly insecure through
new developments. Oil, humanitarian aid, and development aid in particular have brought
resources to south Sudan that are desired by those in Uganda’s marginal border regions.
In the process of a large group of people searching for opportunities, the routes that lead
to south Sudan, and particularly to neighbourhoods in Juba, have become particularly
unsafe. Many people, local and newcomers, are ‘complicit’ in shaping the frontier as an
insecure place in order to reap its benefits (see Tsing 2004). This is possible because to a
certain extent there is a lack of regulation in south Sudan, which leads to violent attempts
to exert control—enacted by a state still coming into being (De Vries 2012), a country
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Others have spoken about south Sudan’s capital Juba as a ‘frontier zone’, a place conjured as an ‘empty
space’, a territory of expansion awaiting the establishment of a new social order (de Vries 2012). De Vries
approaches Juba as a frontier zone of state building and expansion. I build more on Tsing’s (2005) reference to
the frontier as explained in the text and to the terrain as used by Vigh (2006).
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This is not so much the process of social formation and ethnogenesis that Kopytoff (1987) is concerned with
in his ‘African frontier thesis’. However, some characteristics of the migration described in this chapter (escaping
witchcraft accusations / fighting) correspond to his model of the reasons for the social formation of ‘new’ African
societies through the moving into new territories. As shown above, however, many of my interlocutors were,
with time, able to return home. Some indeed stayed behind but did not necessarily form new social groups in
the sense Kopytoff was trying to understand them; rather, ethnic difference as opposed to ethnic convergence
characterizes the social landscape in Juba.
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experiencing an inconclusive peace (Schomerus & Titeca 2012). Parts of my research, as I
show below, indicate that migrants—in their sometimes exploitative search for rapid
accumulation—can become instigators of more insecurity, reproducing their imaginative
project through participation in the ‘gold rush’.
People from Yumbe saw the slowly improving (in terms of safety) terrain across
the border as a virgin terrain for trade, a relatively unregulated space that could be
appropriated for economic gain and exploration. Despite their vulnerability in south
Sudan at times, interlocutors knew how to make use of the unregulated terrain amidst a
proliferation of opportunities. By referring above to their ‘knack for opportunities’, I argue
that people in Yumbe tapped into their habitus of deeply embodied and embedded
familiarity with such an environment as a resource (Meagher 1990; Scott 1998; Titeca
2006, 2009) that they could use to navigate such particular terrains.
But the terrain of Juba and the larger south Sudan should not be seen as
disconnected from Yumbe. Mobile people connect Yumbe to the frontier terrain and the
frontier to Yumbe. Actors active in both places, such as traders and criminal youths, mean
that Yumbe is part of the frontier terrain. Together, people on both sides of the border, as
well as their respective armies, entrepreneurs, and enterprises give form to frontier
practices that have been taking shape for over a century, when the borders were unlike
they are now or, for example, later when the SPLA was seen frequently in northern
Uganda (see Leopold 2005a; Finnström 2008: ch. 2). Yumbe was at the time of my
research, and always has been, part of this frontier terrain. This was already the case
when Arab slave traders in the late nineteenth century were removing children from their
villages at dawn in what is today Yumbe District (Leopold 2009, 2005a); when Yumbe
rebels were raiding the terrain in south Sudan in the 1990s (see chapters 2 and 3 on the
UNRF and UNRF II); and more recently, when Yumbe migrants were forced to return in
December 2013 when fighting broke out in south Sudan (see example below). People are
and have been actively navigating the opportunities as well as the need to escape within
this vast terrain for over a century at least.
In other words, in order to grasp the full complexity and interrelatedness of the
terrain, it is important to note that while they are much harassed in Sudan, one could at
the same time question how escapees and expelled youths from Yumbe themselves
contribute to the insecurity in Juba. How is it possible, for example, for some young
Aringas to return to Yumbe after only a few months in south Sudan with their own new
motorcycle? It is not unlikely that young people in Juba engage in all possible ways of
money making. Furthermore, it is not only petty criminals but also more serious offenders
who run to Juba; thus, they may also contribute to insecurity and crime in this frontier
town. Illustrative of this is the experience of Abori, who first went to Juba after being
motivated by a Ugandan construction team to join them. Later, the men (whom he
referred to as Buganda from central Uganda) absconded to Uganda with the money, and
he was the only Ugandan left behind at the construction site and was thus fearful of
becoming the target of revenge by police or other security/state actors. Ugandans,
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therefore, also contribute to the insecurity that marks the environment of Juba and the
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roads to it, perpetuating its image as a lawless and dangerous frontier.
Furthermore, as argued, ‘small offenders’ were relatively easily reabsorbed by
their communities in Yumbe after a period of absence. Yet, upon return, some former
Juba migrants could also contribute to insecurity back home. The latter was suggested by
Helen, when I called her from the Netherlands on 31 December 2013, and it became clear
that suddenly she was experiencing her environment as much more unsafe than before,
and she related this to the recent outbreak of conflict in south Sudan:
When I call Helen I ask her if she is going out to celebrate the New Year, but she says: ‘Maybe
tomorrow when I go for prayers. At night the situation is bad now; you can’t believe it! Last
night they attempted to break down my door [she was inside]. They did so last Friday as well.
Yesterday they managed to break in at my neighbour’s home and stole 200,000 Ugandan
Shillings.’
JB: Was she not at home?
H: She was! [But] they carry arms! These must be our brothers from Sudan.
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JB: Are you suggesting these are Sudanese refugees that fled to Uganda?
But no, Helen actually suggested that they were criminal boys from the region (‘our boys!’)
who had returned home because of the fighting in Juba and were in desperate need of money.
Living on the slightly remote edge of town where it is pitch dark at night, without a husband or
other adult man at home, did not really help Helen feel safe. (Notes after a phone
conversation, 31 December 2013)

In trying to summarize these observations, it is important to note that although people in
Yumbe have officially experienced peace since 2002—due to their need for economic and
social survival—they still, out of a certain form of habitus and as a form of refuge,
continue to actively engage with terrains that are marked by insecurity. In the process of
such specific population movements aimed at extraction and often based on the need to
escape, the wider terrain remains insecure, and people’s frontier practices potentially
contribute to a continuing regional insecurity.

CONCLUSION
This chapter intended to bring to the fore an understanding of the large-scale
engagement in cross-border mobility by young men and women from Yumbe. More
specifically, I focused on their temporary migrations to the new ROSS after the country
voted for secession and became independent from north Sudan on the 9 July 2011. I
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One of my interlocutors, George, travelled back to Yumbe after a few months in Juba, with a new motorcycle.
He made the journey together with a Ugandan friend made in Sudan. When George had a major accident, which
left him unconscious for a while, the friend was too far away to notice but later found him in a local hospital.
George was in shock at the time and unable to speak. His companion told the nurses he was George’s brother
and got access to all his belongings (telephone, wallet, and motorcycle papers), robbing him of all he had.
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Here I was referring to the unfolding conflict in Juba and in the broader region of south Sudan at the time, and
the resulting refugee flows entering Uganda.
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showed that despite the fact that at the time of my research, the perils involved in
travelling and trying to make a living in south Sudan were many, this did not halt the
frequent movements of my interlocutors to south Sudan. I explained that one important
reason that young people went there, despite the insecurity and sometimes horrific
anecdotes of violence, was the fact that they were familiar with the idea that there was
always a war taking place somewhere in their surroundings—and, hence, normalization of
conflict meant my interlocutors were not particularly hesitant about travelling. They were
oriented more towards the chances they expected in Juba (knowing that war and its
aftermath come with opportunities for business and work as well), rather than worried
about the risks. This can also be explained by the long history of the West Nile region,
which has always generated the need to engage in the survival economy and, in
particular, the Aringa Muslim experience and orientation towards ‘petty trading careers’.
Furthermore, in 2011 in the aftermath of the presidential elections, inflation was very
high in Uganda, and the meagre economic prospects in rural Yumbe contrasted greatly
with those of the newly independent south Sudan, if only for the donor-aid and projects
that people expected would generate employment.
Despite these explanations, a closer look into young people’s actual engagement
in this migration to south Sudan revealed very specific dynamics. Indeed, there was a
large group of youngsters aiming to become a ‘trader’, following the long-standing
tradition among the Aringa population, and having a keen eye for opportunity. However,
another striking dynamic came to the fore, namely, the many cases in which the need to
escape informed the choice to ‘run to Juba’. In a large number of cases, this concerned
the consequences of what I have come to call ‘intimate crises’ between young couples.
Most often the need to run away arose for boys after they had impregnated their
girlfriend or could not live up to their young families’ needs. On other occasions,
engagement in theft or other transgressions of local social norms or national laws caused
people to flee.
In the last part of the chapter, I pondered how we should understand the larger
terrain in which young people from Yumbe engage through their migrations. I have
argued that they are deeply involved in frontier practices that possibly contribute to
sustaining insecurity in this frontier region, a region in which Yumbe is also deeply
embedded historically. This analysis sheds a gloomy light on the future of this volatile
region through the lens of people’s continuing struggle for survival.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: YOUTH AND THE LEGACIES OF
CONFLICT
A dissertation about research in Yumbe District in north-western Uganda is likely to start
with reference to its ruins and by narrating episodes of violence. Most of the limited
academic and journalistic work on Yumbe seems to do so. These physical legacies of the
Amin regime are powerful; however, they are not innocent images that circulate with
regard to the people from Yumbe. They risk reinforcing the stereotypes that have so long
dominated the image of the region and its people, the roots of which go much farther
back than the Amin regime—to pre-colonial and colonial times, as Leopold shows (2005a,
347
2005b, 2006). In this dissertation, however, a new question was raised: namely, what is
the impact of all this on the new generation? More specifically, I have looked at how
young people—those aged roughly 20–35 who grew up in times of conflict—now engage
with this particular past and with peace as it was established in 2002. With regard to these
questions, the ruins and narratives on conflict are an important reference point for the
younger generation now posing in pictures in front of them (see Chapter 4) and growing
up in their midst (hence my use of the combined image on the cover of this dissertation).
The questions then remain: How powerful are the forces of history in shaping a new
generation’s experience in Yumbe? And where lies the agency for challenging and
changing such a seemingly self-determining destiny?
While the young people that are so central to this dissertation were themselves
affected by past conflicts (often born in exile or in the period of hardship just thereafter)
and sometimes were active child or youth participants in the latest episodes of violence,
by the end of my research 11 years of ‘peace’ had prevailed and these young people were
facing a question of great magnitude: namely, in light of lost, displaced and/or
demoralized fathers and/or mothers, disrupted school careers, experiences with violence
as children, child-combatant experiences (some), and against a background of endemic
poverty, massive under-employment, and continuing collective grievances, can peace be
maintained in the long term? Did it suffice for the Ugandan government to co-opt a few
adult former rebel leaders to establish lasting peace in a region that has known a history
348
of forced as well as voluntary recruitment of young people? Were these former rebel
leaders the last aggrieved generation from the margins, and were they now settled?
Would it suffice to promise the UNRF II liaison committee (all of them adults) the local
development they requested in the peace negotiations to finally undo a sense of
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Furthermore, similar ruined structures of houses are still standing in Moyo and Koboko sub-county, and they
can probably be found throughout West Nile.
348
See Chapter 2 & 4
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marginality amongst the people? And how would it work out if these political promises,
made in December 2002, had still not materialized by the end of 2013?
In order to answer the research questions, I followed Argenti and Schramm (2012: 19)
and Dickson- Gómez (2002), who argue that an ethnographic approach is best suited to
study and aim to understand the impact of past conflicts on people’s present-day lives.
And following Shepler (2014) and Ortner (2006), I have suggested that practice theory
allows for a grounded understanding of the intertwined nature of agency and structure in
this process. The results of this research lay bare intricate dynamics and allow me to
disentangle how some legacies of conflict operate in present-day Yumbe’s social,
economic, and political fabric. The findings will be summarized below, including the novel
research questions that they raise. Importantly, through its ethnographic approach, this
research contributes to understanding local practices by young people in the aftermath of
conflict. This is a field of study, especially in more rural areas, that still deserves much
attention in order to arrive at a better understanding of young people’s predicaments and
potential in such areas (cf. Sommers 2015). Indeed, most attention to African youth in
conflict, post-conflict, and inter-conflict situations has been oriented towards urban youth
(Titeca 2006; Vigh 2006; Berckmoes 2014).
In the following, I guide the reader through the main findings of each chapter: Chapter
2 elaborates on the enduring history of violence and conflict in what is currently Yumbe
District, and thereby it automatically raises the research question this dissertation
addresses, while providing the historical background for the other chapters. I have tried to
contribute to a more nuanced reading of this history of conflict that is often presented in
the same tropes in rather sketchy form. More work on this ‘local history writing’ is
required, however.
The first two empirical chapters, chapters 3 and 4, address more subjective
experiences of that same history and draw attention to what legacies of past conflicts
might entail from the perspective of different generations. They draw attention to
parents’ experiences with violence (as survivors thereof) (Chapter 3) and militarism
(Chapter 4). These chapters show that we cannot understand young people’s practices
without understanding the positions and experiences of their parents and how these have
influenced young people’s worldviews (see Dickson-Gómez 2002).
Chapter 3 on the recurrent experiences of conflict and displacement by the
generation of parents to the youths in this study shows the magnitude and complexity of
these experiences and their persistent influence in everyday life. Mothers claim they are
still drawn back to their experiences of conflict in the present when they are faced with
their extreme poverty. I have shown that even more elements of present-day hardship
trigger painful memories, and younger people can be expected to be directly affected by
this process while growing up. Young people also witness their parents and grievances visà-vis former rebels and the compensation they received. The legacies of the past that
emerge here for young people are manifold and do not just pertain to the family sphere.
We are presented with the image of a population left to its own devices to recover from
persistent and debilitating experiences with extensive and enduring conflict. Many issues
remain unresolved in the post-conflict environment 11 years after the peace agreement
was signed, an agreement that contained unfulfilled promises of broad social, economic,
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and political rehabilitation. The chapter particularly emphasizes how life is also shaped by
material loss and how that influences the worldview of both generations. They feel
disempowered by this material loss. In this chapter, I make a strong plea for not
overlooking such material effects of conflict and how they affect the next generation. This
approach contrasts with the predominant focus on people’s psycho-social needs in postconflict settings and suggests that the subject of material loss as a strong influence on
people’s dispositions today is worthy of more investigation.
Chapter 4 continues to discuss how a certain group of youths in Yumbe bear the
imprint of specific legacies that that appear subject to reproduction. It shows how young
men relate to their fathers who were former military men and/or rebel combatants and
elaborates on how these fathers, who were once in much better material and social
positions, have lost status. They have been reduced to a state of poverty and have been
actively demoralized. They lost the wealth accumulated during their soldiering under Idi
Amin. Often their wealth during his regime was unlawfully appropriated, leading to the
pejorative term mafuta mingi. Children born thereafter often hold their fathers’ previous
greed in spending money accountable for the lack of support during their childhoods.
They do not judge their fathers for their role played in Amin’s brutal regime or in later
rebel parties, but they accuse them of greed and express the ‘pain’ this made them feel as
adolescents. The absence of support and the feeling of pain are explained in their
references to ‘a lack of love’ in the relationships with their fathers. Love in this context
refers to material loyalty (see Bolten 2012), among other things. While their fathers still
await redress in the form of pensions or promised ‘compensation’ money and
reintegration packages, some young men, acting out of their own grievances, joined
rebellions themselves and have afterwards equally become caught up in the dynamics of
expectantly waiting for redress. In the process, I show, they have difficulty showing
fatherly love themselves to their own children. The chapter therefore shows how legacies
of militarism and rebellion can keep people dependent and waiting for redress for
decades. This attitude is explained by the strong patrimonial relation of former rebel
groups in Uganda to the current president Museveni (see Finnström 2010; Kagoro 2013), a
relation that strongly influences people’s dispositions. Therefore, I argue that the
reproduction of a pattern of expectant waiting tied to military/ rebel ‘careers’ is highly
political. The dynamic of reproduction I describe here does not confine itself to the family
homesteads in Yumbe where fathers disappoint sons, who in turn become disappointing
fathers; rather, the state (in the form of personalized rule by a military president who
makes many promises that are not met) is deeply implicated in these generational
dynamics.
While the specific enduring legacies of violence presented in these two chapters
obviously influence young people in Yumbe and draw attention to continuities (of
dispositions related to a position of marginality, poverty, loss and militarism) in the
remote district, the subsequent three chapters pay more attention to ambiguities,
diversity and agency amongst young people in their post–peace agreement practices.
Following closely young people’s everyday practices, I have argued, allows us to discover
where references to the enduring effects of past conflicts emerge naturally or where they
are negotiated (Ibrahim & Shepler 2011). The results do not allow the formulation of a
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straightforward single answer to the question about young people’s post–peace
agreement practices and the role of conflict legacies therein in Yumbe, but they do reveal
intricate dynamics that point to the need for a highly localized understanding of war and
peace dynamics (see also Richards 2005; Vigh 2006; Berckmoes 2014; Lombard &
Batianga-Kinzi 2014; Carayannis & Lombard 2015).
Chapter 5 set out to explore the self-perception of young Aringa men in relation
to prevailing ethnic stereotypes, masculinity, and violence in Yumbe. In the history of
Yumbe, these identities are interconnected, and I have argued that the self-imagination of
349
a warrior-like identity is still a powerful and rather dominant disposition among a
specific section of youth. The more general image and the more specific images that I
present have their roots in pre-, colonial, and post-colonial legacies (see Chapter 2) and
continue to influence young marginal youths’ social imaginaries concerning their future
possibilities in the absence of alternative options in Yumbe. Much of their social and
discursive positioning vis-à-vis these prevalent stereotypes comes from the prevailing
conditions of poverty and their resulting difficulty in fulfilling the masculine role of
provider for their young families.
I also draw attention in the chapter to nuances and factors that explain the
variety in young men’s social positions and imaginaries. For example, I show how limited
experiences with violence (in the family and/or individual history), access to education,
and ability to obtain a regular income appear to be important factors generating more
distance from the literal and powerful interpretations of the Aringa as inherently warriorlike that some youths rely on. Some young people actually claim they do not want to ‘be
in the regime’ of the past and rather try to contribute to better prospects for their own
young families. In fact, better-off peers do try to actively engage with the disaffected
youths, but envy also plays an important role in the relationship between poor and betteroff youth. In other words, this chapter shows how a social imagination people hold of
themselves is fed by past experiences. Combined with an enduring deep poverty and lack
of access to alternative opportunities (and therewith alternative self-imagery), this forms
a potential impediment to lasting peace in Yumbe—where a specific group of young men
feel they have only violent identities to fall back on / identify with.
Despite this pre-disposition shared by young men in a marginal position towards
potential and accepted use of violence as a last resort, Chapter 6 shows how many
disaffected youths try to contribute to what they see as ‘social peace’ by chewing khat.
Following young people’s discourse on khat use is revealing of how they see the dangers
in the post-conflict social fabric and the ways in which negotiate their position vis-à-vis
attitudes associated with conflict times, such as roaming around at night, envying others,
or thinking about their own grievances concerning the past. The adults in their
surroundings hold different opinions, however, on young people’s drug use. They do not
acknowledge that it is likely, following young men’s self-analysis, that these drug practices
to a certain extent prevent social disorder or a return to the bush to act on their
grievances. Are the young men therefore correct when they claim that khat is peacecreating? The answer is ambiguous. Yes, with regard to how they try to engage in inward349

To understand how such an ‘identity’ came about throughout a violent history, see Chapter 2.
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directed elevation and aim not to envy the more well-off people (and peers) in their
surroundings, nor to be guided by their painful grievances vis-à-vis their upbringing and
missed education. But taking a closer look, we see khat use impacts especially young
women, the spouses of these young men that on average already have two children, and
these children become more vulnerable to poverty and the absence of ‘fatherly love’.
Therefore, it is not difficult to see how the young khat users potentially reproduce
patterns that drove them to start using khat in the first place—of childhood deprivation,
school dropout, and absent parents—all of which were explained by reference to conflict
legacies.
Chapter 7 brings to the fore an understanding of the widespread engagement in
cross-border mobility by young men and women from Yumbe. More specifically, I focus on
mobility between Yumbe and the new ROSS after the country voted for secession and
became independent from north Sudan on 9 July 2011. I have shown that at the time of
my research, the perils involved in travelling and trying to make a living in south Sudan
were many, but that this did not halt the frequent movements of my interlocutors across
the border. I explain that one important reason that young people went there, despite the
insecurity and sometimes horrific anecdotes of violence, was the fact that they were
familiar with the idea that there was always a war taking place somewhere in their
surroundings—and hence a normalization of conflict (and reference to their own courage)
meant that my interlocutors were not particularly hesitant about dangerous migration.
They were oriented more towards the opportunities they expected to find in Juba than
towards the risks. This can also be explained by the long history of the West Nile people’s
need to engage in the survival economy and, in particular, the Muslim Aringa experience
and orientation towards ‘petty trading careers’ (see also Chapter 2).
Despite these explanations, a closer look into young people’s actual engagement
in this temporary or long-term migration to south Sudan revealed very specific dynamics.
Indeed, there was a large group of youngsters aiming to become ‘traders’ / engage in a
migrant economy. However, something else also came to the fore—namely, the many
cases in which the ‘need to escape’ informed the choice to ‘run to Juba’. In a large number
of cases, these choices concerned the consequences of what I have come to call ‘intimate
crises’ between young couples. Most often, the need to run away arose for boys after
they had impregnated their girlfriend. On other occasions, engagement in theft or other
trespassing of local norms or national laws caused people to flee local sanctions or legal
prosecution.
In the last part of the chapter, I ponder how we should understand the larger
terrain in which young people from Yumbe engage through their mobility. I have argued
that they are deeply involved in frontier practices that possibly sustain insecurity in this
frontier region in which Yumbe is also deeply embedded for the last century and a half.
Being part of such a volatile region and with practices adapted to it suggests that people
in Yumbe will remain deeply connected with instability in the region for some time
350
ahead.
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Important to note here is that most of this study has focused on the positions and practices of young men
with a relatively low educational background. While forming the majority amongst the youth groups, this means
most of the findings concern a particular subsection of youth, so often seen as a unified single category. I have
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What do these specific practices of identification (Chapter 5), drug (ab)use
(Chapter 6), and mobility (Chapter 7) tell us about young people’s post–peace agreement
practices in Yumbe in relation to a conflict-affected history? We can delineate at least four
major dynamics through which the past emerges as dominant in (re-)structuring
experience or is actively negotiated by youth in Yumbe District.
First, the past acts as a point of reference. It serves to inspire young men to
refrain from behaviour that caused havoc to people in the past. This becomes particularly
clear in Chapter 6, where I study how young men reflect on society and the kind of
restraint they claim to practice in order not to contribute to social disorder but to
maintain social peace. While it is much contested and debatable whether khat use is really
the means to achieve this, it shows how for young men the social relations in times of
conflict (especially seen in their efforts to avoid feeling envy) serve as a point of reference
for their aim to behave differently. Becoming less mobile (‘staying in one place’ through
consuming khat together in a group) and trying not to act upon their grievances—by
containing their negative emotions towards their fathers and former rebel commanders,
as well as towards the better off—can be understood as aiming to contribute to a
different social fabric than the one they know from their childhood and early youth.
Second, I have shown how, unwillingly or unintentionally, young men seem to at
least partly reproduce family patterns that gave rise to their own childhood grievances. In
this way, conflict legacies can influence patterns of parenting that endure. This becomes
particularly clear in chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7, where we see that when young men face
serious difficulties in providing for their families, they sometimes, acting out of despair,
join rebel-groups or become khat-consuming fathers. In both cases they are unable to
show their children the ‘love’ whose absence so deeply marked their own childhoods
growing up in the aftermath of war, exile, and rebellion. The same problem emerges for
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children of those fathers ‘on the run’ in Chapter 7.
Third, there emerges the notion of a kind of ‘second nature’ or habitus that
influentially shapes young people’s practices: for example, chapters 4 and 5 deal with the
youth’s rebel mobilization, self-identification as conflict-prepared, and fearlessness, which
are arguably dispositions strongly shaped by a past deeply marked by conflict. In the past
it was important that people could defend themselves against invaders, that they could
hunt and bring back food and respect to the home, that young men were vigilant,
protected the family, and engaged in survival against all odds—which often meant making
use of the volatile terrain at hand and engaging in petty trade in conflict-affected areas to
maximize profits, or leaving everything behind to engage in labour migration, especially
352
leaving in cases of conflict. All in all, such social practices still occur frequently in the
tried to pay attention to young women in the various chapters as mothers, as migrants, and as spouses of khat
users. But to draw conclusions on the exact role of women in the processes here described requires more
research. Likewise, I have occasionally brought to the fore that an emerging group of youth with Bachelor’s and
or Master’s education seem to hold different positions in Yumbe District; however, they do not escape some of
the practices that emerge as core to the region (see the chapter on migration) nor do they escape the influences
of legacies of conflict (see in particular the references to Charles’s life history throughout Chapter 5).
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The roles of mothers in these processes deserve more research.
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See references to the work of Middleton, Dak, Leopold, and Meagher in this dissertation.
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specific terrain that Yumbe is part of. In fact, the descriptions in this dissertation show
how practices inherent to a frontier and conflict-affected region—as also strongly shown
in Chapter 7—tend to prevail, at least amongst youths, despite the notion of peace that
has become dominant in the past decade as a reference point. In chapters 4, 5, and 7, it
becomes possible to imagine how the persistence of such more habitual practices
potentially contributes to a continuing volatility of the region. At the same time, these are
not practices shaped only by the past. Despite building on a specific habitus, I have shown
throughout the dissertation that persistent marginalization and poverty are responsible
for the need of such practices of survival to prevail. While some positive developments in
Yumbe are visible with regard to the expansion of so-called ‘development programmes’,
at the same time young people face a difficult time benefiting from these programmes—
partly because some of them face exclusion due to their khat use (and growth) and the
related stigmatization, and partly because they largely work in the informal economy, a
domain untouched by official ‘development agendas’. I have described how, under these
conditions, young men face significant difficulty providing for their families, which leads to
despair and a ‘fall-back’ on bodies a practice deeply shaped by colonial history (see for
example Grahame 1980 and chapter 5 of this dissertation).
Fourth—and here we return to a more optimistic finding as also shared under the
first dynamic delineated above—many youths actively display a willingness to do things
differently from how they were done by the generation of their parents. This can be
considered one of their projects vis-à-vis the past and its legacies. Recall O. in Chapter 5,
who says he does not want to be in the regime of the past. And this intention, this wish
appeared to be key to young men’s ambitions, especially to the khat users and young excombatants that I interviewed. As soon as we came to speak about their own young
children, they expressed wishes for them to grow up in different circumstances. The main
focus of all these young fathers was on education, something so many of them had not
been able to obtain themselves to any reasonable degree. The aim for change is also
evident in the following example, which I believe is at once an expression of hope and of a
break with the past: When Amadile Charles, whose Aringa name means ‘they have come
to kill us’ (see Chapter 5 on the circumstances of his birth) had his first daughter, he gave
her the name Peace (suggested by his father) and gave her the second name ‘Lucy’. Here
we see not only an expression of hope, with its reference to peaceful times. We also see a
discontinuity: the experience of conflict as central and deeply permeating cultural
practices such as name giving was challenged. Names like his that referred to hardship
were still very prominent in his and previous generations. But young people of his own
generation were sometimes openly debating what such a name would involve for the
individual.
While the above hints at hope for the next generation, I cannot help but end this
section with a more gloomy remark about this name. Charles told me he purposely did
not give his daughter an Aringa name. Aringa names, he argued, were often recognizable
for people from other parts of Uganda by the fact that they started with an ‘A’, among
other factors. He argued such a name could lead to unfavourable treatment while
studying in Kampala, for example, or when applying for jobs. He purposely chose a name
that would not allow people to trace his daughter’s ‘Aringa’ roots in order to protect her
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from discriminative practices and give her better perspectives in the future. It is clear he
expected certain stereotypes and inequalities facing the Aringa to prevail even 20 to 25
years in the future.
Pondering on all the above observations, it becomes evident how the study of
youth in this region provides a unique view vis-à-vis the study of youth in other regions in
‘post-conflict’ Africa and where one of the theoretical contributions of this dissertation
lies (rendered by the historical and generational approach combined with the focus on
young people’s practices). I end this chapter with these concluding reflections.

YOUNG PEOPLE AND THE HABITS OF WAR AND PEACE
Bourdieu’s definition of habitus refers to ‘a system of lasting, transposable dispositions
which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of
perceptions, appreciation and actions...’ (1977: 82-83). Habitus, then, becomes
understood as deeply embodied processes of social reproduction, as ‘history turned
flesh’.
An interesting approach to the study of youth in ‘post-conflict’ societies emerges
by reflecting on this notion of habitus. Here I take up the debate with recent studies on
young people in Africa coming of age in volatile, uncertain environments. Influential in
this field of study has been the work of Vigh, who studied the ways in which young men in
Guinee Bissau in the late 1990s and early 2000s sought ‘to draw and actualize their life
chances in a shifting and volatile social environment’ and who came up with the ‘theory of
social navigation’ (Vigh 2006: 11). While the ensuing analysis in his book Navigating
terrains of war is very insightful, one particular notion that has been widely influential and
has also informed other influential studies on youth in conflict environments (see for
example Berckmoes 2014, 2015) is the relatively large emphasis on the volatility of the
social environment and the agent’s constant need for improvisation in order to ensure
social, political, and actual survival. In such contexts, many researchers argue—building on
the work of de Certeau (1984)—that there is space only for tactical navigation by agents.
This means that they constantly have to respond to the immediate turns and tides of their
environments. Citing Bauman, Berckmoes proposes that in such a context the
unintelligibility and unpredictability of the social environment ensures that ‘memory,
learning, and calculating are “useless, if not downright suicidal”’ (Berckmoes 2015: 2,
citing Bauman 1991: 1). Similarly, Vigh tends to dismiss habitus and habitual action in such
a situation as functional, stating that ‘in war habits are a luxury—or idiocy—that one can
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barely afford’ (Vigh 2006: 154). Yet, I would like to argue here that the working of
habitus is potentially too easily dismissed and requires a re-evaluation in the study of
people’s practices in a conflict and post-conflict environment.
One reason for the difference in stance is that the perspective of these authors
on disorder (Bauman 1991), chronic crisis and decline (Vigh 2008), and unpredictability
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Based on the idea that it can be dangerous to rely on habits in a rapidly changing environment and that the
change and unpredictability of the ever-moving environment shaped by crisis and decline prevents routines from
developing into new habits, as they are ‘never durable enough to become habitual’ (Vigh 2006: 155).
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and unintelligibility (Berckmoes 2015) are based on work in a different context from that
of ‘post–peace agreement Yumbe’. During my fieldwork, the social-political environment
in Yumbe was one that was heading much more towards stability and predictability than it
had been for a long time, despite the political volatility in the larger region as well and the
354
continuous reference to the potential return of conflict in Yumbe.
What I was
witnessing shows a reversed process from the one described by the above-mentioned
authors: the terrain was becoming more intelligible, but the legacy of a long past
characterized by violent conflict and insecurity had led to a habitus prepared to engage
with volatile circumstances.
Unlike Vigh, who argues that in war habits are dangerous (Vigh 2006: 154),
findings in my work suggest that growing up with conflict and having experienced
volatility for decades, people’s habitus has become so attuned to such circumstances that
it is now perhaps even a misfit in the more ‘stable environment’ and the general situation
of ‘peace’. In other words, when one grows up in conflict and is accustomed and
socialized (from early childhood, see Swartz 2002) to its occurrence and specific threats,
what happens if one then suddenly finds oneself in a more stable situation, in which one’s
potentially war-attuned habitus is no longer fitting, applicable, or accepted? If indeed
habitus expresses itself in ‘unconsciously repeated actions’ (Vigh 2006: 154), what
happens in society in such a situation? When are certain habits no longer fitting? And how
do people deal with this experience? Do these habits slowly disappear, or do they perhaps
only move into the background? And with increasing insecurity (not unlikely in the West
Nile region), can these habits rapidly be called upon again? The latter sounds as if I
present it as the agent’s conscious choice to consider what to do with his or her ‘no longer
appropriate habitus’; however, what this study shows, rather, is how memory, habitus,
and identification practices may work together to socially reproduce certain social
structures and practices in ‘peace-time’ that actually fit better in wartime. One thing is
clear, at least: these factors (memory, habitus, and indentification) need to be deeply
understood to explain people’s present-day dispositions.
Too often the study of youth concentrates on present and future orientations
(see for example Mains 2010; Honwana 2012), on youths as actors that ‘simultaneously
navigate the immediate and the imagined’ (Vigh 2006: 13). The present research asks the
question: what about their past as it influences their practices (through the workings of
memory, identity, the body, emotions such as fear)? The recognition that young people
have histories too, that they at least partially base their practices on their past
experiences and/or that of their parents, returns our gaze to the social structures they
come from (their family relations), their history, and their environment. This perspective is
key to a fuller understanding of young people’s practices, their contributions to society,
and their contribution to social change or social reproduction—questions that become
particularly pertinent in the aftermath of conflict.
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That such reference to a potential return of conflict kept reoccurring is touched upon in Chapter 5, but also
during fieldwork I was often informed by specific well-informed people that something was about to happen or
was likely to happen in Yumbe; and they occasionally warned me seriously to be very careful in going ‘to the
field’, i.e. moving from Yumbe Town to the various sub-counties of the District.
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While the notion of habitus is perhaps too all-encompassing and static and has
difficulty shaking off the connotation it seems to carry that agency has little room in all
this (see Ortner 2006), I do see it as an important sensitizing concept that emerges from
reading different layers of my data—not only because of what emerges in daily practices
that relates to past experiences, but also because of the way in which these practices are
considered natural and are widely accepted. A focus on habitus also allows us to question
changes in the field or terrains/environment (as Vigh, referring to Ingold, calls it, 2006:
12). If people’s habitus to a certain extent remains similar to that before the peace
agreement, what does this say about the changes that the peace agreement has really
brought about in Yumbe? Perhaps on the experiential level and on the level of social
relations, formal peace has not yet fully permeated everyday life.
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SUMMARY
Conflict legacies
Understanding youth’s post–peace agreement practices in Yumbe, north-western Uganda

A dissertation about research in Yumbe District in north-western Uganda is likely to start
with reference to the ruins that are found scattered across Yumbe’s landscape and by
narrating past episodes of violence. The physical legacies of the Idi Amin period (1971–
1979), during which many men from the region fought alongside Amin and for which the
population was later collectively punished, are powerful and speak to the imagination;
however, these are not innocent images. They risk reinforcing the stereotypes that have
for so long characterized the region and its people as violent, the roots of which go much
farther back than the Amin regime, to pre-colonial and colonial times. In this dissertation,
I question the legacies of decades of conflict—especially the armed conflicts that ensued
when Amin was removed from power—in the younger generation in Yumbe. I look at how
young people—those aged roughly 20 to 35 who themselves grew up in times of
conflict—now engage with this particular past and with the peace that was signed in
2002. The ruins and narratives of conflict are an important reference point for the
younger generation, who grew up next to such ruins and now sometimes pose proudly in
front of these dilapidated buildings when they take photographs of themselves and their
families. How do these young people relate to the history of the region? And what does
such posing as practice tell us about the role of conflict legacies in their lives?
In the introduction to this dissertation, I start by showing other practices that
deserve investigation—namely, how memories of past conflict were used to impose fear
during the 2011 elections and motivated certain types of acting by various parties in the
so-called ‘post-conflict’ social fabric. These various practices are an example of how
legacies from the past give shape to a range of emotional, social, and political practices in
the region today. These observations and the analysis of such practices are at the core of
this research’s interest, which questions the legacies of conflict in a community now
officially living in peace since a peace agreement was signed in 2002. I argue that the
study of people’s practices in the present can shed light on whether a real break is
experienced in the social–political domain between the past and the present: a past that
was marked by violent conflict and marginality, and a present that is officially peaceful
after the peace agreement signed in 2002, which included commitment towards undoing
the region’s marginality and was meant to bring a definitive end to the region’s recurring
rebellions.
For, when we depart from the notion that the region has a very long history of
experiencing armed conflict, the question is this: where lies the capacity for inhabiting
peace for a society and individuals, both of which have been shaped by an environment
that had violent conflict as one of its dominant historical characteristics and have suffered
a constant political reiteration of violent stereotypes and related conflicts? This research
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investigates the persistent forces of violent legacies and how they structure experiences
in a society (Dumont 1992: 277, cited by Peluso & Watts 2001: 6), as opposed to a
society’s and an individual’s capacities to instigate social change vis-à-vis a seemingly
historical destiny (Ortner 2006; Van Dijk et al. 2007: Introduction). The research studies
this question from the particular perspective of those who grew up with conflict and
matured in times of ‘peace’. I argue that this generational focus is particularly relevant for
understanding the impact of the legacies of past conflicts on society.
To address these questions I explore several practices by young people, using a
fine-grained ethnographic approach focussing on young people’s daily practices and
biographical narratives. The results of this research lay bare intricate dynamics and allow
me to untangle how some legacies of conflict operate in present-day Yumbe’s social,
economic, and political fabric.
But in order to understand these practices and their relation to conflict legacies,
an understanding of the regional history is crucial. In Chapter 2, therefore, I first offer an
adapted reading of Yumbe’s history and of the way in which the connection between the
Aringa and the slave-raiding Nubi armies should be understood. This is an important point
because the Aringa have often been portrayed as deeply influenced (read militarized and
Islamized) through their early contact with the Nubi armies; however, my reading of
available sources suggests that these processes probably took place later and were much
th
influenced by the colonial establishment in the region in the early 20 century. Secondly,
while the available sources remain limited, I have tried to sketch an image of how the
time in which Idi Amin was in power in Uganda in the 1970s was experienced in Yumbe,
from where many people joined his notorious army and secret services. And thirdly, I
address how the dynamics of subsequent conflict in the region were extremely complex,
with many different armed actors. The albeit incomplete reading of local conflict
dynamics adds to existing information on these remote conflicts, concerning which
relatively little is known or published.
The remaining chapters focus on an analysis of the empirical data obtained. More
specifically, people’s recurring experiences with violent conflict in Yumbe and the impact
thereof on social life today form the theme of Chapter 3. This chapter is oriented towards
people (over 40 years of age) who were victimized in one of the many armed conflicts in
Yumbe and neighbouring regions (including south Sudan) between 1979 and 2002. In their
accounts, this group of parents establishes a direct link between enduring poverty and the
inability to overcome their experiences in the past. The legacies of the past that emerge
here for young people are manifold and do not pertain just to the family sphere. We are
presented with the image of a population predominantly left to its own devices to recover
from persistent and debilitating experiences with extensive and enduring conflict. Many
issues remain unresolved in the post-conflict environment 11 years after the peace
agreement was signed, an agreement that contained unfulfilled promises of broad social,
economic, and political rehabilitation. The chapter particularly emphasizes how life is
shaped by material loss and how this influences the worldview of both generations. I
argue in this chapter that it is key not to overlook such material effects of conflict and how
they affect the next generation. This approach contrasts with the predominant focus on
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people’s psycho-social needs in post-conflict settings and suggests that the subject of
material loss as a strong influence on people’s dispositions requires more investigation.
In Chapter 4 a different group of parents in Yumbe and their relation to their
children (sons in particular) is placed at the centre of the discussion. This chapter
addresses the theme of militarism: it concentrates on how former military fathers lost
their property and status in the post-Amin period of exile and how their sons relate to this
lost wealth they have heard of but never possessed. The theme of material loss thus
returns here as an influential factor, and the chapter portrays how Uganda’s
contemporary politics of recurrent promises of ‘rehabilitation’ (and the non-fulfilment of
these promises) for former rebels and soldiers plays a role in encouraging many people in
Yumbe to hold on to military identities. The impact thereof on fathering and the social
reproduction of this militarized masculine model are explored in this chapter.
These chapters (3 and 4) show that there are reasons to believe that young
people’s perspectives on life in Yumbe have been shaped significantly by the forces of
history and the intimate transference of its outcomes through parent–child relationships
as well as political centre–periphery relationships. How then do young people themselves
currently engage with this legacy? The remaining chapters focus on young people’s
positions, perspectives, and practices in Yumbe today. In their practices, we see how they
try to position themselves vis-à-vis such a past and which resources they can engage with
to challenge this past.
While the specific enduring legacies of violence presented in these two chapters
obviously influence young people in Yumbe and draw attention to continuities (of their
dispositions related to a position of marginality, poverty, loss, and militarism) in the
remote district, the following three chapters pay more attention to ambiguities, diversity,
and agency amongst young people in their post–peace agreement practices. The results
do not allow the formulation of a straightforward single answer to the question about
young people’s post–peace agreement practices and the role of conflict legacies therein in
Yumbe, but they do reveal intricate dynamics that point to the need for a localized
understanding of war and peace dynamics.
The self-perception of young Aringa men in relation to prevailing ethnic
stereotypes, masculinity, and violence in Yumbe forms the theme of Chapter 5. In the
history of Yumbe, these identities are interconnected and have their roots in pre-,
colonial, and post-colonial legacies (as discussed in Chapter 2). These continue to
influence young marginal youths’ social imaginaries concerning their future possibilities in
the absence of alternative options in Yumbe. Much of their social and discursive
positioning vis-à-vis these prevalent stereotypes comes from the prevailing conditions of
poverty and their resulting difficulty in fulfilling the masculine role of provider for their
young families. However, I also draw attention in the chapter to nuances and factors that
explain the variety in young men’s social positions and imaginaries. For example, I show
how limited experiences with violence (in the family and/or individual history), access to
education, and ability to obtain a regular income appear to be important factors
generating more distance from the literal and powerful interpretations of the Aringa as
inherently warrior-like that some youths rely on. Some young people actually claim they
do not want to ‘be in the regime’ of the past and rather try to contribute to better
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prospects for their own young families. In fact, better-off peers do try to actively engage
with the disaffected youths, but envy also plays an important, if suppressed, role in the
relationships between better-off and poor youth. In other words, this chapter shows how
a social imagination people hold of themselves is fed by past experiences. Combined with
an enduring deep poverty and lack of access to alternative opportunities (and therewith
alternative self-imagery), this forms a potential impediment to lasting peace in Yumbe—
where a specific group of young men feel they have only violent identities to identify with.
Despite this pre-disposition shared by young men in a marginal position towards
potential and accepted use of violence as a last resort, Chapter 6 shows how many
disaffected youths try to contribute to what they see as ‘social peace’ by chewing khat
(locally referred to as mairungi). Following young people’s discourse on khat use is
revealing of how they see the dangers in the post-conflict social fabric and the ways in
which they negotiate their position vis-à-vis attitudes associated with times of conflict,
such as roaming around at night, envying others, or thinking about their own grievances
concerning the past. The adults in their surroundings hold different opinions, however, on
young people’s drug use. They do not acknowledge that it is likely, following young men’s
own analysis, that these drug practices prevent social disorder or a return to the bush to
act on their grievances. Are the young men therefore correct when they claim that khat is
peace-creating? The answer is ambiguous. Yes, with regard to how they try to engage in
inward-directed elevation and aim not to envy the more well-off people (and peers) in
their surroundings, nor to be guided by their painful grievances vis-à-vis their upbringing
and missed education. But taking a closer look, we see that khat use impacts especially
young women, the spouses of these young men that on average already have two
children, and these children become more vulnerable to poverty and the absence of
‘fatherly love’. Therefore, it is not difficult to see how the young khat users potentially
reproduce patterns that drove them to start using khat in the first place—patterns of
childhood deprivation, school dropout, and absent parents—all of which were explained
by reference to past conflict in Yumbe.
Chapter 7 brings to the fore an understanding of the widespread engagement in
cross-border mobility by young men and women from Yumbe. More specifically, I focus on
mobility between Yumbe and the new Republic of South Sudan (ROSS) after the country
voted for secession and became independent from north Sudan on 9 July 2011. I show
that at the time of my research, the perils involved in travelling and trying to make a living
in south Sudan were many, but that this did not halt the recurrent movements of my
interlocutors across the border. I explain that one important reason that young people
went there, despite the insecurity and sometimes horrific anecdotes of violence, was the
fact that they were familiar with the idea that there was always a war taking place
somewhere in their surroundings—and, hence, a normalization of conflict (and reference
to their own courage) meant that my interlocutors were not particularly hesitant about
dangerous mobility. They were oriented more towards the opportunities they expected to
find in Juba than towards the risks. This can also be explained by the long history of the
West Nile people’s need to engage in the survival economy and, in particular, the Muslim
Aringa experience and orientation towards ‘petty trading careers’ (also discussed in
Chapter 2).

212

Despite these explanations, a closer look into young people’s actual engagement
in this temporary or long-term migration to south Sudan revealed very specific dynamics.
Indeed, there was a large group of youngsters aiming to become ‘traders’ / engage in a
migrant economy. However, something else also came to the fore—namely, the many
cases in which the ‘need to escape’ informed the choice to ‘run to Juba’. In a large number
of cases, these choices concerned the consequences of what I have come to call ‘intimate
crises’ between young couples. Most often, the need to run away arose for boys after
they had impregnated their girlfriend. On other occasions, engagement in theft or other
trespassing of local norms or national laws caused people to flee local sanctions or legal
prosecution.
In the last part of the chapter, I ponder how we should understand the larger
terrain in which young people from Yumbe engage through their mobility. I argue that
they are deeply involved in frontier practices that possibly sustain insecurity in this
frontier region in which Yumbe is also deeply embedded for the last century and a half.
Being part of such a volatile region and with practices adapted to it suggest that people in
Yumbe will remain deeply connected with instability in the region for some time ahead.
In the last chapter, which serves as a discussion and conclusion, I take up the
debate with recent studies on young people in Africa coming of age in volatile, uncertain
environments. I argue that paying more attention to where young people in
contemporary Africa ‘come from’—in terms of generational embedding, histories, and the
environment—is important. Too often the study of youth concentrates on present and
future orientations (see for example Mains 2010; Honwana 2012), on youths as actors
that ‘simultaneously navigate the immediate and the imagined’ (Vigh 2006: 13). The
present research asks the question: what about their past as it influences their practices
(through the workings of memory, identity, the body, emotions such as fear)? The
recognition that young people have histories too, that they at least partially base their
practices on their past experiences and/or those of their parents, returns our gaze to the
social structures they come from (their family relations), their history, and their
environment. This perspective is key to a fuller understanding of young people’s practices,
their contributions to society, and their contribution to social change or social
reproduction—questions that become particularly pertinent in the aftermath of conflict.
Habitus (Bourdieu 1977) is an important concept to mention here. While the notion of
habitus is perhaps too all-encompassing and static and has difficulty shaking off the
connotation it seems to carry that agency has little room in all this (see Ortner 2006), I do
see it as an important sensitizing concept that emerges from reading different layers of
my data—not only because of what emerges in daily practices that relate to past
experiences, but also because of the way in which these practices are considered natural
and are widely accepted. A focus on habitus also allows us to question changes in the
terrains/environment (Vigh 2006: 12). If people’s habitus to a certain extent remains
similar to that before the peace agreement—as shown in chapters 5 and 7, for example—
what does this say about the changes that the peace agreement has really brought about
in Yumbe? Perhaps on the experiential level and on the level of social relations, formal
peace has not yet fully permeated everyday life.
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SAMENVATTING

Nalatenschappen van conflict
De praktijken van jongeren na het vredesakkoord in Yumbe, noordwest Oeganda.
Het is voor de hand liggend dat een proefschrift over onderzoek in Yumbe District in
noordwest Oeganda begint met een verwijzing naar de ruines die zich verspreid in het
landschap bevinden en met referenties naar haar geschiedenis met geweld. Deze ruïnes,
een nalatenschap van de Idi Amin periode (van 1971 tot 1979), waarin veel mannen uit de
regio aan de kant van Amin vochten, spreken tot de verbeelding. Maar zij roepen geen
neutraal beeld op. Het risico bestaat dat deze beelden opnieuw het stereotype van
gewelddadigheid versterken over de regio en haar mensen, een beeld dat dominant is
geweest sinds de prekoloniale periode.
De ruïnes blijken echter een belangrijk referentiepunt voor de jongeren die
opgroeiden in de omgeving van deze ruïnes en soms trots poseren voor deze vervallen
huizen van hun vaders en ooms wanneer zij foto’s van zichzelf en hun familieleden (laten)
nemen. Hoe verhouden deze jongeren zich tot de geschiedenis van de regio? In dit
proefschrift bevraag ik de nalatenschappen van decennia lang conflict, in het bijzonder
van de conflicten die ontstonden toen Idi Amin verjaagd werd in 1979, voor de jongere
generatie in Yumbe. Ik bestudeer hoe jongeren tussen de 20 en 35 die geboren werden
ten tijde van conflict, nu omgaan met het verleden en hoe zij zich in hun dagelijkse
praktijken verhouden tot de vrede die werd getekend in 2002.
In de introductie van deze dissertatie begin ik met het laten zien van dagelijkse
praktijken in hedendaags Yumbe die het bestuderen waard zijn als het gaat om de
erfenissen van conflict. Ik laat zien hoe herinneringen aan de geschiedenis van gewapend
conflict in Yumbe werden gebruikt om angst op te roepen tijdens de verkiezingen van
2011 in Oeganda. Niet voor iedereen in Yumbe riepen deze herinneringen echter angst op
en ik laat zien hoe verschillende sociale actoren omgingen met de verwijzing naar
potentieel nieuw geweld. De verschillende praktijken die ik daar blootleg laten zien hoe
de erfenis van conflict vorm geeft aan een variëteit van emotionele, sociale en politieke
praktijken in de regio vandaag de dag. Ik beargumenteer dat het bestuderen van
dergelijke praktijken in het heden kunnen belichten of er een echte breuk wordt ervaren
door mensen in het sociaal-politieke domein tussen het verleden en het heden, een
verleden gekenmerkt door gewelddadig conflict en een marginale positie en een heden
dat officieel vredig is en waarbij het gesloten vredesakkoord in 2002 beloftes omvatte die
bedoeld waren om de marginaliteit van de regio op te heffen.
Want als we er vanuit gaan dat de regio een hele lange geschiedenis met conflict
en geweld heeft, is de volgende vraag erg belangrijk: Waar ligt de capaciteit van
individuen en de gemeenschap om vrede te kennen en na te streven wanneer zij zijn
gevormd door een omgeving die lang gekenmerkt is geweest door gewelddadig conflict,
en wanneer zij ook door de omliggende gemeenschappen constant opnieuw met dat
geweld geassocieerd worden. Dit onderzoek, met andere woorden, bevraagt de
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voortdurende invloed van geweld en conflict en hoe deze de samenleving structureert.
Tegelijkertijd onderzoek ik de capaciteit van de samenleving en individuen om sociale
verandering teweeg te brengen tegenover een dergelijke sterke nalatenschap.
Om deze vragen te onderzoeken bestudeer ik verschillende praktijken van
jongeren met behulp van een fijnmazige etnografische benadering die zich in het
bijzonder richt op hun dagelijks praktijken en biografische verhaal. Deze methode licht ik
toe in hoofdstuk 1. De resultaten van dit onderzoek leggen een ingewikkelde dynamiek
bloot en staan me toe om te ontwarren hoe sommige overblijfselen van een door conflict
gekenmerkt verleden uitwerken in Yumbe’s huidige sociale, economische en politieke
weefsel.
Om deze praktijken te begrijpen in hun relatie tot een geschiedenis van conflict,
is begrip van de regionale prekoloniale, koloniale en postkoloniale geschiedenis cruciaal.
Daarom belicht ik in hoofdstuk 2 deze geschiedenis. Daarbij liep ik aan tegen het feit dat
er slechts een beperkte hoeveelheid bronnen bestaan die specifiek over de regio zelf
gaan. Veel auteurs die boeken hebben gepubliceerd in de periode tussen 1921 en 1986
belichten de regio vanuit de naburige regio’s en slechts in beperkte mate. Later heeft
voornamelijk het Refugee Law Project in Kampala bijgedragen aan het optekenen van de
regionale geschiedenis (RLP 2004). Ondanks het gebrek aan bronnen probeer ik ten eerste
een aangepast licht te schijnen in dit hoofdstuk over hoe de geschiedenis van de Aringa
uit Yumbe District zich mogelijk verhoudt tot de geschiedenis van Nubi soldaten in de
regio in de pre- en vroege koloniale periode. Dit is belangrijk omdat vaak wordt
gesuggereerd dat de Aringa direct beïnvloed waren door deze Nubi legers die in de
wijdere regio rondzwierven en dat dat de islamisering en militarisering van de regio zou
verklaren. Mijn lezing van de beschikbare bronnen suggereert echter dat het proces van
islamisering in Yumbe pas na 1914 of 1916 begon en dat dit proces direct verband hield
met koloniaal beleid. Ten tweede, hoewel de bronnen beperkt zijn, heb ik geprobeerd een
beeld te geven van hoe de periode waarin Idi Amin aan de macht was van 1971-1979
werd ervaren in Yumbe zelf. Dit is relevant omdat er veel mannen uit de regio in die tijd
bij het beruchte leger en de geheime dienst kwamen te werken. Amin kwam immers uit
de regio en verhield zich goed tot de moslimgemeenschap in Oeganda in het algemeen
(het huidige Yumbe kent een geschatte moslimpopulatie van ongeveer 80%). Over hoe die
periode in Yumbe zelf werd ervaren is zeer weinig bekend, mijn bijdrage maakt een begin
met het ontsluiten van mogelijke ervaringen in die periode in Yumbe. Ten derde behandel
ik in dit hoofdstuk hoe complex de verschillende gewapende conflicten waren in de
periode nadat Amin verjaagd werd, van 1979 tot 2002. Ook voor deze periode voeg ik een
aantal inzichten toe aan de bestaande literatuur, die voor deze conflicten wel bestaat
maar de complexiteit en gelaagdheid ervan nauwelijks overbrengt. Veel geschiedenissen
uit deze periode zijn nog niet opgetekend, terwijl een vollediger beeld belangrijk is voor
een beter begrip van de geschiedenis van conflict in de regio.
Tegen deze historische achtergrond presenteer ik vervolgens de hoofdstukken
die het etnografische onderzoek verder uitwerken. Hoofdstuk 3 belicht het feit dat
mensen een terugkerende ervaring hebben met gewelddadig conflict en bestudeert de
effecten daarvan op het sociale, economische en politieke leven in Yumbe vandaag de
dag. Centraal staan mensen die ouder zijn dan 40 en het slachtoffer werden tijdens één of
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meerdere episodes van conflict in Yumbe en/ of op de vlucht in Zuid Soedan tussen 1979
en 2002. Deze groep mensen legt vaak een directe link tussen hun diepe armoede en hun
onvermogen om ervaringen uit het verleden te boven te komen. Het hoofdstuk laat in het
bijzonder zien hoe hun leven getekend is door materieel verlies en behandelt hoe dit het
wereldbeeld van de verschillende generaties beïnvloed. Deze benadering is anders dan de
veel voorkomende beschouwing van postconflict gebieden niet direct gericht op
psychosociale behoeften van mensen, maar brengt het materiële aspect terug op de
agenda om te begrijpen hoe een nalatenschap van conflict door kan werken op volgende
generaties.
In hoofdstuk 4 staat een andere groep ouders centraal en de relatie met hun
kinderen (de zonen in het bijzonder). Dit hoofdstuk behandelt het thema van militarisme:
het concentreert zich op vaders die militairen waren onder Idi Amin en hun verlies van
status en bezit na de val van deze president. Het hoofdstuk concentreert zich in het
bijzonder op de zonen van deze mannen en hoe zij zich verhouden tot het verloren bezit
van hun vaders, dat ze zelf nooit gekend hebben. Het thema ‘verlies van bezit‘ keert hier
terug, zij het in een andere vorm. Het hoofdstuk behandelt ook hoe de huidige politiek in
Oeganda van herhaaldelijke beloftes van het ‘rehabiliteren’ van oud-soldaten (onder
voorgaande presidenten) en van oud-rebellen en het niet nakomen van deze beloftes een
belangrijke rol spelen in het aanmoedigen van veel mensen om hun identiteit van exmilitair/ ex-rebel vast te houden in de hoop op uitgestelde betaling. De militaire identiteit
blijft daardoor erg belangrijk ondanks de periode van vrede waarin zich de regio officieel
bevindt.
Deze beide hoofdstukken (3 en 4) laten zien dat er reden is om aan te nemen dat
het perspectief op het leven van jongeren in Yumbe significant is bepaald door de
geschiedenis van conflict en de intieme overdracht van haar gevolgen in relaties tussen
ouders en kinderen. Ook de relatie tussen het centrum van de macht (president
Museveni) en de periferie (Yumbe District) lijkt sterk gevormd door die lange geschiedenis
van conflict zo getuigt de nadruk op de boven genoemde beloftes in die relatie. Hoe gaan
jongeren om met deze erfenis? De laatste hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift behandelen
de posities, perspectieven en praktijken van jongeren in Yumbe vandaag de dag. In hun
praktijken zien we terug hoe ze zich (proberen te) verhouden tot het verleden en uit
welke bronnen zij daartoe putten. In deze hoofdstukken komen ook verschillen tussen
jongeren en tussen hun praktijken naar voren waardoor het duidelijk wordt dat er geen
eenduidig antwoord mogelijk is op de vraag welke nalatenschappen van conflict hun
huidige handelen sterk beïnvloeden en hoe. Wel leggen de hoofdstukken ingewikkelde
processen bloot die laten zien dat de lokale dynamiek van vrede en conflict erg belangrijk
is om te begrijpen.
Het zelfbeeld van jonge Aringa mannen in relatie tot dominante stereotypen,
mannelijkheid en geweld in Yumbe vormt het thema van hoofdstuk 5. De historische
oorsprong van deze zelfbeelden en de manier waarop zij de sociale verbeelding van de
jonge mannen blijven beïnvloeden als het gaat om hun verwachtingen van en
mogelijkheden in de toekomst staan centraal. Armoede en de daaraan gerelateerde
moeilijkheid om te voldoen aan het mannelijkheidsideaal van de man als kostwinnaar
voor hun jonge families spelen een grote rol in het vasthouden aan het stereotypische
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beeld van de Aringa. Maar in het hoofdstuk wordt ook aandacht besteed aan de variatie in
hoe jonge mannen zich weten te positioneren in relatie tot deze stereotypen. Ik laat
bijvoorbeeld zien hoe toegang tot educatie en het vermogen om de familie te voorzien in
haar dagelijkse behoefte afstand helpt creëren tot dit dominante beeld van de Aringa.
Ook besteed ik aandacht aan hoe andere jongeren, op basis van wat zij ervaren hebben in
hun vroege jeugd, nu bewust willen bijdragen aan een vreedzame samenleving om
herhaling van de geschiedenis te voorkomen. De jongeren met wie het economisch beter
gaat en die iets meer perspectief hebben op een ander leven staan in nauw contact met
de jongeren met weinig perspectief en zij proberen hen te helpen aan een inkomen. Maar
afgunst speelt voor de armere jongeren een belangrijke rol in het terugvallen op meer
gewelddadige percepties over zichzelf als jonge Aringa mannen. In het verleden speelde
afgunst een grote rol in het instant houden van geweld in de regio en dit blijkt een
belangrijke emotie om te begrijpen dat de huidige vrede in Yumbe gekenmerkt wordt
door een fragiele sociale basis tussen arme jongeren en jongeren die het (iets) beter
hebben en meer afstand nemen van geweld.
In tegenstelling tot deze analyse laat hoofdstuk 6 zien dat jongeren die het
moeilijk hebben wel vaak khat (lokaal mairungi genoemd) gebruiken om dit soort emoties
te onderdrukken. Zij proberen hiermee de sociale vrede te bewaren en hun ongenoegen
en frustratie te bedwingen. Hun ongenoegen gaat over hun marginale economische
positie, maar ook over het gebrek aan onderwijs, waarvoor zij vaak hun vaders
verantwoordelijk houden. Op meerdere manieren eigenen zij zich een discours over khat
en haar werkingen toe dat khat in verband brengt met vrede. Het hoofdstuk laat zien op
welke niveaus khat mogelijk bijdraagt aan een meer vredige samenleving en op welke
vlakken het bijdraagt aan sociale conflicten. Voornamelijk in de huishoudens van deze
jonge mannen die gemiddeld genomen meestal getrouwd zijn en twee kinderen hebben,
draagt khat bij aan conflict. In deze huishoudens lijken de khat gebruikers een dynamiek
voort zetten van ouders die geen geld hebben om hun kinderen naar school te sturen, iets
waar ze hun eigen ouders van beschuldigen; het beetje geld dat zij verdienen gaat vaak op
aan khat.
In hoofdstuk 7 komt de mobiliteit naar de nieuwe republiek Zuid-Soedan aan
bod. Gedurende 2011 en 2012 gingen jongeren uit Yumbe in grote aantallen de grens over
om zich (tijdelijk) in Juba te vestigen en daar een beter leven te vinden. Ondanks het
geweld dat daar plaatshad, onder andere gericht tegen immigranten uit Oeganda en
Kenia, waren de jongeren niet te houden. Hun verhalen over het verleden en hun kijk op
hun omgeving helpt dit te verklaren. Zij hebben geleerd dat conflict normaal is in de regio,
en dat conflicten ook mogelijkheden bieden, voor handel bijvoorbeeld. Het feit dat zij
meer gericht waren op de mogelijkheden dan op de risico’s in Zuid-Soedan verklaar ik
bovendien onder andere vanuit de historische relatie van de Aringa met het beroep van
handelaar en hun gebrek aan alternatieven om geld te verdienen in Yumbe. Als we naar
de meer specifieke motivaties kijken van jongeren om naar Juba of andere plaatsen in
Zuid-Soedan te vertrekken dan komt nog een ander beeld op. Veel jonge mannen
ontsnapten naar Juba als zij een meisje zwanger hadden gemaakt, als zij beschuldigd
werden van hekserij, en anderen als zij betrokken waren geraakt bij diefstal, aanranding
of verkrachting. In deze gevallen probeerde men vervolging te voorkomen door te
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vluchten naar Juba. Ook een enkele vrouw ging op de vlucht voor huwelijkse perikelen of
diefstal.
In het laatste gedeelte van hoofdstuk 7 reflecteer ik op hoe we deze grotere regio
(van Yumbe tot Zuid-Soedan) moeten begrijpen als terrein waar bepaalde praktijken
overheersen. Een terrein waar onveiligheid heerst maar ook omarmd wordt door velen
omdat zij er hun voordeel mee kunnen doen. Onveiligheid en conflict dragen vaak direct
of indirect bij aan handelsmogelijkheden (denk aan vluchtelingenstromen en de instroom
van hulpgoederen) en aan mogelijkheden te vluchten naar gebieden waar men niet
gezocht wordt. Deze analyse doet begrijpen dat bepaalde praktijken van de jongeren die
in dit hoofdstuk beschreven worden, bijdragen aan het in stand houden van de
instabiliteit van de grotere regio.
In het laatste hoofdstuk, de conclusie van dit proefschrift, ga ik terug naar de
debatten in recente studies die gaan over jeugd in conflictgebieden of gebieden die
gekenmerkt worden door onzekerheid in Afrika. Vaak ligt in die studies de nadruk op de
actuele situatie waarin jongeren zich bevinden, de manier waarop zij hun
toekomstperspectieven weten te bereiken en de toekomstperspectieven van deze
jongeren. Maar ik beargumenteer dat er meer aandacht nodig is voor het begrijpen van
‘waar jongeren vandaan komen’. Daarmee bedoel ik dat er aandacht nodig is voor een
generationele kijk op jeugd (het inbedden van de studie van jeugd in een studie van
generaties) en voor (lokale) geschiedenissen. Alleen op die manier kunnen we begrijpen
hoe het verleden doorwerkt in het heden en meer inzicht krijgen in het waarom van de
praktijken van jongeren, hun bijdrage aan de maatschappij en aan sociale verandering en
de sociale reproductie van bepaalde patronen. Inzichten die van groot belang zijn in
conflict en in de nasleep van conflict.
Zo beargumenteer ik dat er, voor het geval van Yumbe weliswaar een
theoretische breuk bestaat met het verleden door het tekenen van een vredesakkoord,
maar dat sommige praktijken, emoties en herinneringen van jongeren (maar ook
ouderen) die sterk worden gevormd door de ervaringen met conflict in het heden, in
specifieke vormen voortduren. Dit doet mij concluderen dat op het niveau van dagelijkse
ervaringen en sociale relaties, de formele vrede zich nog niet volledig heeft weten te
verankeren.
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