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Introduction 

After twenty-two years of war in Northern Uganda, internally displaced people are in the 

process of moving back to their rural homes. This paper draws on an experimental 

programme promoting forgiveness in the Sub-county of Awach where our research group 

has been working for four years. Here, villagers come and listen to anonymised and taped 

‘forgiveness accounts’ volunteered by other people. They are encouraged to record their 

own experiences that become part of a corpus of forgiveness accounts. Selections from the 

corpus itself have also been broadcasted over local radio, and listeners from a wide area 

have called in to comment.  

Discussions of conflict and forgiveness take place in a context of close social 

relationships. Rarely are the ‘big’ wrongs of the war directly addressed; instead we see 

how more intimate conflicts can become a way to articulate the experience – and 

consequences – of these ‘big’ wrongs. In this paper we draw on cases and observations 

from our Forgiveness Project to explore how the experience of armed conflict, insecurity 

and mistrust is carried over into conflicts over land, and also what it may mean not to 

forgive particular wrongs incurred during land conflicts. 

 

1. Background 

The people of northern Uganda have, since 2008, finally begun to experience relative 

peace. The armed conflict has ended and people have started returning to their ancestral 

homes. A lot of literature has documented the war in Northern Uganda – its causes and the 

actors (see Allen 2006; Allen & Vlassenroot 2010; Atkinson 2009; Finnstrom 2008), as 

well as the untold suffering experienced by unarmed civilians, men, women and children 

(see de Temmerman 2001; Dolan 2009; Eichsraedt 2009; Green 2008). After twenty-two 

years of war between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), led by Joseph Kony, and the 

Uganda People’s Defence Forces (UPDF), the Ugandan national army, former abductees, 

rebels and Internally Displaced People (IDPs) have returned home from the various camps 

in which they were forced to live during the insurgency.   

It has often been said that this was a war of the LRA against its own people. Or 

alternatively, it has been presented as a two-party conflict between the LRA and the 

Ugandan government. As with many wars, the reality is more complicated. The so-called 

‘LRA-war’ followed on from the violence of the Amin and Obote years of insurgency and 

the civil war that Uganda went through in the 1970s and 1980s. The takeover by Museveni 
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and his National Resistance Army (NRA) in 1986 marked a dramatic shift in power, and 

the Acholi in the North reverted to a position of relative weakness and a sense that their 

social and cultural cohesion as well as their material security were severely threatened 

(Dolan 2009: 40). Numerous rebel groups came and went in the North, but the LRA 

survived for two decades. At first many of these rebel groups enjoyed some support from 

the surrounding Acholi population, which has largely opposed President Museveni and the 

Ugandan government ever since the 1986 takeover of power. It would, however, be more 

adequate to say that many people in northern Uganda are neither pro-government, nor pro-

rebel, but have lived for two decades in what Dolan has termed a situation of extreme 

vulnerability and social torture (Dolan 2009). The perpetrators include the government and 

the LRA, but also less visible actors such as donor governments, multilateral organisations, 

and NGOs whose ostensible aim was to ease the suffering of victims, but in reality helped 

prolong their vulnerability by indirectly contributing to a prolonging of the conflict (Dolan 

2009: 2).  

By late 1996, the government had begun a strategy of placing people in ‘protected 

villages’ (later referred to as IDP camps). These militarised camps were supposed to 

protect people from the LRA; but the government also used them to prevent the population 

from interacting with the rebels. By 2006, 90% of the population of Acholiland lived in 

IDP camps or in exile (about 1.5 million people). Thousands of others had been killed by 

government forces or the LRA, or been forcibly abducted by the LRA. Life in the camps 

was characterized by appalling health and social conditions, with mortality and morbidity 

rates well above emergency levels (Dolan 2009). 

In 1999, President Museveni amnestied all rebels in Uganda and many have since 

returned. In 2004, however, a decision was made to exclude the leadership of the LRA 

from the amnesty and refer them to the International Criminal Court (ICC) (Allen 2006). 

Reactions to the ICC’s inquiries in Uganda have been ambivalent. While people want the 

LRA to be held responsible, they also fear that these inquiries may prevent LRA 

combatants from returning home. They are painfully aware that the LRA is composed of 

their own close relatives who willingly or unwillingly became part of it at a very young age 

and who may or may not yet have returned to live with them. Another painful reality is the 

knowledge that, though the Ugandan army committed many crimes against the population, 

soldiers will never be prosecuted. The questions of who should forgive whom – and what 

forgiveness and punishment actually mean – remain highly complex and the answers 

thoroughly ambiguous.  

In this paper, we draw on forgiveness accounts and our experiences over the course 

of the four-year project to discuss how forgiveness is perceived and constituted among the 

Acholi in northern Uganda. Discussions of conflict and forgiveness take place in a context 

of close social relationships. The war is rarely addressed directly. Instead day to day and 

intimate conflicts are used to articulate the experience – and consequences of – the ‘big’ 

wrongs of the war. The excerpt below is an example of a conflict over land that we use as a 

case study to explore how the experience of armed conflict, insecurity and mistrust has 

spilled over into conflicts over land, which are rampant in Northern Uganda today. 

 

2. Account: Disputes with the Neighbours  

“I forgave my neighbour in the year 2008. One day we noticed that our neighbours 

had uprooted a tree, a gum tree that we planted at the boundary of our land that 

our father left us when he died. When those people came back from their garden 

and found the tree we had planted, they started calling us while quarrelling, that 
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why had we planted those trees there? Then we said that that tree we planted at the 

boundary of our land. Then they said that our boundary was not there. „You do not 

have a boundary here so you uproot this tree‟. So we said that we were not going to 

uproot it. So they started uprooting the tree we planted at the boundary of the land 

of our father. And also they started insulting and cursing us seriously so I became 

angry. I ran to our home and picked an axe to go and cut their tree which they also 

planted at the boundary without consulting us. But my brothers went and stopped 

me from cutting their tree, so I had to leave them. „As they are uprooting our tree 

let them do it one sided‟, my brothers said. Then I came back home, with the curse 

of those people that death will be seen in it. Then really not even after a long time, 

one of my brothers came home to Bungatira. Then when he was going back, a 

snake bit him in accordance to those people‟s curse. When the snake bit him, that‟s 

where we became angry. We started taking steps on those people because we knew 

that if they have said something, they meant it. Their curse had started to work.  

We were angry and my brother was admitted in the hospital and he was 

released. Again after a short while, another brother was badly injured in a car 

accident. When he got injured, we at home started saying these are all in 

accordance with the curse of those people where they said that the land issue shall 

cause death. Even before my brother was healed, one of them from their home was 

sent to bring the money that one time they borrowed from that brother of mine that 

they had to give it back. They first waited until he was injured and the land issue 

rose then they started saying they are giving back the money. Why did they have to 

wait until all those issues were there, the accident and the land, yet they did not 

want to pay that money before all those? They waited until we had quarrels and 

conflicts, then they wanted to pay the money. Really we were very angry with them. 

We stayed for a long time without talking to them. I stayed for five years without 

talking to any of them even when I would meet them. 

Then for me one time, the Holy Spirit came into me so I went and got saved. 

When I got saved, I got one guy from their home was also saved. So immediately I 

started praying with him, he got up and started introducing himself. So I also got 

up and introduced myself and released him from my heart and even went up to his 

home. Not after a long time again I release about two people from that home. So 

they started telling me that the step I took was the good thing indeed; that if 

someone has sinned, he/she has to repent and forgive each other, it is very good. So 

I have now forgiven them all. It was also in their heart that they came to ask me for 

forgiveness even though it was hard for them. I had to forgive them and I also said 

if it were all our problem, then they had to forgive us as well so that we resume 

living as before. 

Forgiveness is important because, that person you used not to talk to and 

the act that you turn your eyes away whenever you meet them shall not be there 

because you will help that person and they may help you too… it makes all of you 

free without any bad heart or feeling. As someone who was involved in land 

issues…the advice that I can give to the people who are having tension on land is 

that someone who has wronged you, you should make a good living together. You 

talk to each other and be calm to each other. I want say that if you have your 

neighbour…you have to make sure that you forgive that person so that you have 

one heart. This is because the person you have done wrong to is the one who will 

help you or you will be the one to help.” 
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Thomas’ (pseudonym) forgiveness account captured above is one of about forty accounts 

we recorded in Gulu, northern Uganda as part of an unconventional collaboration between 

art and anthropology in the aftermath of twenty-two years of brutal conflict. The project 

started in 2010, inspired by an artist who had collected accounts in other parts of the world 

and made artistic installations where the audience could listen to edited forgiveness 

accounts.  

The researchers identified adults, both male and female of various ages, who were 

willing to share a personal experience of forgiveness. A prerequisite for participating in 

this study was that the participants felt confident that they had moved on from the 

wrongdoing and the hurt and forgave the offender. The objectives of the study were: 1) to 

explore individual processes of forgiveness and the creation of a space within which people 

can forgive and be forgiven; 2) to determine how individuals cope with or manage wrongs/ 

offences in their daily lives and which wrongs can or cannot be forgiven; and 3) to describe 

the impact of coping successfully with those wrongs and hurtful experiences. 

Ten of the audio recordings, in both Luo and English, were carefully edited into 

clips of three to six minutes each, with chronological narrations of the situation, the wrong 

committed, the decision, process and impact of forgiveness. The ten edited accounts were 

made available to the public in Awach Sub-county, Gulu District, through a sound 

installation in a hut dating from the time when Awach was an IDP camp. We hoped that 

people who listened to an account and were ‘moved by it’, might be inspired to reflect 

upon processes of forgiveness, and possibly forgive others and ask for forgiveness where 

they had wronged others. Listeners were also encouraged to record their own accounts and 

a separate hut was made available for this purpose.  

In early 2012, the Forgiveness Project launched the ‘mobile unit’, which visited 

eight parishes in Awach Sub-county once every two weeks to share the accounts and 

record further forgiveness accounts. Researchers have also had the opportunity to discuss 

some of their findings on radio talk shows (Mega FM and Radio King) and listeners have 

called into these shows to give their views on forgiveness. 

 

3. The War Remembered Through Conflicts in Close Social Relations  

Initially we expected that the accounts of forgiveness collected this way would be about 

the atrocities of the war, the killing, the abductions, the appalling conditions in the camps, 

etc. People were not allowed to cultivate their land and so became dependent on supplies 

of emergency aid. Rebels frequently attacked IDP camps without the national army 

providing much protection, and many were widely exploited by both the national army and 

others in positions of power (Dolan 2009: 68). In 2007, the UN Under-Secretary-General 

for Humanitarian Affairs, Jan Egeland, said that the conflict in northern Uganda was the 

biggest forgotten humanitarian crisis in the world at the time. 

However, the forgiveness accounts we recorded were not only about these 

atrocities. They were also about the ‘little’ wrongs of everyday life: conflicts and fights 

with co-wives, neighbours, parents, uncles, stepmothers, etc. Even when the ‘bigger’ 

wrongs of the war were part of the story, they were woven into conflicts in close social 

relations. Thomas, whose account is featured above, is an example of this. Thomas did not 

choose to talk about the government or Joseph Kony, the leader of the LRA; instead he 

talked about the land dispute between his family and their neighbours after they left the 

IDP camps. Not all of the accounts had land conflicts at the core of the story like Thomas’ 

account did. But practically, all had an element of land conflict in them: disagreements 
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over ownership, failed attempts to get access to land, dreams of obtaining access, and so 

on.  

Paul, now in his forties, talked about forgiving his sister-in-law (the wife of his 

elder brother) for refusing to sell the rice grown on his late father’s land to pay his school 

fees. This left him stranded at home rather than in school and as a result – as he sees it – he 

was abducted by the LRA and spent many years in the bush with them. Paul was clearly a 

broken man, but he did not connect his present situation to the trauma of abduction and his 

years in the bush with the LRA. When during a long hot afternoon in early 2012 he talked 

at length with the researchers about his sense of failure in life, he described in detail that it 

was his lack of access to his late father’s land which had led him to interrupt his schooling 

and so had prevented him from moving on in life.  

Denis told us that he and his brothers had been locked in a land dispute with his 

paternal uncle’s family for more than five years. His father and his uncle had been given 

adjacent plots of land by their father (Denis’ grandfather). Unfortunately, during the war, 

Denis’ father died before he could complete the process of acquiring a land title, though 

there were some papers showing that the land was his. The uncle, according to Denis, took 

advantage of his brother’s death and built houses on the land that was supposed to have 

gone to Denis and his siblings, and Denis was now ready to forgive his uncle. 

Robert, another man who gave us his forgiveness account, told us how he had 

forgiven his maternal uncle for denying him access to family land and hence preventing 

him from growing crops that could be used to pay for his school fees. His situation was 

slightly different from that of Paul and Denis since Robert was not a ‘real’ son in that 

home. He was a sister’s son (i.e. a nephew) and so a potential threat to his uncle’s family, 

competing with them for a share of the family land for himself and his children. The 

problem of nephews is also central to Jenipher’s account of her first-born son whom she 

returned with from ‘the bush’, i.e. the father was one of the LRA commanders whom she 

was made to marry after being abducted as a teenager. Her son, now a teenager himself, is 

still in school. She sent him to go and see her brothers, i.e. her son’s maternal uncles, to ask 

them for permission to cultivate a small piece of land. They chased him with clubs, 

accusing him of being a ‘child from the bush’ with no rights over their father’s land. But 

Jenipher forgave her brothers for treating her son in such a manner. Because he is a 

nephew (son of a sister) and not a ‘son’ of that home, Jenipher’s son was perceived as a 

threat. He was a threat, because he belonged to another clan, i.e. the clan of his father, and 

was not entitled to land in his maternal grandfather’s home. His father, and hence his own 

clan, however, were unknown – and since he was conceived in the bush during wartime his 

father is likely to have been a high-ranking LRA official. 

Aparo grew up in Gulu town, where her parents had moved to prevent her and her 

siblings from being abducted from the rural areas of Amuru where her father’s family 

comes from. While still studying she gave birth to a son. Her boyfriend mistreated her and 

wanted to stop her from studying. After they separated, she completed her studies with the 

help of her parents and got a job. The family of her boyfriend, i.e. her son’s father, had also 

left their land during the war and moved to town. They had failed to claim back their land 

after the war and were now involved in a complicated land dispute with their relatives. She 

thus had no hope that her son would ever get access to the land of his father’s family. 

When talking about her many plans for the future, the recurring theme of her story was 

how to get a job, open her own business so as to save up enough money to buy at least a 

small plot of land for her son. Aparo’s hopes for marriage and a future with her son’s 

father had been dashed when he started abusing her and eventually threw her out of the 

house, threatening not only her security but also that of her son. She forgave her boyfriend 
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however, because she knew that their relationship was over and holding on to the hurt was 

too heavy a burden for her to carry. 

 

4. From Armed Conflicts to Land Conflicts: The Challenges of 

Displacement and Replacement  

What we see in the preceding examples of forgiveness accounts is that people usually 

choose to focus on forgiveness in close social relations. We also see that many of the 

accounts had some element of land in them. What does this tell us? 

First, we might argue that the ‘hut’ in which people could come and listen to the 

accounts is a kind of memorial, reminding people of years of suffering while also 

encouraging them to reflect on possible paths forward. The function of memorials is not so 

much to preserve the memory of the past, but rather to facilitate the preservation of 

particular interpretations of the past (Becker 2011: 521). The ‘forgiveness hut’ is identical 

to the other rural huts in which social life played out in IDP camps during the war and 

continues to play out today. It is a physical structure shaping remembrance in a certain way 

and facilitating the preservation of a particular interpretation of past and present suffering: 

an interpretation which locates the years of insurgency and insecurity within the home, in 

domestic life and in close social relations. 

Second, what we asked people to give us were accounts of forgiveness. And this is 

what we got. We did not get accounts of the violence of the national army or of the LRA, 

or of the government or big corporations buying up or seizing people’s land. We got those 

accounts where some kind of relationship had been re-established through forgiveness and 

where reconciliation had also taken place. If we listen to Hannah Arendt’s thoughts about 

forgiveness in ‘The Human Condition’ (Arendt 1958) it is not surprising that the vast 

majority of accounts from northern Uganda took their starting point in the ‘smaller’ evils 

of everyday life while also being woven into – or, in more anthropological terms, ‘being 

contextualized by’ - the ‘bigger’ evils of the war.’ Forgiving, Arendt says, and the 

relationship it establishes is always an eminently personal affair in which what was done is 

forgiven for the sake of who did it (Arendt 1958: 241). We got accounts of that which 

could be forgiven, because they were about relationships that could be (re-)established.  

Drawing on Thomas’ account again, we see how he described neighbours’ 

uprooting his father’s trees and planting their own whilst extending their land into that of 

his late father. He also describes how holding on to anger was not an option for him. He 

believed that his neighbours had cursed his family and the proof was that one of his 

brothers had been bitten by a snake and the other involved in a car accident. The reality for 

them was that ‘the land issue shall cause death.’ Later, however, Thomas was influenced 

by the teachings of his pastor in the church where he had found salvation. In addition he 

discovered that one of his neighbours prayed in the same church. As he then said, the land 

will always be there, so why make enemies because of it? 

Forgiveness researchers do not claim there exists one universal definition of 

forgiveness, rather, there is broad agreement that forgiveness involves the relinquishing of 

negative affects and the exhibiting of more positive affects and behaviour towards the 

wrongdoer (Orcutt et al. 2005; Staub et al. 2005; Toussaint et al. 2001; Wade & 

Worthington 2005:165; Witvliet et al. 2001). In the forgiveness accounts in our study, 

people described forgiving as a process of ‘letting go’. They would talk about ‘letting go of 

that which one keeps in the heart’ and thereby letting the relationship with this person 

‘flow’ again instead of being ‘stuck’ in the heart. One person told us about the fight he had 
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with his brother over the use of a hut he had built on their father’s land. He described the 

long process of forgiving, which started with shaking hands, though without any real 

warmth. Then through the intervention of parents and other relatives, they slowly started 

sitting next to each other outside the hut, speaking to each other, and then finally sharing 

food and drinks. 

Thus forgiveness, in our corpus of accounts, is not described as an act of ‘deciding 

to let go’ but as a long process of sharing and exchanging more and more words and things 

until finally you can even drink and eat from the same pot. Forgiving means re-establishing 

a relationship with a person – or in other words: re-establishing the flow between people 

that constitutes a relationship. Taylor (1992: 9-11) has described how in Rwanda a 

flow/blockage dialectic serves as an organizing metaphor for human relations as it does in 

many other parts of Africa. Ideally, persons and things are exchanged in relatively 

continuous patterns and as Taylor reminds us, Marcel Mauss long ago demonstrated that 

people united by gift relations embody aspects of each other. To give something is to give 

a part of oneself, to receive something is to incorporate aspects of the other within the self 

(Mauss 1925: 19). From the forgiveness accounts, we see that the Acholi also seem to 

think in terms of re-establishing relationships through continuous exchanges between 

people of words, things and food/substances. The re-establishment of the flow between 

people requires that both parties are able to let go. For reconciliation to occur, both parties 

must acknowledge that a wrong was committed and then, they must both agree to let it go, 

whether they were the offender or the perpetrator (or both), and to (re)establish a 

relationship through various kinds of exchanges. None of the accounts we recorded are 

concerned with forgiveness in relation to the Ugandan government or the LRA. This is 

perhaps because the government and the LRA are large and abstract entities with whom 

one cannot re-establish a flow, and they are thus not discussed in terms of forgiveness. 

Instead people focus on the problems – and problematic relationships – that one can do 

something about. 

Our focus upon ‘forgiveness’ and our use of the ‘hut’ as a memorial site of 

forgiveness worked together to direct people’s accounts towards conflicts and forgiveness 

in close social relations – or rather towards flows and blockages in social life. And what 

these accounts also showed us was that the flow of social life involves not only flows 

between people, but also between people and land.  

 

5. People and Land 

When a displaced population that has lived for two decades in a state of ‘social torture’ (cf. 

Dolan 2009) is told to return to the land ‘where the war found them’, as it was formulated 

by the Ugandan government, it swiftly becomes clear just how complex the relationship 

between people and land is, and how difficult it is to re-place people, i.e. to re-establish 

previous relationships between people and between people and land. 

Land in northern Uganda is inextricably linked to those who dwell on it. The vast 

majority of the population lives from the land, meaning that most people are involved in 

agriculture, horticulture and farming, the returns of which feed their families or are 

exchanged for money to purchase items that they cannot produce, or pay their children’s 

school fees. Because poverty levels, illiteracy and unemployment rates are high, land 

becomes the most secure and valuable commodity and one on which people depend for 

their survival.  

In addition, land is something that identifies people; something passed down from 

generation to generation; a precious possession that people guard jealously. Being 
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recognized and respected as a person includes being remembered as somebody who 

belongs to some piece of land and thus an important aspect of ‘forgiving’ is to re-establish 

links and thereby become recognized as somebody who belongs, which includes belonging 

to the land. More generally, we can say that social relations with the living as well as the 

dead are anchored in land. People’s identity and sense of belonging is closely tied to land, 

and access to land is mediated through social relations. There is continuity between land 

and people, and through the land a continuity is established between the living and the 

dead (Meinert and Whyte 2013).  

As Whyte et. al. (in press) emphasize elsewhere, the waves of violent death and 

disappearance, which struck so frequently during the years of war and insurgency, had 

devastating effects upon social relations fundamental to people’s lives and upon their sense 

of belonging. Missing links are, however, not only due to death. During the years of war, 

social connections were often not properly established according to what many considered 

Acholi tradition (e.g. bride wealth went unpaid, children were born from the ‘bush’ without 

knowing their father’s family, widows were abandoned by the husband’s patriline, children 

born out of wedlock went unrecognized by fathers and maternal uncles etc.) (Whyte et. al. 

in press). These missing links are the kind of connections on which people used to rely for 

access to land and a sense of belonging. Therefore many people continue to suffer from the 

absence of connections or from having their connections being subjected to negotiation and 

contestation, or from having to re-establish connections to people separated from them by 

war or violence. When they succeed in re-establishing broken connections, then they have 

a story to tell about the experience of forgiveness. 

During the conflict people were displaced both socially and geographically – and 

these two kinds of displacement are intimately linked. People’s attempts to return to 

‘where the war found them’ is complicated by the disruption of social ties that took place 

during the years of armed conflict, and subsequent scrambles for land further complicate 

the reestablishment of social ties. 

 

6. Conclusion 

We might argue that many of the forgiveness accounts had elements of land conflicts in 

them for the following reasons: People were encouraged by researchers to tell their stories 

about forgiveness inside a ‘hut’ from an IDP camp that had been made into a kind of 

memorial of the years of suffering. The hut facilitated a particular interpretation of the past 

and encouraged people to reflect on the possible paths forward. The forgiveness accounts 

that people told us show that forgiveness is a process of re-establishing close social 

relations; and that such accounts are not primarily about the past but about possible paths 

forward. For the geographically and socially displaced population of northern Uganda, 

paths forward go through the re-establishment of social relations and the re-acquisition of 

land – which again are often two sides of the same coin. The forgiveness accounts show 

how the experience of armed conflict is carried into conflicts over land in the sense that 

they are about possible paths of replacement, both socially and geographically. The 

‘bigger’ evils of the war provide the overall context of the accounts, but the accounts 

themselves are mostly about present day conflicts, many of which arise from or become 

part of wrangling over land. 
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