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Many studies have documented and analyzed the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) forced

conjugal association patterns and practices (“forced marriage”). However, the focus

has been on the experiences of abducted girls forced to serve as conjugal partners

to commanders (“forced wives”). The experiences of children born as a result of these

relationships are under-investigated. Receptor communities in northern Uganda are

assumed to be places of hope, comfort, and protection for these children. However,

they can also be hostile, leaving the children in precarious and vulnerable situations. This

article draws from ethnographic fieldwork in the Acholi region and interviews with formerly

abducted mothers focusing on their children’s integration processes and experiences.

It argues that return is not integration, as it often coincides with further exclusion and

alienation. In Uganda’s patriarchal and patrilineal social systems, children with no paternal

lineage are viewed as of lower status. Stigmatization facing children born of the LRA

captivity condemns them to this status, consequently excluding them from mainstream

society. Findings show that stigma remains central to the life experiences of these children

several years after the end of the conflict in 2006. Their persistent stigmatization is linked

to broader discriminatory socio-cultural and patriarchal ideas and practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Girls have been widely recruited in recent African wars, including Libera, Sierra Leone, Sudan,
Uganda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Nigeria. In most of these wars, as in northern
Uganda, armed groups andmilitias target and abduct girls to join their campaign of violence against
their governments. In rebel custody, their abductors subject them to sexual violence, sexual slavery,
forced marriage, and forced pregnancy to fill their military units (McKay and Mazurana, 2004;
Carlson and Mazurana, 2008; Coulter, 2009; Baines, 2017). Abducted girls and their experiences
have attracted substantial research and policy analysis from researchers, practitioners, and the
international community, bringing these experiences to the forefront of international debate.
However, this analysis and intervention tend to ignore or overlook their children’s experiences born
during these girls’ time with rebels (Watson, 2007; Carpenter, 2010a; Veale et al., 2013; Denov, 2015;
Theidon, 2015; Seto, 2016; Lee, 2017; Baines and Oliveira, 2020).

The characteristic of the harm the children suffer “renders their status as a victim group elusive”
(Di Eugenio and Baines, 2021: 327). Since no harm is perpetrated directly against them, the children
are seen as secondary victims of wartime abduction, captivity, and sexual violence. Nevertheless,
experience shows that they endure ongoing harms in post-conflict societies (Goodhart, 2007;
Carpenter, 2010b; Apio, 2016; Seto, 2016; Lee, 2017; Eramian and Denov, 2018). The harms they
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“endure are structural and cultural, forms of violence in which a
single perpetrator or specific transgression is difficult to discern”
(Di Eugenio and Baines, 2021: 329).

While their suffering is entangled with their parents’
predicament, the focus continues to be on their parents. On
the one hand, their fathers are perceived as perpetrators and
criminals who should be prosecuted, including those abducted
as children and turned into “forced fathers” (Baines, 2009; Aijazi
and Baines, 2017; Denov et al., 2019). Viewed as potential
aggressors of post-conflict peace, they are given priority in
designing and implementing Disarmament, Demobilization and
Reintegration (DDR) interventions (IDDRS, 2006). On the other,
the presence of children is seen as worsening mothers’ situation
during and after conflict (see Carlson and Mazurana, 2008;
Veale et al., 2013; Atim et al., 2018). The children continue
to fall through the cracks of policy frameworks (Carpenter,
2010a). Critical policy documents on child soldiering recognize
“child/girl mothers” as a particularly vulnerable group, needing
explicit attention and consistent follow-up within post-conflict
societies (see, e.g., Paris Principles, 2007; UNICEF, 2009). The
reproductive rights agenda informs such perspectives, whose
advocates see children as a side effect of their mothers’ suffering
(Carpenter, 2010a). Available research is directed at mothers
and their role in caring and providing for their children (see
Mukangendo, 2007; Veale et al., 2013; Shanahan and Veale,
2016; Atim et al., 2018; Denov et al., 2018). Yet, children might
have some needs that are more complex and in tension with
mothers’ needs. Society’s understanding of these children and
their wellbeing often conflicts and causes tension with their
human rights, needs, and interests (Lee, 2017: 171–172).

Children born of wartime sexual violence are yet to be
recognized and appreciated in their own right. Their unique and
complex needs remain unacknowledged and comprehensively
undiagnosed (Carpenter, 2010a,b; Apio, 2016; Hamel, 2016;
Seto, 2016; Lee, 2017). Notably, there is a lack of research
about how their integration unfolds and how they navigate
problems and tensions resulting from their existence in receptor
communities. Di Eugenio and Baines (2021) propose a survivor-
centered approach to study these children, drawing on their
lived experiences and realities. They emphasize that the
approach recognizes and foregrounds their agency as sites of
reproducing societal norms, ultimately contributing to post-
conflict reconciliation and reconstruction processes.

One of the legacies of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA)
insurgency in northern Uganda is the birth of thousands of
children by girls, abducted and subjected to forced marriage
and early pregnancy by commanders (Carlson and Mazurana,
2008; Apio, 2016; Baines, 2017; Kiconco, 2021a). Born in the
LRA camps in northern Uganda, South Sudan, the Democratic
Republic of Congo, and recently the Central Africa Republic,
many children find their way to receptor communities in the
north of Uganda. They join these communities to seek survival,
comfort, and protection.

Studies have explored these children’s integration processes
in northern Uganda. They are not explicitly included in
DDR and post-conflict recovery programmes. The government
provided women returnees with a basic reintegration package

and no additional support for women returning with children
(Ladisch, 2015; Neenan, 2017). The debate for a national
reparations programme addressing these children and their
needs, including land ownership and access to specialized
rehabilitation, continues.

Children rely on several strategies to support their integration,
including participating in welcoming ceremonies and ritual
cleansing, cultural naming, adapting to changing family
structures and managing disclosure (Shanahan and Veale, 2016).
Some decide to trace their fathers or families to legitimize their
identity, consequently holding paternal kin relations responsible
for their belonging and welfare (Stewart, 2015; Atim et al.,
2018; Baines and Oliveira, 2020; Tinashe et al., 2020). Indeed,
when fathers or paternal families assume responsibility for their
identity and future wellbeing, the experience significantly secures
the children’s best interests (Oliveira and Baines, 2020). The
children also construct their identities based on the past LRA
memories, reconstruct identities, navigate stigma, and envision
future selves (Stewart, 2017; Denov and Piolanti, 2020). They
view education as a tool to support their integration, seen as a
meaningful way to boost their prospects (Stewart, 2017; Ojok,
2021).

However, the integration contexts in northern Uganda remain
highly charged, constrained, and potentially insecure for these
children. Yet they have to integrate into these contexts, needing
multiple support systems to ensure protection and survival
(Denov and Lakor, 2017). In the LRA, they often lived with
both parents, affording them a sense of social identity, status,
belonging, and love. In the receptor communities, their status
and situation are complicated. Experience shows that initial
integration experience often involves families welcoming their
daughters and children. However, when the return excitement
wanes, the situation becomes problematic (Veale et al., 2013;
Opiyo, 2015; Apio, 2016; Shanahan and Veale, 2016). In
wider communities, violence, and rejection in many situations
dominate experiences of this return in northern Uganda (ibid).
From a long-term perspective, their integration is characterized
by stigma, abuse and exclusion, and issues of identity and
belonging (Denov and Lakor, 2017; Stewart, 2017, 2020; Baines
and Oliveira, 2020).

The consensus in the literature is that stigmatization is the
dominant challenge facing these children and their integration
in northern Uganda. They receive stigmatization from sections
of society, making their lives unbearable and excluding them
from mainstream society (Shanahan and Veale, 2016; Baines
and Oliveira, 2020; Stewart, 2020). They are “perceived as proxy
members of the LRA, symbols of misfortune, and stereotyped
as violent, unproductive, unequal members of society” (Neenan,
2017: 34). They are segregated in the host families and have
a lower status compared to their mates with never-abducted
parents (Opiyo, 2015). Their stigmatization is compounded by
everyday broader patriarchal discriminatory socio-cultural ideas,
norms, and practices (Apio, 2016; Atim et al., 2018).

Patriarchy and patrilineality significantly contribute to their
contested identities, as paternity ties determine access to social
identity, belonging and status, and resources, particularly land.
Clan members are often reluctant to accept children considered
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not of the clan, including born out of wedlock or with unknown
fathers, as with most LRA men (Opiyo, 2015; Apio, 2016;
Atim et al., 2018). Because they have no paternity ties, the
LRA parented children are displaced from Acholi personhood
(Schulz, 2018). Their suffering is broadly a consequence of
their illegitimate status at birth, which results in their ongoing
stigmatization (Apio, 2016; Neenan, 2017; Atim et al., 2018).
These intersecting oppressions create a sense of not belonging
and integration failure among these children in northern Uganda
(Stewart, 2020).

Integration does not take place in a vacuum but in a
social-cultural framework. Many studies have highlighted the
problem of stigmatization among these children in northern
Uganda. However, fewer investigations attempt to problematize
and contextualize this challenge. In her research in the Lango
region, Eunice Apio explores these children’s integration through
normative frameworks of gender, motherhood and kinship. Apio
discusses rucurucu, a cultural and social disorder and tension
that followed the war and the LRA returnees, including forced
marriage children. She observes that “This rucurucu gave rise
to tensions over the reintegration of formerly abducted women
and their children” (Apio, 2016: 6). Her study identifies links
between the children’s experiences and the cultural practices
and politics controlling their mothers’ sexual and reproductive
lives. Much the same applied among the Acholi, where social
harmony became difficult to maintain during and after the
war (Porter, 2017). In Acholi society, social harmony “denotes
a state of normal relations among the living and the dead,
linked to an idea of cosmological equilibrium and a social
balance of power and moral order” (Porter, 2017: 15). This
experience suggests that “social harmony is the highest goal of the
Acholi community” (Ofumbi, 2012: 116). Transgression of social
harmony is heavily punishable with mob violence, organized
revenge, collective killing or summary execution (Porter, 2017).
The LRA captivity children are at the center of this social
disharmony in Acholi, often expressed in everyday stigmatization
and exclusion. Indeed, Stewart (2020: 113) observed that the
children are stigmatized because they are seen as embodying the
“insecurity and immorality of the war” in the Acholi region.

Studies often overlook such social disorders and their
influence on the integration of the LRA captivity children in
northern Uganda communities. Yet, applying them yields a more
nuanced understanding of family and community treatment of
these children and their mothers (see, e.g., Apio, 2016; Atim et al.,
2018). This article situates itself within the emerging subfield
of wartime sexual violence and integration that documents,
theorizes, and contextualizes integration in northern Uganda.

The article explores the messiness of integration in using
the analytical lens of stigma. According to Goffman (1963: 12),
stigma is an “attribute that is deeply discrediting.” Its presence of
this attribute is invoked to reduce/devalue the person possessing
it “from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one”
(p. 3). According to Pescosolido and Martin (2015: 91), stigma ‘is
the mark, the condition, or status that is subject to devaluation.”
From this understanding, the stigmatized person possesses (or is
believed to possess) “some attribute or characteristic that conveys
a social identity that is devalued in a particular social context”

(Crocker et al., 1998: 505). According to Goffman (1963), society
views such persons as possessing “an undesirable difference,” and
they are stigmatized based on what society considers “different”
or “deviant,” applied through codes, rules, and sanctions.

This classic view of stigma draws from the lived experiences of
people who have physical deformities, suffer from mental illness
or are perceived to practice deviant behavior, including criminal
behavior. Notably, these definitions and characterizations of
stigma share the assumption that the stigmatized person is born
with this “deeply discrediting attribute.” This implies that both
the mark and their consequent experiences are relatively static,
as the attribute that defines them as different perpetually marks
them as devalued in the eyes of society.

However, some studies argue that stigmatized persons are
not different from “normal” people but engage in the same
life processes as “normal” people (Crocker et al., 1998; Dijker
and Koomen, 2007; MacDonald and Kerali, 2020). Link and
Phelan (2001: 366) argue that “stigma or mark is seen as
something in the person rather than a designation or tag that
others affix to the person.” However, Cumming and Cumming
(1965: 449–50) assert that “whether it is a visible mark or an
invisible stain, stigma acquires its meaning through the emotion
it generates within the person bearing it and the feeling and
behavior toward him of those affirming it. These two aspects
of stigma are indivisible, as they each act as a cause or effect
of the other.” Nevertheless, experience shows “stigma might be
best considered to be the negative perceptions and behaviors
of so called-normal people to all individuals who are different
from themselves” (English, 1971: 5). To the non-stigmatized
person, the discrediting attribute reduces the stigmatized person’s
character/persona to that which is deemed “stained,” “polluted,”
“devalued,” “spoiled,” “flawed,” and “inferior” (Crocker et al.,
1998). Such stigma is widely recognized as a problem for children
of LRA captivity in northern Uganda. While this stigma is
continually changing and resisted, social, cultural, and patriarchal
processes underpin and inform its persistence. The findings
discussed below corroborate Goffman’s recommendation that the
conceptualization of stigma needs “a language of relationships,
not attributes” (Goffman, 1963: 3).

The article examines the socio-cultural situation facing
children born within the LRA. It focuses on processes of
socialization, establishing social relations and kinship ties to
ensure survival and safety in post-conflict northern Uganda.
It draws from ethnographic fieldwork and interview with 40
formerly abducted mothers in the Acholi region, focusing on
their children’s integration. Therefore, the findings presented and
discussed in this article are based on mothers’ perspectives of
their children’s situation. The findings show that the children’s
background as conceived or born with the LRA rebel group
has led to no easy integration arising from problems associated
with their stigmatized identity, both as children and former
members of the LRA. Three key sources of stigmatization
emerge in the data: born in the bush, association with the
rebellion and illegitimacy at birth. The article reveals the
messiness of integration in northern Uganda by unpacking
these sources. The central argument here is that return is not
integration, as it often coincides with further exclusion and

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 3 May 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 823995

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


Kiconco Politics and Practices of Integration in Uganda

alienation. In Uganda’s patriarchal and patrilineal social systems,
children with no paternal lineage are viewed as of lower status.
Stigmatization facing the LRA children condemns them to this
status, consequently excluding them from mainstream society.
Stigma is thus a valuable concept to understand their everyday
experiences and the challenges they face in their attempt to
integrate into receptor communities.

To appreciate the context within which this discussion is
situated, it is perhaps important at this point to chart the events
and the situation leading to the abduction of these children’s
mothers (and sometimes fathers) from their communities into
the LRA rebellion.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT: THE

LORD’S RESISTANCE ARMY INSURGENCY

The Acholi area is one of the seven sub-regions of Uganda.1 For
two decades (1986–2006), the area was the scene of the conflict
between the Government of Uganda and the LRA.2 While the
conflict escalated to affect other parts of Northern and North-
Eastern Uganda, most victims have been the Acholi people. The
LRA emerged in late 1987 in response to the seizure of power by
the southern-based rebellion, National Resistance Army (NRA),
renamed in 1995, Uganda People’s Defense Force (UPDF). The
LRA leader, Joseph Kony, was a soldier and self-proclaimed
spiritual leader from Odek community of the Acholi region, who
went to wage war on the Ugandan Government forces (Dolan,
2009; Branch, 2011). Starting as a relatively unknown figure,
Kony gained notoriety for his kidnapping and forcibly recruiting
child combatants into his army (Pham et al., 2007; Annan et al.,
2008; Blattman and Annan, 2010).

It is estimated that the group abducted 54,000–75,000
people, including 25,000–38,000 children (Pham et al., 2007).
Approximately 30% of the group were girls (McKay and
Mazurana, 2004). These abductions frequently resulted in years
of captivity, with victims being forced to become agents of terror
and violence against their own families and communities. Girl
abductees were socialized and forced to serve as sexual partners
to commanders. Boys were also socialized to take on abducted
girls as wives later. Many children were born out of these “forced
marriages” (Carlson and Mazurana, 2008; Apio, 2016; Baines,
2017; Kiconco, 2021a).

The Government of Uganda resolved to prevent the LRA
from forcibly recruiting children into their guerrilla army by
establishing Internally Displaced People’s (IDPs) Camps. By 2001
about 1.7 million civilians were forced to relocate to these camps
(Dolan, 2009). The IDPs catered for two cohorts: the majority
who government forces had moved from communities, and

1For a detailed political history and origin of Acholi people and culture, see

Atkinson (1994).
2The historical background and root causes of the conflict, and how it evolved

over the years, have been well-documented (e.g., Behrend, 1999; Finnström, 2008;

Dolan, 2009; Branch, 2011). This section restricts itself to an introductory snapshot

that focuses on two key areas in this long-term evolution: abductions and mass

displacement (which both provide an excuse for, as well as an indictment of

conflict).

those who had escaped, been released by LRA commanders, or
captured by the Ugandan army.

In another attempt to restore peace, on 16 December 2003,
the Ugandan government referred the situation in the north to
the International Criminal Court (ICC). On 8 July 2005, the ICC
prosecutor officially issued arrest warrants for Joseph Kony and
his top four allies/commanders for war crimes and crimes against
humanity (Allen, 2005). On 6 December 2016, Trial Chamber IX
of the ICC commenced its trial against Dominic Ongwen, one of
the five LRA commanders indicted. Ongwen was accused of 70
counts of war crimes and crimes against humanity. Presently, the
other three are dead, and only Kony remains at large.3

On 6 May 2021, the court sentenced Ongwen to 25 years
of imprisonment.4 The trial was the first in which the ICC
convicted a rebel commander for forced pregnancy as a war
crime and a crime against humanity. It was also the first time
that the ICC convicted forced marriage (charged under the
category of “other inhumane acts”), constituting a crime against
humanity. Being the first person to be charged for crimes “of
which he is also a victim” (Baines, 2009: 163–164), Ongwen also
represents 10,000 LRA ex-combatants holding such conflicting
statuses in northern Uganda.5 The ICC, human rights, and child
protection organizations have been applauded for strengthening
the criminalization of child recruitment and involvement in
armed conflicts. However, in situations where all parties involved
in forced conjugal associations happen to be minors turned
into combatants, the conventional explanations and ensuing
responses may be deficient. Moreover, the neglect of children
born as a result of forced conjugal associations between child
combatants and girls forced to marry them complicates the task.

When all peace efforts failed in northern Uganda, the LRA
relocated itself to the vast bushy region between Uganda, South
Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Central Africa
Republic. Thus, a period of relative peace followed in northern
Uganda, resulting inmovements from IDP camps back to people’s
communities. The re-integration of ex-combatants, abductees,
and children born of rebel captivity is ongoing.

Early research suggested that by the end of the war in
2006, most ex-combatants, formerly abducted persons and their
children returned to their home communities and became
productive members of society (e.g., Annan et al., 2008).
However, a longer-term perspective shows the situation to be very
different, with significant problems around their re-integration
as a result of ostracism and exclusion (Apio, 2016; Shanahan and
Veale, 2016; Denov and Lakor, 2018; Baines and Oliveira, 2020;
Stewart, 2020; Kiconco, 2021a).

I nowmove the discussion to analyze the extent of the problem
in relation to the integration of children born in the LRA in
communities of the Acholi region. I am interested in how this
manifests within the receptor home/community cultural setting,
where in most cases, the children have joined their maternal

3Case available: Case Information Sheet—The Prosecutor v. Dominic

Ongwen (ICC-cpi.int).
4Sentencing available at: CR2021_04230.PDF (ICC-cpi.int).
5See also the trial of Thomas Kwoyelo in the International Crime Division (ICD)

of the Ugandan High Court (Macdonald and Porter, 2016).
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families to live alongside their mothers. But first, a note on the
research methodology and validity of the data is in order.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In 2012–2013, I carried out 6 months of ethnography in
northern Uganda, undertaken for my doctoral research, which
focused on LRA abductions, forced marriage, reintegration
and post-conflict reconstruction issues. The study examined
the formerly abducted women’s lived conflict and post-conflict
experiences (Kiconco, 2021a). The research received ethical
approval from my university and Uganda National Council for
Science and Technology.

I was born and raised in the rural Ankole region, western
Uganda. As an adolescent, I relocated to the capital, Kampala,
in the central region. With this ethnic background and internal
migration, I speak many Bantu languages spoken in Uganda’s
central and west, different from the Luo language spoken in the
Acholi region. As a Munyankole (person from Ankole) woman
working in northern Uganda for the first time, my project’s
success depended on recruiting an interpreter and transcriber
to help with the research. Thus, the research team consisted
of five people: two interpreters (man and woman), two male
transcribers, and me, the researcher. However, I managed the
fieldwork, data collection and analysis.

The research adopted in-depth interviews and observation as
the methods of collecting data. The research team interviewed 40
formerly abducted women in the Acholi region’s Gulu, Kitgum,
Lamwo, and Pader districts. These women were accessed through
rehabilitation centers and referrals via already interviewed
women. They had had 68 children fathered by LRA men,
including some who died in the LRA camps or once subsequently
back home. During fieldwork, 58 children were still alive, 28 girls
and 30 boys. Because I was not ethically equipped to interview
the children, the study limited itself to observing them while
working with their mothers. Therefore, the data on the children
presented and discussed below was generated through interviews
with their mothers.

The children’s age at joining receptor communities ranged
between 0 and 8 years, averaging 1.8 years. The majority, 75%
(n = 51), were born and started their development within the
LRA units and camps, while 25% (n = 17) were born upon their
mothers’ return home. Most children joined host communities
in their early childhood years of 1–4 years. During fieldwork, the
children’s age ranged between 6 months and 17 years, averaging
9.5 years, with the majority 28.47% (n = 19) in the range 6–
9 years.

These age brackets all fell within that of the childhood
development cohort, the most important phase for the overall
development of a human being. Experts in child development
show that environmental influences are crucial in the brain and
biological development in this stage of life. A child’s experiences
determine their health, education, and economic prospects
overall. Any exposure to risk factors over a period will have its
outcome later on in the person’s behavior. Therefore, my data is
a result of a scan of both immediate and long-term integration

processes and experiences and how they influenced the children’s
survival, safety, and relationships.

During fieldwork, the children were in diverse custodianships.
As the table below shows, the majority, 34 children, lived with
their mothers in different situations. Then 13 children lived with
maternal grandparents, while nine with relatives. Two lived with
LRA/biological fathers.

No. mothers and

their children as

single parents

No mothers and

their children in new

relationships (new

partner or husband)

No. mothers and

their children with

LRA husbands

No. mothers and

their children living

with maternal clan

(grandparents or

extended family)

8 (13 children) 11 (15 children) 2 (6 children) 4 (7 children)

The goal of my research was hinged on tracking and exploring
their integration through their mothers’ perspectives. Mothers
were asked to reflect on questions concerning the welfare and
integration of their children. The interview guide included
open-ended questions to guide the conversation. Some of these
questions included:

• Can you please tell me what it was like for your
children when you first returned home? How did your
family/neighbors/friends welcome you and your children?
How did this treatment make you feel about your children?

• How has the experience changed over time? Do you think
the way your family and community treat your children has
changed with time?

• Where are your children staying now, and how is
their situation?

• Is the fact that the LRA man fathers your children affecting
your relationship with your children? How do you view the
effects on the children’s integration?

• How do your new husband and in-laws treat your children?
• How do your family and community members treat your

children now?
• Are there some people in your family and community who

think better and worse of your children? Who thinks worse
of them? Why do you think that is? Who thinks better? Why
do you think that is?

• Do you feel you are supported with the upbringing of these
children? Who supports you? Who do you think should be
supporting them?

• What prospects do you have for your children?

The research generated a considerable amount of data from
responses and accounts. It relied on a qualitative thematic
content analysis approach to analyze the data. It applied Nvivo10
to organize, manage and analyze the data. First, the analysis
process included familiarizing with the data by repeatedly
reading interview scripts, comparing with field notes and making
notes on potential themes, patterns, and categories. Secondly, all
the transcribed interviews were transported fromMicrosoft word
to the Nvivo10 for organizing, managing and bringing order to
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the data. The move facilitated the inductive thematic/focused
coding and analysis (Creswell, 2013). The theme of stigmatization
emerged as a significant integration problem. The final analysis
focused on finding the meaning behind this response to help
understand the situation of the LRA captivity children. I draw
on mothers’ perspectives to provide evidence for the argument,
using quotations to illustrate the broader set of life stories.
Most interviewees gave expressed permission to use their correct
details in data dissemination. But to protect their identities, I have
anonymised all names and places.

INTEGRATION: ESTABLISHING SOCIAL

RELATIONS, KINSHIP TIES AND

ACCEPTANCE

When the children in this study exited the LRA rebellion with
their mothers, reintegration agencies connected them with their
maternal kin and communities. Indeed, when I visited the Acholi
region in 2012/2013, I found most of them residing in rural
areas, living inmaternal familial units based on extended families.
Consultations show that according to Acholi customary law and
practice, children born out of wedlock belong to the mother
and her clan. Therefore, integration for these children (born out
of wedlock) thus meant joining maternal families and broader
clan communities. With family serving as the entry point into
society, socialization and the establishment of social relations and
kinship ties, I cannot emphasize enough how crucial maternal
families were to the children when they first entered society.
Families created the initial integration space, providing socio-
cultural, psychological, and economic support. The children then
depended on the established familial relations to connect with
clans and community networks. A woman who returned with
two children stated:

When I returned home, my family was supportive of my children

and me. They were telling us things we could or could not

do. They encouraged us to live freely with other people in the

community. This [family support] helped us cope and relate with

other people in the community.6

From the safety of the family unit, the children were supported in
participating in neighborly activities, going to church, attending
school, working with government and non-governmental
organizations, and engaging with the broader society.

However, accounts show that initial integration often meant
being part of diminished or dysfunctional immediate familial
relations, forcing some children to rely on extended relatives
or well-wishers to support their post-LRA lives. Mothers who
returned to dead parents reflected that they and their children
relied on relatives to sustain their lives in the initial days of
returning home. Many interviewees described their responses
through such social relation framings.

Several years after joining receptor communities, I found that
the realities had not changed for most children in the sample.

6Interview 28: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 6 years, Omiya Anyima,

Kitgum district, 8 November 2012.

Many still lived with their maternal kin, a move that allowed
their mothers to pursue other reintegration strategies, including
marriages and livelihoods (Kiconco and Nthakomwa, 2018;
Kiconco, 2021b). They rarely saw their mothers, particularly
those married in areas far from biological communities. Another
category in the sample lived with theirmothers, in newmarriages,
as single parents in their birth families, or alone in cheap
town rentals.

However, this should not suggest that all family and extended
relative unions were receptive to these children in northern
Uganda. Indeed, family stigmatization in Acholi often forced
children and their mothers to consider other options. Two
mothers in the sample reflected on the events:

When I was abducted, my mother was alive. She died during my

captivity. When I came back home, I found my stepmother at

home. We started living with her. We stayed with her for two

weeks, but it was not a good experience. She used to talk ill of my

child and me. She hated my child so much that she could say, ‘I

do not want to keep a bush child in my home’. She even told my

father, ‘if you want me to stay in your home, you have to remove

this child from our home’. The abuse became too much, and we

left.7

If my child destroyed something at home, people reacted to him

differently from other children with non-abducted parents. They

always said many negative statements and words to him. People

said statements like ‘your father is a rebel, and you have his

mentality.8

These examples were characteristic of many children who lived
with their mothers in community trading centers and town
settings. These mothers reported that their initial efforts to live
with families in rural areas were unsuccessful, forcing them to
relocate to new environments where they lived alone, taking care
of themselves, children and other dependants. Thus, “recovery
by urbanizing” became a reintegration strategy for these mothers
and their children (Kiconco, 2021a; Kiconco and Nthakomwa,
2021).

Acholi interviews suggest three related issues foundational
to the integration of the children born in LRA and social
relations ruptured by the conflict in northern Uganda. First,
familial/kinship ties are the most critical social ties these
children have to establish for survival, security and protection.
Joining communities becomes a play of social reciprocity with
exchanges of support based on personalized familial/kinship,
ultimately turning this social interaction into an integration asset;
integration becomes a relational process in communities where
systems of exchange and reciprocity exist. Second, lacking strong
familial/kinship ties amounts to being “alone” or “a nobody”
without anyone to draw on for support. Third, failure to establish
social relations and maintain warm relationships is equivalent to
failed integration.

7Interview 21: 24 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 6 years, Omiya Anyima,

Kitgum district, 4 November 2012.
8Interview 38: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 14 for 7 years, Lukung, Lamwo

district, 5 February 2013.
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Acholi families understood that children connecting with
families, clans and broader community networks were crucial
for acceptance, a determinant of meaningful integration. In
many cases, families accepted and embraced the children,
ultimately supporting their integration. However, I found that
community members continued to prioritize stigmatization
in their interaction with the children, which reinforced their
ongoing victimhood and marginality as children and as
community members. Three Acholi mothers expressed the
dilemma facing their children in this way:

When we initially returned home, it was challenging to live with

people. Every time I moved around the community with my

child, people started saying, ‘look at this rebel child. The rebels

have finished [killed] people; this child should have been killed.’

This mentality/perspective has not changed in the community.9

People like uttering words to the boy, especially when he

becomes offensive. For instance, 1 day, his chicken disappeared

and someone killed it. He revenged by beating his uncle’s

pig and almost destroying it. People in our community were

alarmed, saying, ‘the boy is very violent. He has taken the father’s

character.’10

The biggest challenge is the stigmatization directed toward us

[with three children]. They [children] keep telling me how sad

and stressed they feel. To cheer them up, I tell them how hurt I

also feel and that if there was a way of returning to the bush, we

would have, just to be free. The same things [stigmatization] are

being said to them at schools as well. I have visited their schools to

discuss with their teachers to protect them against stigmatization

from their mates, but the problem persists. They are still being

branded as rebels.11

These examples were characteristic of reports from many
formerly abducted women in this research. As we might call
them, the never abducted populations in the Acholi region view
the children with suspicion and place them on the periphery
of community life. Community stigmatization dominates their
integration experiences, including off-putting thoughts, feelings,
inappropriate language and actions intended to constitute
defamation or slander. Mothers’ accounts show that unusually
close attention is paid to the children’s actions, responses, and
behavior, with aggressive/assertive/challenging outlook/attitude
being highlighted and labeled as “violent”/“offensive” and
contrary to local understanding of children and childhood. These
actions and behaviors are considered alien and inferior to Acholi
norms and standards.

Yet, accounts propose that integration is interactive and
relational, emphasizing social relations with family, kinship,
and other community members, with acceptance and trust as
the primary indicators to regulate its success. However, the

9Interview 27: 25 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 4 years, Omiya Anyima,

Kitgum district, 23 November 2012.
10Interview 31: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 6 years, Kitgum town,

Kitgum district, 19 November 2012.
11Interview 40: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 6 years, Lukung, Lamwo

district, 10 February 2013.

prospect of achieving “true” community acceptance had not
materialized for most children encountered in this study. Several
years after joining receptor communities, they lived under close
observation by family and community members. Difficulties
associated with a lack of acceptance at the family/kinship or
community level undermined integration. It was my experience
that many children in the sample were accepted in the immediate
family but still faced stigmatization in the broader community,
which led to a general sense of failure and exclusion.

According to mothers’ perspectives, meaningful integration
involves transitioning from rebel identity to civilian children.
The process is transformative and aims to connect them to
structural and cognitive elements of society, which facilitates the
establishment of positive familial/kinship ties and community
networks. This long-term and dynamic process involves complex
negotiations and exchanges between host communities and the
children. Inclusion is the ultimate goal of integration. Thus,
integration involves repairing relationships characterized
by positive emotions, culminating in social acceptance
and inclusion.

CULTURE, PATRIARCHY AND

STIGMATIZATION

Three sources of this stigmatization emerge in the data. Firstly,
being conceived and born in the bush. The formerly abducted
mothers in the study used two geographical spaces, home and
bush, to contrast their children’s past and present experiences.
During fieldwork, I also observed a difference between the
understanding of the bush and home spaces in the context of
Acholi. Lum refers to grass that builds to a bush. Acholi people
use the concept of Lum to refer to the “bush”—denoting an
unsafe, fearful, and mysterious place not to be visited without
good reason. The bush is where wild animals, criminals, and
polluting spirits reside. On the other hand, a home/community
is a sanctioned space where people live in harmony under the
guidance of ancestral jogi. Some studies have also utilized moral
geography to explore this bush vs. the home binary in Acholi
society (Oloya, 2013; Dubal, 2018; Porter, 2019; MacDonald and
Kerali, 2020).

At the beginning of the LRA rebellion, the tension between
bush and home spaces became louder. The rebellion did not take
place in a social and spiritual vacuum. It was largely an Acholi
rebellion led by a majority of Acholi fighters. The leadership was,
therefore, no strangers to Acholi culture. However, Baines (2017)
argues that in the late 1990s, Joseph Kony created a “new Acholi
nation,” which he considered morally superior to the old Acholi.
According to her research participants, Kony termed the new
state Acholi A and the old state Acholi B. Besides abductions
of adolescents and teenagers, Kony relied on an institutionalized
forced marriage to populate the new state (Apio, 2016; Baines,
2017). The new Acholi state project complemented the spiritual
initiative project introduced at the group’s formation in the late
1980s (see Behrend, 1999; Van Acker, 2004; Titeca, 2010). The
LRA/new Acholi practiced their version of social harmony, just
like home, upheld by a spiritual body via Kony (see Behrend,
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1999; Van Acker, 2004). While their settlements in south Sudan
and social life mirrored old Acholi, the rebellion developed their
own moral codes that every member lived by Titeca (2010),
Baines (2017), and Porter (2019). Interviews show that upon
arrival in the LRA settlements, newly abducted persons were
subjected to rituals to cleanse them of any potential polluting
spirits and witchcraft from the old and inferior Acholi state.
LRA/new Acholi social harmony transgressors were punished,
sometimes by death (Titeca, 2010; Baines, 2017; Porter, 2019).

Similarly, at home, people coined the term olumolum—
derived from Lum—to refer to people that had entered the bush
to wage a rebellion against the Government. Over the years, the
olumolum came to mean “people who live in the bush”—as in the
case of the LRA rebels—suggesting they were polluted, mentally
unsound, criminals, with a “bush mentality.” Thus, returning
from the rebellion and the bush, home communities perceived
children parented by the LRA members and born in the bush as
now possessing a lower moral status in a society where people,
nature, and the spiritual world determine moral standing. The
never-abducted persons saw them as potential polluters of the
social body. Therefore, I found the bush an essential concept
linked together with the LRA and the polluting spirits.

Having olumolum (“people of the bush”—LRA combatants
and abductees) as their natal parents and being conceived in
the bush is one of the main sources of stigma for LRA children
in Acholi region. Being born in the bush “qualifies” them as
olumolum. Indeed, I found that these children were described and
referred to in conversations as olumolum, denoting they were also
“people of the bush.” Two mothers stated:

My child faces severe stigmatization from the community. When

referring to him, people use negative descriptions ranging from

‘born in the bush’ to ‘rebel’. These descriptions affect our children

and us.12

I have not heard any forms of segregation toward my children

in my family. However, some people in the outside community

use a stigmatizing language. When referring to the children, they

always use phrases like, ‘children she returned with from the

bush’. As their mother, I do not feel at ease when I hear such

statements.13

Interviews suggest that these children in the Acholi area have
two parallel worlds—the bush world and the “normal” world.
Although they may have complete access to the normal world
and live close to never abducted people, they are nevertheless
conceptualized as inhabiting the unknown, polluted and feared
bush world. And because of this background, they are singled
out and labeled as different, strange, or even dangerous. They
are “othered” and deemed as of lower status when others
know their history. Many find themselves isolated from society
and discredited by the unaccepting host communities. Mothers
interviewed for this study reported that locals viewed their

12Interview 9: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012.
13Interview 29: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 7 years, Omiya Anyima,

Kitgum district, 13 November 2012.

children through the prism of their birth in the bush. Their
character is understood as “bush-like.” They are teased, scorned,
and stigmatized about this background.

Secondly, association with the rebellion. Beyond being born in
the bush, interviews show that these children’s association with
the LRA rebellion is also a source of their stigmatization. Locals
in Acholi communities call them “Kony,” “Kony’s children” or
“rebels,” claiming that they are “wild” and potentially future
“criminals.” Locals blame them for the hated practices of their
fathers, assuming that they are “useless” like Kony and his
militiamen, who are perceived as useless fathers that inflicted
uncountable pain on their society and with no remorse. The
boys are viewed as having inherited their fathers’ wild and
criminal behavior and are thus more commonly stereotyped as
“criminals,” “uncivilized” and “untamed,” placing them outside
the social harmony. As one mother put it, “I do not have any
bad feelings toward my child because I am the mother. But other
people stigmatize him a lot, saying his father is a rebel and that
he will have no future use to the community.”14 Another shared
this sad story: “I abandoned my marriage after only 8 months
because I could not stand bad statements and treatment directed
at my children and me. People used to say that if my boys grow
up, with the bush mentality inherited from their father, they
will break the man’s [step father] home.”15 This interviewee’s
marital community perceived her children as a source of danger
and fear. Locals feared them because rebel men fathered the
children, with some believing the children inherited their fathers’
characters and were prone to being violent in the stepfather’s
home and community.

Similarly, compared to their peers not born in the LRA, these
children are viewed as more stubborn and uncontrollable, with
girls understood to have inherited their mothers’ perceived “weak
points.” Step-fathers, in particular, were reported to use insulting
words like “stupid,” “senseless,” “bush mentality/behavior,” or
“unsound mind” in relation to them and their mothers. This
language highlights the difference and distance between these
children and the local population, reinforcing their exclusion
from mainstream society. It underlines local awareness of their
social origins. It shows how the children are seen as inferior or
of lower status, posing a danger to the local social order and its
accompanying harmony.

Thirdly, illegitimacy at birth. Backgrounds of being born in
the bush and association with the rebellion are key sources
of stigmatization in northern Uganda. However, I found that
children born in the LRA face persistent stigmatization mainly
due to the “illegitimacy” of their birth circumstances. Being born
out of wedlock sees them negatively perceived and devalued,
while having an unknown father makes this even worse.

Interviews show that patriarchy and patrilineality
fundamentally influence these children’s contested identities
and citizenship in northern Uganda. Indeed, Acholi society is

14Interview 9: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012. Interview, Mother 9, Amida, Kitgum district, October

2012.
15Interview 30: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 6 years, Kitgum town,

Kitgum district. Omiya Anyima, Kitgum district, 8 November 2012.
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organized along patriarchal, patrilineal, and interdependent clan
lines. Paternal lineage membership determines access to social
identity, belonging and status, ultimately deciding access to
resources, particularly land. Families resist raising children that
are not of their lineage/clan.

Nyom (marriage) plays a crucial role in unifying lineages/clans
and ensuring social integration in Acholi culture (Finnström,
2008; Baines and Rosenoff-Gauvin, 2014; Kiconco, 2021a).
Customary marriages are completed with the payment of
bridewealth, which cements the contract between the girl and
boy’s families/clans. When the groom’s clan pays its tongo keny
(bridewealth), the move establishes reproductive and productive
rights in the woman’s family. The married woman joins and
becomes part of her husband’s family/clan, while the children
born of the union become part of their father’s clan and lineage.
Where the levied tongo keny has not been paid in full, the
relationship is not recognized, any resultant children are viewed
as illicit, and ultimately they belong to their mother’s clan and
lineage. This is such a socially undesirable outcome that a
process exists, called “luk pa latin,” whereby the paternal family
pays a customary fine for the care taken to raise the child
in order to affiliate it to its father’s lineage. Although deeply
affected by war, displacement, and the accompanying crises of
social reproduction, these customs remain crucial to Acholi
social order and, therefore, individual psychological wellbeing
(Kiconco, 2021a).

When an LRA father pays tongo keny to the woman’s
family/clan, he can secure a sanctioned marriage. Similarly, he
claims custodianship if he pays compensation to the mother’s
clan for the child. I will give an example to elaborate on
this process and experience. Lamunu (pseudonym) was one
of the two women in the sample that lived with their LRA
husbands and children. Abducted at 14 for 10 years, Lamunu
escaped the rebellion without informing her rebel husband and
returned home with their three children. Some months later,
the government forces captured and rescued the man. Upon
homecoming, he traced Lamunu and the children to engage her
clan in tongo keny (bridewealth) and luk (fines for the children).
The move would officially seek Lamunu’s hand in marriage and
realign their children’s lineage. Lamunu reported, “Our home
communities are close to each other, so it was not difficult for
him to trace us.”16

Working with his clan elders, the husband negotiated and
paid lim akumu for Lamunu and luk that Lamunu’s clan levied
on the man’s clan for children that arose from the LRA forced
marriage (locally considered illicit sex). Lamunu reported using
themoney he received as part of the DDR resettlement package to
clear these fines and cultural expectations: “He received 250,000
Ugandan Shillings from Uganda Amnesty Commission to start
life back home. He spent some of it to meet lim akumu and
luk obligations.”17 I met Lamunu’s family in 2013, 8 years after

16Interview 15: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 7 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012.
17Interview 58: 36 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 10 years, Gulu town, 6

February 2013.

returning home. They now had a fourth child, born out of
legitimate marriage, and did not pay luk.

The facts highlighted in this story reveal that Lamunu and
her husband sawmarriage and kinship as reintegration strategies.
They understood that an Acholi girl giving birth without being
legally married runs contrary to Acholi custom and is perceived
as a threat to the institution of marriage. Locals would view their
children as products of practices that violated customary norms
of sex, gender, kinship, marriage and patriarchy. Their presence
in home communities would consequentially be interpreted
as disrupting and threatening Acholi social order and social
harmony. Therefore, they knowledgeably evoked and engaged
with the social processes of tongo keny and luk to kick-start
their reintegration into society. Lamunu and her husband saw
engaging with these customs as a solid strategy to make their
relationship acceptable in society, ultimately supporting their
children’s integration.

Indeed, the experience brought their clans into a social
relationship in which they transferred their children’s lineage
affiliation frommaternal to paternal family/clan. It was only after
this process that the man could claim their children. They both
understood that if they started living together without initiating
and experiencing marriage and kinship customs to make their
union official and pay child compensation, the move would
further transgress social harmony (increase tensions) between the
two clans. Thus, the action neutralized existing tensions induced
by their bush experience, forced marriage and children born out
of this relationship.

Interviews suggest that the never-abducted men who marry
formerly abducted women and wish to take on custodianship of
their LRA children can also evoke the luk custom. Indeed, “Akello
(pseudonym) stays with me here [marital home]. Initially, she
was with my relatives. But when I shared about her with my
husband, he agreed to pay luk to my relative who was taking
care of her and brought her home here. She is with us, and he
decided to take care of her and support her education.” Similarly,
“I pray that my husband will continue to accept and support my
children. Because this is the only place they know and call home.
Even in future, it will be their only home. All my plans depend on
what we agree on with my husband. If he remains peaceful and
agrees to my hopes of fathering them [paying luk], I will be very
relieved.”18

During fieldwork, this stringent cultural process of child
affiliation was prevalent in Acholi society. Another woman
revealed that she escaped with two children, leaving their father
in the LRA. His family wanted to take the children from the
maternal clan illegally (without paying luk). However, her family
involved the police in blocking the move: “I came back from the
bush with two children. But the [LRA] man’s family tried stealing
one child, but we were quick to report this to police, and they
stopped them.”19

18Interview 36: 27 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 7 years, Lukung, Lamwo

district, 7 January 2013.
19Interview 24: 32 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 6 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 17 November 2012.
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In this research, fewer children with established paternal ties
stood in contrast with the experiences of most children with
no paternal links and relations. These children in the sample
struggled to cope with unknown paternal identities. Mothers
expressed concerns as asked whether they worried about their
children growing up not knowing their birth fathers. Three
women reflected on the events:

He used to come and stay with us [marital home] some time

ago. He came here to ask for educational materials, books, pens

and school uniforms. But when my husband began abusing and

calling him ‘rebel child’ and persisted after I had asked him to

cease, the boy decided on his own to stop coming here.20

I worry about the future of my son. Commonly, boys will grow

up and look for their paternal homes, even when you deny them

information about their homes. Even for Okello, I hope that

if people continue to stigmatize and tell him about his roots,

perhaps he might get interested in tracing his paternal home.21

People stigmatize and talk about it [fatherhood] to him. That

makes me angry and anxious. I constantly worry that this issue

will be a big concern when he grows older. If he were a girl, at

least it would have been better. I had wanted to tell him that his

father died, but he is still too young to understand. For now, he

calls my elder brother his father.22

These examples suggest that when children grow older and
develop a sense of self and a need for social acceptance
and belonging, they might become sensitive to stigmatization
and emotional abuse from the community. They will reinvent
themselves as they enter teenage years and adulthood, asking
questions about their paternal roots and origins and seeking true
meaningful identity.

While it appears as though the most pervasive stigmatization
is similar for boys and girls, some perspectives suggest a
gendered element in the experience and realities. Indeed, “If he
were a girl, at least it would have been better.”23 The Acholi
experience proposes that gender plays a role in how integration
evolves in northern Uganda, particularly in the long term. Some
mothers felt that male children faced a severe predicament
because they could not survive outside maternal clans. They
were bound to be rejected, marginalized and stigmatized for the
rest of their lives. On the other hand, mothers felt marriage
offered a solid path to leave the maternal clan and enter a
new clan (husband’s clan), where they could access land and
other resources (Kiconco, 2021b). They would eventually escape
rejection and stigmatization from maternal clan members.

Consultations show that for Acholi children, knowing and
belonging to their paternal family/clan is critical in their social
belonging, protection, and provision. By contrast, children with

20Interview 25: 28 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 10 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 20 November 2012.
21Interview 3: 28 years old, abducted at the age of 10 for eight 10 years, Amida,

Kitgum district, 6 November 2012.
22Interview 25: 28 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 10 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 20 November 2012.
23Interview 25: 28 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 10 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 20 November 2012.

no paternal lineage are viewed as lower status and treated
accordingly. Unfortunately, this necessarily applies to most
children fathered by the LRA men, whose fathers never paid
tongo keny and are largely absent from their children’s lives. These
children typically exist as social others who are illegitimate within
the Acholi order of things and social harmony. So much so that
some mothers reported being criticized for exiting the LRA with
their children. In the words of one, “my relatives bluntly told me
that I should have left the child with the LRA since the father was
not around [still with rebels] to take care of the child, so coming
home with the child was useless. That, moreover, this would only
bring more problems for my return home. This hurt me a lot.”24

Similarly, “I am constantly told that I should not bother raising a
child of no father.”25

“As a mother, you cannot stay with a child who does
not know their father or paternal home. The child needs to
know their father’s home.”26 As Lamunus’s case shows, it is
socially possible for the LRA father or his family/clan to claim
custodianship of a child through luk negotiations. However, this
has rarely been pursued by families, clans, and child protection
institutions, largely because doing so may be challenging and
require comprehensive coordination among families, clans, and
the wider community. Recent experience shows mothers most
often initiate child tracing after children request to learn their
paternal identity. Some children themselves initiate other cases. A
smaller number of cases are initiated by LRA returned fathers or
by the paternal clan (see, e.g., Baines and Oliveira, 2020; Tinashe
et al., 2020). As such, in the present sample, only 11 children knew
their paternal families at the time of fieldwork.27 This suggests
that most children in the sample attempted to integrate into their
maternal clan systems, unable to rely on their paternal kinship
networks for support.

Acholi experience shows that knowing and connecting with
paternal kin expands integration space for these children in
northern Uganda. At the very least, this would address their
inability to access the most crucial resource, land. In the Acholi
region, the land is customarily owned, with male children
expected to inherit it from their fathers to establish their own
families and farming livelihoods. Having no relationship with
their biological fathers, these children lack inheritance rights and
claims to land. This leaves them vulnerable and at the mercy of
their maternal kin and stepfathers, which is necessarily uncertain

24Interview 12: 23 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 6 years, Kitgum town,

Kitgum District, 5 November 2012.
25Interview 9: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012.
26Interview 39: 35 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 7 years, Gulu town, 9

February 2012.
27Six lived with their mothers and fathers after the twomothers had exited the LRA

and been joined by the LRA fathers, who paid the customary bridewealth for the

mothers and the luk for each of the children. Two other children had joined their

fathers. One belonged to a mother who returned with two children by the same

LRA father, but the father took only one after paying luk. The mother was in a

new relationship. The second child lived with the maternal grandparents because

the father was yet to pay the second luk. Two final stayed with their mothers, but

their fathers often visited. One mother exited the LRA with three children by two

combatants: his paternal family (grandparents) had taken one, and the other two

lived with maternal grandparents, with no knowledge of their paternal family.
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given the stigma they face due to their socially unorthodox.
Consider these two experiences:

I plan to have a place for my children and me to call home. Even

if we are living at my aunt’s home, in the future, as human beings,

people will get tired of my children and expect them to find their

places. I have to plan for them before they become adults by

finding a piece of land and constructing a house. If I find a Good

Samaritan to rent their land, we can grow some food.28

My marital home is experiencing land issues involving the

children I returned with from the bush. What will happen if they

continue to reject and deny them access to land? I do not have

any power to avoid that. I am only waiting to see what the future

has in store for them. I do not have anyone to help me look after

them. Where will I put them? Will they find help when the LRA

has been fully demolished?29

Reuniting with their paternal families does not mean these
children are guaranteed the safety of belonging and land
accessibility. Indeed, they will still have to maneuver amidst the
land wrangles engulfing most of the Acholi region (Joireman,
2018). But paternal lineage networks will at least offer them the
basis of the safety net that most vulnerable children in Uganda
rely on to survive.

INTERVENTION, DE-CENTRING

CHILDREN AND EXACERBATION OF

INTEGRATION COMPLEXITIES

How to ensure reintegration for girls abducted and forced into
marriages? How to integrate the children born of their unions,
with or without their fathers? These are the questions faced
by many organizations working in northern Uganda during
and after the war. Unfortunately, my data show that there are
several problems plaguing what they do. This section shows that
rehabilitation and reintegration agencies failed to mitigate the
Acholi above socio-cultural issues. At times, the biases within
their approaches even made things worse.

The first issue with the mainstream approach to protection
and reintegration concerns the conception of childhood
predominant within intervening agencies. Consultations show
that neither childhood nor adulthood is reducible to biological
age in the Acholi region. Adolescence is considered the phase
between the ages of 10 and 18. Orobo (“youth”/“young-persons”)
are people between the ages of 15 and 30. But particularly
in rural areas, a girl becomes a woman upon experiencing
menstrual cycles, developing breasts, or being sexually active.
Therefore, girls between 12 and 16 are typically seen as ready
for marriage and bearing children. A girl becomes a woman
as soon as she marries or gets pregnant, even if this occurs at
age 12 or 13. Therefore, though still young in biological age, a
pregnant girl will begin self-identifying as Dako matidi (“young

28Interview 32: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Kitgum town, 14

November 2012.
29Interview 13: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 9 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012.

mother/woman/wife”). Thus, marriage and motherhood—not
age—are the pathways to womanhood and adulthood in this
context (p’Bitek, 1986; Dolan, 2005: 282; Finnström, 2008: 235).

By contrast, for rehabilitation agencies, children and
childhood are biological phenomena, and each implies an
inability to consent to sexual activity or resulting pregnancy.
As such, agencies constructed all females returning from LRA
captivity as “child mothers.” Reports show that “the majority of
those classified as ‘child mothers’ at reception centers [were] over
the age of 18” (Allen and Schomerus, 2006: 24), so they were
adults in both the Western and Acholi sense of that term. Yet
agencies aimed at reproducing “children” in line with Western
standards—innocent, helpless, vulnerable, dependent, in need
of rescue, etc.—no doubt in part because this is what played
with donor sympathies. However, agencies treated these young
women as children: “they [staff] cared for us but treated us as
children even when some of us already had children.”30 This
limited the cultural appropriateness of agency interventions and
ultimately alienated many.

Furthermore, the focus on “mothers-as-children” meant
that their children were de-centered in the design and
implementation of programmes, limiting the quality of their
support. Yet, children’s suffering has implications for mothers’
reintegration. The interviews suggest that mothers cannot fully
reintegrate if their children do not experience meaningful
integration. Indeed, “the stigmatization of our children greatly
affects us because we did not choose to be abducted and give birth
to them with the rebels. It was not our wish, and the negative
treatment from the community give us [mothers] much pain.”31

Therefore, in the initial days, more needed to be done
to change attitudes in northern Uganda that viewed these
children as “other,” resultantly keeping them at the periphery
of mainstream society. As I examined the integration process
in the Acholi region, I asked whether child protection agencies
that sought to help and support mothers did more harm than
good in terms of their children. I recognize that mothers
experienced more vulnerabilities and needs when they initially
left the LRA. However, infantilizing and turning them into
a focus of concern complicated their home status, position
and situation. Notably, the move invisibilised their children.
So, in developing this argument in this section, I am not
unjustly criticizing child protection agencies nor trivializing the
challenges they faced trying to return these mothers to their
home communities. Rather, the objective is to demonstrate that
infantilizing mothers/women were counterproductive to their
children’s integration.

Experiences of stigmatization reveal that international
institutions overlooked or ignored the purported social disorder
associated with being born in the bush/rebellion and its
influence on integration. Critical aspects of social disharmony
related to these children’s status and background were not
acknowledged and appropriately addressed. Failure to consider

30Interview 18: 21 years old, abducted at the age of 13 for 8 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 October 2012.
31Interview 9: 31 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Amida, Kitgum

district, 13 November 2012.
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such concerns also meant overlooking broader cultural norms,
gender ideologies and patriarchal tendencies, signifying that
international institutions approached children’s experiences as
taking place in a vacuum. Yet, the integration processes evolved
in social and cultural frameworks affected and changed by the
protracted war. Accordingly, institutions needed to pay close
attention to local culture, patriarchy and gender constructions
and their shaping of daily lives to make sense of how integration
would evolve and affect the children.

Beyond such primary difficulties, the exceptionalism inherent
to the targeted focus on returning “child mothers” contributed
to their children’s stigmatization. This happened for a number of
reasons. First, the preference for the initial phase of integration
taking place in centers run by foreign agencies as opposed
to within community settings gave the impression to many
communities that they were seen as unable to offer appropriate
support to these children. This bred resentment among many
locals, worsened by how reintegration agencies advocated for
mothers and children, voicing their concerns to criticize the
public for not protecting them. The Western approach to
childhood and womanhood highlighted alienated people through
its implicit disregard for local understandings. At the same time,
the sole focus on child mothers and their children vexed people
by ignoring the parallels between their difficulties and those of
the wider region. In Allen and Schomerus’ words, “so many
adolescent girls in northern Uganda [were] living vulnerable
and impoverished lives, and [were] likely to end up becoming
pregnant at a very early age” (2006: 24). Provision of support and
opportunities in a manner that did not address the needs of these
other vulnerable populations, therefore, made returnee mothers
and children stand out in a way that entrenched resentment
against them, thus exclusion from mainstream society.32

Agencies pursued the “child mother” policy for legal reasons
and moral reasons of responsibility and accountability. But
in their attempt to restore “lost childhoods,” they prioritized
returning women who were now mothers to the communities
they left before they became mothers. The move de-centered
their children, consequentially keeping them invisible and
condemning them to a lower status. This flew in the face
of the local customs outlined above and overlooked the
reality that their mothers’ families and communities would
not automatically accept some children. Consequently, both
children and their returning mothers faced stigma, preventing
meaningful (re)integration.

The unintended experience of de-centring children seemed
to have influenced many mothers against tracing fathers
or paternal families upon homecoming. I found that the
identity of their children’s father was not an issue for some
mothers in the sample, a perspective they seemed to have
adopted from organizations. Protection agencies sometimes
discouraged continuing relationships with LRA combatants or
tracing paternal families in the early days of return. Consider
this experience:

32There were some efforts to incorporate both formerly abducted mothers and

other war-affected young mothers in the same communities in research and

rehabilitation projects (see for example SWAY, 2006; McKay et al., 2010).

I did not attempt to do anything like that [tracing for paternal

family] because we were advised by [rehabilitation agency] that

there was no need to do that since we suffered in the bush carrying

and delivering them [children]. They were our consolations and

blessings that God had given us and that we should never let their

fathers’ relatives know. Even about the mere fact that the children

were related to them and had come back home with us.33

Following the Acholi naming custom, male LRA combatants
named their children after themselves or their families/clans.
Male children were named after their fathers’ brothers or uncles
and some girls after their paternal grandmothers. It is possible
that this was viewed as a way of eventually identifying the
child in the future. Indeed, had the father’s family members
wanted to trace the child, these names would have been crucial.
As such, agencies advised mothers to rename their children.
Some agencies even went as far as to interfere with details
that could have helped fathers or their lineages identify and
trace their children. In some cases, agencies came up with new
names themselves:

While in captivity, he was named Binaisa Samuel Arwai [a

pseudonym] after his father, Arwai. But when we were at [agency],

the name Arwai was deleted from his name. The management

advised me that the name Arwai would make people stigmatize

him in the village. So I decided to stop calling him Arwai.34

Since they acted as the critical broker reintroducing returnees
to civil society and preparing them for community-based
reintegration, agencies held a hierarchal position in northern
Uganda. Besides offering support, there was an opportunity
to advocate for these children’s social visibility and customary
rights pertaining to paternal descent and in line with local
custom. Instead, they sponsored interventions that contributed
to the predicament around identity and social belonging facing
these children.

Although paternal family/clan reunions may help with
reconciliation and redress, northern Uganda has not focused
on this. The focus and target of reintegration agencies and
programmes remain to return and keep LRA combatants in
their home communities. In addition, the emphasis on mothers
continues to drive the reintegration intervention. This is done
with the perception that “empowering” mothers will improve
the wellbeing of their children. But, this approach leaves many
gaps. Many mothers stipulate the desire re-marry with non-
LRA men, leaving their children with maternal grandparents
or/and relatives (Kiconco, 2021a). Some mothers do not have
immediate relations alive or willing to take on their children.
With these children unable to join their mothers in new
marriages/relationships, they are left at the mercy of extended
relatives or stranded with well-wishers.

The article should not suggest that all formerly abducted
women desire to reunite with their LRA husbands or their
families and clans. In fact, some women in the sample resented

33Interview 25: 28 years old, abducted at the age of 12 for 10 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 20 November 2012.
34Interview 16: 26 years old, abducted at the age of 11 for 8 years, Omiya nyima,

Kitgum district, 15 November 2012.

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 12 May 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 823995

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


Kiconco Politics and Practices of Integration in Uganda

the LRA men/husbands because their union was an experience
of rape, forced marriage and forced pregnancy, which they saw
as having ended with their return home. Many were in new
relationships with never-abducted men. The forced marriage
trauma continued to inform these women’s perspectives on their
children born in the LRA and their integration back home.
Many saw raising the children by themselves or with the help of
maternal clans as a superior strategy compared to tracing for their
fathers or paternal kin.

Similarly, I do not wish to suggest that it is compulsory
for children fathered by the LRA fathers to know their
paternal families to integrate into northernUganda communities.
However, we assume this is likely from what has been
explained above about the Acholi social order. Furthermore,
from a fundamental material standpoint, mothers facing severe
impoverishment need the support they could receive from
biological fathers and paternal relatives to integrate their children
meaningfully. Thus, “If Dominic [Ongwen] would come back, he
and I could join hands and raise our two children,” stated one of
Ongwen’s former forced wives who appeals for his forgiveness.
Indeed, confronting though it may be to some, she pleaded for
reconciliation and not the prosecution of such LRA fathers.35

CONCLUSION

In this article, I interpret integration in northern Uganda as
fundamentally a social process that features dynamic interactions
between the children born in the LRA captivity and host
communities. The ultimate goal is to establish and maintain
social and kinship relationships to support life post-LRA. It
is not something that children can do on their own, as
integration involves the negotiation of social identities and the
configuration of social status and positions. The key issue that
shapes integration is whether these children can establish and
maintain decent relationships with kin and host communities,
resulting in social inclusion. I arrived at this interpretation by
attending to children and their lived experiences and realities
of integration told via interviews with their formerly abducted
mothers. It was my experience that mothers understand their
children’s integration challenges, particularly their lack of a
paternal identity, which influence their access to resources,
particularly the land with clan affiliation.

A key objective of my study was to examine the significant
sources of stigmatization among the children born in the LRA
as they attempt to integrate into northern Uganda communities.

35An interview with Mail & Guardian. Retrieved from: https://mg.co.za/article/

2015-02-16-uganda-the-thin-line-between-victim-and-perpetrator.

Their backgrounds of being born in the bush, association with the
LRA and illegitimacy at birth emerged as the key sources of their
stigmatization. Everyday stigmatization mediates integration
experiences among the LRA captivity children in the Acholi
region. Stigmatization is a challenge that consistently undercuts
their aspirations for recovery and integration. Stigmatization
takes different forms and serves multiple functions. The
exclusion and alienation of the children by the never-abducted
population constitute perhaps the single most difficult hindrance
to meaningful integration. Stigmatization arising from culture
and patriarchy adversely affect opportunities for developing and
nurturing meaningful social relationships. Social participation is
severely compromised, reducing hope and prospects significantly
among these children. The factors leading to their stigmatization
are unique, as they challenge the common belief that integration
is a critical, necessary and durable post-conflict solution.

Social orders can have paradoxical effects, providing an
environment that protects sections of a community while
isolating others. In their daily experiences, the LRA children in
this research contended with negative stereotypes and prejudices
that extended to their attempts to form essential and useful
networks with the never-abducted population that could benefit
them. From their experience, it would seem that significant and
productive integration for this category of children in northern
Uganda is a challenging prospect. Their experience proposes
that the cultural environment is not always entirely conducive
to successful integration for children born in rebel groups.
Stigmatization heavily rooted in the collective culture can steadily
push them further away and into the margins of society.
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