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Abstract 

 
This article examines the re-entry trajectories of northern Uganda’s former abductees who 
have been released from prison today. This group has never been the subject of research 
before and analysis is used to contribute to the design of more effective responses to support 
the complex reintegration process of children and youth returning from warring factions. 
During fieldwork in Lira and Gulu in northern Uganda, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with 21 formerly abducted formerly detained persons, 6 local community leaders, 
and 7 counsellors and social workers from civil society organisations. Data were analysed 
using the thematic analysis method. It will be argued that mainly those who were abducted at 
the youngest ages and were abducted for a longer period of time explicitly draw the link 
between the reason for imprisonment and their rebel past. Incarceration is the result of the 
interaction between personal behavioural issues and social stigmatization. Subsequently, the 
paper argues that imprisonment imposes a high-risk situation, as the environment tends to 
bring back traumatic memories related to past with the rebels. However, it is remarkable how 
opportunities for psychosocial support—behavioural and social skills training—in 
imprisonment are an opportunity for transformation. After release, participants are able to 
cope more constructively with social stigmatization related to prison past and/or rebel past. 
Hence, the paper outlines how it is essential to work both with returnees on the individual as 
well as their wider family and community network in order to push the transitional process 
forward in a positive direction.  

 
Keywords former abductees, prison, re-entry, transition, reintegration, northern Uganda 

 
Abstract (NL) 

 
In dit artikel wordt ingegaan op de re-entry trajecten van voormalige kindsoldaten die 
vandaag zijn vrijgelaten uit de gevangenis in Oeganda. Deze groep is nog nooit onderwerp 
van onderzoek geweest en de analyse wordt gebruikt om bij te dragen aan het ontwerpen van 
meer effectieve antwoorden om het complexe re-integratieproces van kinderen en jongeren 
die terugkeren van strijdende partijen beter te ondersteunen. Tijdens veldwerk in Lira en 
Gulu in Noord-Oeganda werden semigestructureerde interviews afgenomen met 21 ex-
gedetineerde ex-kindsoldaten, 6 lokale gemeenschapsleiders, en 7 maatschappelijk werkers. 
Gegevens werden geanalyseerd door middel van thematische analyse. Het zal worden 
betoogd dat vooral degenen die ontvoerd werden op de jongste leeftijden en voor een langere 
periode uitdrukkelijk het verband legden tussen hun rebellenverleden en de gevangenis. 
Opsluiting is het resultaat van de interactie tussen persoonlijke gedragsproblemen en sociale 
stigmatisering. Vervolgens wordt gesteld dat de gevangenis een risicovolle omgeving is omdat 
het traumatische herinneringen met betrekking tot het verleden bij de rebellen terug brengt. 
Echter, het is opmerkelijk hoe mogelijkheden voor psychosociale ondersteuning—gedrags- en 
sociale vaardigheidstraining—in de gevangenis een kans bieden tot transformatie. Na 
vrijlating zijn de participanten in staat constructiever om te gaan met sociale stigmatisering 
in verband met hun gevangenisverleden en/of rebellenverleden. Vandaar schetst het artikel 
dat het essentieel is om zowel met het individu als met het bredere netwerk van familie en 
gemeenschap aan de slag te gaan om zo het transitieproces in een positieve richting voort te 
duwen.  
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And then I was released from prison: 

Northern Uganda’s former abductees and their transition trajectories 
 
 
Introduction 
 

I would like you to meet Sam, a 24-year-old man living in northern Uganda. Sam 
grew up in times of war. One night, when Sam was 12, his home village was 
attacked by a group of rebels. Huts were burning and people were screaming. A big 
man carrying a gun walked towards Sam and put a machete in his hands. Sam was 
forced to kill his best friend, the neighbour’s son. After Sam obeyed the command, 
the rebel group took him. During the next 3 years, Sam was living as a soldier in the 
rebel army, participating in village raids and killings. But one day, during an 
ambush, Sam found a way to escape and ran away. Arriving back home, people 
were very surprised to see the boy… the killer. In the years following his return, 
while the village slowly turned into its peaceful daily pace, Sam was struggling very 
hard to become a part of his community again. But the demons of the past were 
never far away, though. When Sam turned 22, he and his neighbour were arguing 
about the boundaries of their adjoining farmlands. “You rebel, you don’t deserve this 
land! You killed my son!” the old man suddenly shouted. Something inside Sam 
snapped and he started heavily beating up his neighbour. The next 2 years behind 
prison bars were very tough on Sam, who was worried about his family and farm 
he left behind. And somehow, the place painfully reminded him of the life he once 
had with the rebels in the bush. But today, Sam is released. Standing in front of the 
prison building he wonders: “Now… where will I start from, once again?” 

	  

Northern Uganda is scarred by a conflict that has been waging over the region for more than 

twenty years. Its most infamous aspect was the forced conscription of tens of thousands of 

children and youth as soldiers by a rebel group. During the first months and years after the 

end of the conflict, scholars went in search for the former abductees in the reception centres 

and communities to which they returned in order to examine several aspects of their 

reintegration process. However, just like Sami, a lot of the returnees disappeared from the 

‘research radar’, ending up in more atypical contexts, which were hardly ever incorporated 

into research with former child soldiers. One of those contexts is the prison setting. However, 

former abductees make up a significant part of the prison population. In 2015, I went in 

search for ex-abductees in the prison of Lira in northern Uganda. This unique study showed 

that about one in seven inmates were formerly abducted youths (Marzougui, 2015). Only in 

one other study by Akello and colleagues (2006) reference was made to ex-abductees in 

imprisonment. It was stated that 70% of inmates in the juvenile unit of Gulu prison, northern 

Uganda, were formerly abducted. But now we can ask ourselves, what happens to the former 

abductees once they are released from prison and return home again? This question is left 

unanswered in the current literature. Hence, the special contribution of this paper lies in the 
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fact that for the first time, the voices of ex-detained former abductees are addressed in 

scientific research. Their experiences can offer new and interesting insights about how 

reintegration pathways take shape and how imprisonment has an impact.  

Drawing on fieldwork and interviews with formerly abducted persons who are 

released from prison, and with local community leaders, social workers and counsellors from 

civil society organisations, this article examines northern Uganda’s formerly abducted and 

detained persons’ longer-term reintegration trajectories almost 10 years after the war came 

to an end. The study draws on the notion of “re-entry” to examine a person’s transition 

trajectory upon release from imprisonment. This concept also takes into account one’s 

experiences in prison and one’s circumstances prior to incarceration, which are in this study 

characterized by another re-entry, more specifically the transition process upon return from 

the rebel group.  

The main aim of this article is to create a better understanding of (a) the transition 

process that started off once former abductees returned home from the rebels and how it 

possibly led to imprisonment, (b) the meaning of the life stage in imprisonment as a distinct 

momentum, and (c) the transition process upon release from prison and how both the LRA-

past and/or prison-past play a role in today’s transition trajectory. Building further on my 

previous research, which explored (a) and (b) with ex-abductees in imprisonment, this study 

again analyses (a) and (b) but adds (c) as a new sequel with a new group of ex-abductees who 

are now released from prison. In this way, the paper wants to contribute to the design of 

more effective responses to the reintegration needs of ex-combatants before, during and after 

incarceration. It will be argued that in many cases, ex-abductees end up in imprisonment as a 

result of the interaction between personal behavioural issues and social stigmatization, both 

related to their rebel past. Subsequently, the paper argues that imprisonment imposes a high-

risk situation, as the harsh environment tends to bring back traumatic memories related to 

the rebel past. However, it is remarkable how opportunities for psychosocial support—

behavioural and social skills training—in imprisonment provide a chance for transformation. 

As a result, it will be argued that people who received this learning opportunity are more 

likely to constructively cope with the social stigmatization that is continuing after prison 

release, compared to the ones wherefore imprisonment had no significant transforming 

meaning. Hence, in addition to working with the returnees on an individual level, the paper 

argues to work on social acceptance with their receiving communities in order to reduce 

social stigmatization and exclusion.   

In what follows, the paper briefly outlines the war in northern Uganda, the abduction 

of children and youth and their complex reintegration trajectories after return. Further, my 

previous study with ex-abductees in imprisonment is illustrated. Subsequently, the paper 

expands on the re-entry perspective, the theoretical framework supporting the study. 
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Thereafter, the study’s methodological accountability is presented. The following sections 

then report and discuss the results of the fieldwork, reflecting three major chapters of the 

participants’ transition trajectories. The first part elaborates on the transition from the rebel 

group back home. Secondly, experiences in imprisonment are analysed. The third section 

then outlines the re-entry trajectory after imprisonment. The paper concludes by using the 

results as a lens to contribute to the broader discussion about effective responses to the 

reintegration needs of children and youth returning from warring factions.  

 

Northern Uganda’s formerly abducted youth & imprisonment  

Between 1986 and 2007, the notorious rebel leader Joseph Kony and his Lord’s Resistance 

Army (LRA) terrorized the region of northern Uganda by ruthlessly attacking and abusing the 

civil population (Allen & Vlassenroot, 2010; Doom & Vlassenroot, 1999). The LRA’s most 

significative strategy was the violent abduction of tens of thousands of civilians—of which 

two-thirds were children—and their forced recruitment into the ranks of the LRA (Annan, 

Blattman, & Horton, 2006; Blattman & Annan, 2008; Pham, Vinck, & Stover, 2008). The 

realities lived by children and youth associated with the LRA were very complex, as they were 

often both victims as well as perpetrators of violence (Blattman & Annan, 2008; Vindevogel 

et al., 2011). In order to enforce obedience and indoctrinate the abductees, the LRA used 

intimidating and brutal tactics. Hence, former abductees narrated about suffering from 

hunger, being forced to walk long distances while carrying heavy loads, being tortured and 

sexually abused. They were involved in village raids, battles and wounding or killing people. 

Their own relatives, neighbours and communities were often the target of the atrocities they 

forcefully took part in (Annan et al., 2006; Derluyn et al., 2004; Vindevogel et al., 2011; 

Wessells, 2005). After spending a period varying from a few weeks up to several years within 

the LRA, most of the abductees succeeded to escape from the rebel group alone or in small 

groups; a minority was rescued or released. About half of all children and youth reported 

their return and were generally forwarded to ‘reception centres’ established by 

(inter)national NGOs. These centres provided psychosocial care, aimed at mitigating the 

psychological impact of violence and promoting social acceptance. The other half thus 

returned homewards straight away, without registering with any authorities and thus little 

chance of receiving professional psychosocial care (Allen & Schomerus, 2006; Annan et al., 

2006; Blattman & Annan, 2008).  

Examining the evolution of former abductees’ reintegration trajectories, scholars have 

indicated how they generally showed resilience and regained well-being over time (Annan et 

al., 2006; Blattman & Annan, 2010; Klasen et al., 2010; Vindevogel et al., 2014). However, 

scholars also illustrated the on-going impact of both psychological distress and social 

stigmatization to a certain group of returnees. Trauma, anxiety, hostility etc. were most 
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common with those ex-abductees who experienced and perpetrated the most violence during 

captivity (Betancourt, Borisova et al., 2010; Derluyn, Mels, & Broekaert, 2009; Okello, Onen, 

& Musisi, 2007; Pham et al., 2009). In turn, as a result of their active involvement in the 

conflict and/or suffering from psychological dysfunction, this group of ex-abductees was 

often highly stigmatized by their families and communities (Annan, Brier & Aryemo, 2009; 

Betancourt, Agnew-Blais, et al., 2010; Corbin, 2008; Vindevogel et al., 2013c; Wessells, 

2009). Generally, this stigmatization did not arise continuously but often occurred in specific 

situations or by specific persons, like at drinking places or by grieving families (Annan et al., 

2006; Veale & Stavrou, 2007). Stigmatization in its turn had an adverse impact on returnees’ 

individual well-being. Scholars showed how poorly accepted and stigmatized ex-abductees 

exhibited higher levels of both internalizing problems like depression, withdrawnness, 

nightmares, anxiety etc., as well as externalizing problems such as negative social behaviour, 

hostility, aggression and less pro-social and adaptive behaviour, which again affected the 

increase of stigmatization (Annan et al., 2006; Betancourt, Agnew-Blais, et al., 2010; 

Betancourt, Brennan, et al., 2010; Vindevogel et al., 2013c). In this light, Boothby and 

colleagues’ 16 year follow-up study of former child soldiers in Mozambique indicated that 

specifically those who spent several years with the armed group, exposed severe and on-going 

difficulties in regaining individual well-being and social functioning (Boothby, Crawford, & 

Halperin, 2006). And so it becomes clear how a certain group of ex-abductees, most probably 

those who experienced most atrocities during captivity and who were abducted for longer 

periods, possibly ended up caught in a vicious cycle of violence.   

A hiatus in literature is the lack of knowledge on longer-term evolutions of how the 

transition trajectories of former child soldiers takes shape many years after their return 

(Betancourt et al., 2013; Derluyn, Vindevogel, & De Haene, 2013). My previous study 

responded to this gap by examining the reintegration experiences of northern Ugandan 

formerly abducted youth in imprisonment, about 8 years after the war came to an end 

(Marzougui, 2015).  The study illustrated how a significant part of inmates in Lira prison 

were ex-abductees, who ended up in imprisonment years after they returned from the LRA. 

Incarceration was often the result of how the aforementioned cycle of psychosocial violence 

kept lingering on in the aftermath of child soldiering. Hence, the research showed how it was 

highly interesting to analyse the transition trajectories of this specific group of ex-abductees 

in prison, which had never been incorporated in research with former child soldiers before.  

Let’s have a look at the current knowledge about northern Uganda’s ex-abductees 

living in imprisonment. My study in Lira prison showed that in February 2015, 89 out of 694 

detainees, more specifically 12% of male and 20% of female inmates were formerly abducted 

(Marzougui, 2015). A second inquiry in the context of this current study in the same prison in 

September 2016, showed that 114 out of 829 detainees were ex-abductees, 12% of male and 
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30% of female inmates (Uganda Prisons Service, personal communication). A significant part 

of inmates is thus formerly abducted. De facto, it was impossible that former abductees were 

incarcerated on the basis of their involvement with the LRA. In 2000, the Ugandan 

government offered blanket legal amnesty to all formerly abducted youth through the 

Amnesty Act. Under this Act, “amnesty” equals a pardon and discharge from criminal 

prosecution for all returnees who engaged in acts of rebellion since 1986 ii  (Allen & 

Vlassenroot, 2010; Blattman & Annan, 2008; JLOS, 2012). However, half of the 20 ex-

abductees that were interviewed in my 2015 study, did explicitly link up their imprisonment 

with their LRA past. Strikingly, the time between their return from the LRA and 

imprisonment was on average 8,5 years, indicating prolonged struggles characterizing their 

reintegration process. Moreover, they were also the ones who were abducted for the longest 

periods, which confirmed Boothby’s aforementioned “duration-of-time threshold” (2006). 

Parallels were drawn between the grounds of their indictments on the one hand and social 

stigmatization or personal behaviour related to their rebel past on the other. More 

specifically, some of them attributed being accused of committing a crime to the tendency of 

people to easily point a finger at them when something bad happens. In their perception, the 

accusations of others are commonly based on the knowledge about their history with the 

rebel group. Others considered their imprisonment to be the result of the behaviours they 

still carried along since their time in the LRA. They explained how the tendency to easily use 

violent behaviour was the outcome of the way in which they were violently treated and of the 

violent acts they had to commit during their time with the rebels.  

Poor living conditions, overcrowding and violence characterize life in Ugandan 

prisons (ACHPR, 2001; Dissel, 2008; Human Rights Watch, 2011). My study in Lira prison 

showed how the harsh living environment imposed a major challenge to the well-being of 

inmates. Some interviewees even illustrated how prison experiences made memories related 

to “the bush” come back. Keeping hope towards the future alive was very difficult for the 

participants. On the one hand, there was a lot of uncertainty about the exact date they would 

be released (Marzougui, 2015). Due to large scale corruption, a lack of judges and lawyers, 

and complainants not showing up for trial, inmates are regularly incarcerated on remand 

without proven guilt and often have to wait several months or years before their case gets 

treated (ACHPR, 2001; Human Rights Watch, 2011). On the other hand, the participants 

expressed worries about the day they would be released. Due to the (often total) 

disconnection with people at home, interviewees feared ‘the loss’ of their family members, 

property and other assets. They expected that rebuilding life post-prison would be very hard, 

as they would have to start from zero, once again (Marzougui, 2015).  
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The re-entry perspective 
	  
The lens through which the research is viewed is the re-entry perspective, originally used to 

study a person’s homecoming upon prison release. Nevertheless, this concept allows 

capturing both the participant’s re-entry after their release from prison as well as their first 

re-entry experience returning from the LRA. In the following section, the paper’s theoretical 

framework is presented.   

 

The re-entry perspective is basically about “prison re-entry” or “the process of leaving prison 

and returning to free society” (Visher & Travis, 2003). After an individual has been released 

from prison and re-enters society, a process of reintegration sets off. This process is 

characterized by the search for reconnection with the society the person returned to (Visher 

& Travis, 2003). The concept of prison re-entry thus reflects a person’s “transition” from 

prison back into a home and a community (Visher & Travis, 2003; Maruna, 2011). Moreover, 

to be able to create a profound understanding of one’s individual pathway after prison 

release, scholars suggest looking at this transition from a longitudinal life-course perspective. 

This means that analyzing re-entry or transition involves three stages: a person’s condition 

prior to incarceration, experiences during imprisonment, and the circumstances after release 

(Bushway et al., 2001; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Maruna, 2001; Visher & Travis, 2003). 

Furthermore, an individual does not solely shape the successes and/or failures of his 

transition trajectory. In addition to one’s personal characteristics, the process of transition is 

equally determined by one’s environment consisting of family, peers, community 

relationships and contexts etc. (Visher & Travis, 2003). As scholars show, a person’s 

experiences of prison re-entry are dependent on and affected by individual as well as social 

characteristics (Dissel, 2008; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Visher & Travis, 2003). The individual 

and social dimension have a dynamic interaction, which changes over time and “are both 

embedded in the life experience of the prisoner as he enters prison, completes the prison 

term and is released” (Visher & Travis, 2003).   

The fact that the conceptualization of prison re-entry also takes into account the life 

circumstances prior to detention is of significant importance for this study, analyzing the 

narratives of formerly abducted youth. More specifically, this group already went through the 

experience of re-entry the day they came back from the LRA and re-entered their homes and 

communities. Nevertheless, these two experiences of re-entry can both fit within the wider 

framework of the re-entry perspective.  

The ‘LRA re-entry’ of ex-abductees has also been conceptualized as a process of 

transition, following the study of Vindevogel and colleagues (2013a), who showed that 

transition theories (De Boeck & Honwana, 2005; Grimes, 2000; Jareg, 2005; Turner, 1967; 

van Gennep, 1960; Vogler, Crivello, & Woodhead, 2008) are applicable to children and 
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youths return from the rebel group and the subsequent process of reintegration. In this light, 

scholars emphasized the importance of the development of a sense of ‘identity’ and 

‘belonging’ during one’s process of reintegration or transition (Annan et al., 2009; Corbin, 

2008; Marshall, 2002; Veale & Stavrou, 2007; Vindevogel et al., 2013a). When reintegrating 

back into civilian life, former abductees’ sense of identity and belonging might be confused 

and provoke difficulties, as they have to leave the rebel-identity behind and need to establish 

relationships with others again (De boeck & Honwana, 2005; Vindevogel et al., 2013a; 

Wessells, 2006). Transition is typified by the gradual redefinition of oneself and the 

cultivation of a new meaningful identity and social role as a civilian (Annan et al., 2009; 

Corbin, 2008; Veale & Stavrou, 2007; Vindevogel et al., 2013a), which is continuously under 

development (Wessells, 2006). Furthermore, a person’s development is nested within and 

influenced by its surrounding environment (Boothby, Strang, & Wessells, 2006; 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Therefore, scholars studying former child soldiers’ reintegration have 

emphasized the importance of both individual traits as well as factors in the social 

environment, such as community acceptance, as equally important elements determining 

one’s transition trajectory (Akello et al., 2006; Betancourt, Brennan et al., 2010; Boothby et 

al., 2006; Vindevogel et al., 2014). The search for this new sense of ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’ 

characterizing ex-abductees’ transition corresponds with “the search for reconnection with 

society” of ex-inmates’ transition as earlier described by Visher & Travis (2003), which were 

both characterized by the dynamic interplay between individual and social factors.  

In this study, the re-entry perspective thus incorporates and represents a person’s 

transition trajectory comprising of the reintegration upon return from the LRA as well as the 

reintegration experience after prison release. Hence, transition takes on a more complex 

shape, as we deal with persons who experienced re-entry twice. When analyzing the 

participants’ narratives, attention will be paid to parallels between the two re-entry 

experiences.  The special circumstances of this specific group have never been the subject of 

research before and therefore, may be an added value to the conceptualization of the re-entry 

perspective. 

	  

Methodology  
	  
The study was conducted between July and September 2016 during fieldwork in the Districts 

of Lira and Gulu in northern Uganda. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with 21 

persons formerly abducted by the LRA, who have been released from prison today. To 

preserve utmost discretion, local community leaders initially informed participants about the 

study. Regarding the local leaders’ status as trust figures and knowledge about the 

community members, these key persons owned the mandate to inquire who was interested to 
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participate. The sample included 8 women and 13 men, with an average age of 34 years. On 

average, participants were recruited at the age of 18 years for duration of 2,5 years – ranging 

from 2 months up to 10 years. Participants were incarcerated at an average age of 30 years 

for duration of 1 year. Consequently, the mean duration between return from the LRA and 

imprisonment was approximately 10 years. Furthermore, the mean duration between return 

from prison and the time of the study was 3 years.iii Participants were most commonly 

incarcerated on the basis of the following charges: assault, theft, and murder. 

To conduct individual face-to-face interviews, a semi-structured interview guideline 

was developed. The Lifeline Interview Method (LIM), used to obtain autobiographical 

information on life events (Assink & Schroots, 2010; Arzy, Adi-Japha, & Blanke, 2009), 

supported the interviews. The LIM was developed to study a person’s subjective perception of 

the events determining the course of his life and allows an understanding of how one makes 

sense of experiences and expectations related to the past, present and future. The questions 

inquired into the participants’ trajectory from the LRA back to civil society and eventually 

leading to their imprisonment, situation in detainment and trajectory since they left prison. 

The guideline was used flexibly as participants were key in determining what was narrated 

(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) and were encouraged to share their story, regardless of the 

predefined questions.  

In order to broaden the perspective on the research topic, additionally 13 interviews 

were conducted with 3 community leaders representing the local government (Local 

Councils, Community Development Officer), 3 traditional community leaders, and 7 

professional counsellors, social workers, field workers etc. from organisations (NGOs, CSOs) 

experienced in working with formerly abducted youth and/or prison inmates and/or 

communities in general. These interviews covered topics such as the reintegration of formerly 

abducted persons, experiences about their work with (ex-)inmates, the situation in the 

communities they are engaging with etc.  

Interviews were conducted in people’s homes, general meeting places and 

organisations’ offices, depending on the preference of the interviewee. Ethical principles were 

discussed prior to each interview: The researcher actively explained the goal and procedure 

of the study, the principle of anonymity and confidentiality, the possibility to receive 

feedback on findings, and the contact information. The duration of each interview varied 

between 30 and 90 minutes. Questions were verbally administered in English and 

simultaneously translated into Luo—the native language—by a bilingual translator, if needed. 

During the interviews, field notes were carefully taken in order to obtain a rich and accurate 

set of data. Nevertheless, the process of translating and note taking possibly led to loss of 

information and may have constrained the exhaustiveness of the captured narratives 

(Marecek, 2003; Murray & Wynne, 2001). However, the extensive set of notes taken provided 
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a sufficient documentation and thick description to carry out a textual analysis. Data was 

analysed using the thematic analysis method as systematically described by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Basically, thematic analysis is a qualitative research method to analyse what a person 

said, to subsequently code the data and to finally identify a number of themes that reflect or 

summarize the content of the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Howitt & Cramer, 2008).  

	  	  
My rebel past, always lurking around the corner 

This section provides a closer look into the participants’ transition trajectories between their 

return from the LRA and the moment they were accused of committing a crime. As such, an 

image is sketched of how the transition pathway of the former abductees took shape over the 

years and how the LRA past was connected to a person’s incarceration. 

 

Reflecting back on the moment of homecoming, participants described the relief that 

engulfed them to have made it back home alive and the feeling of being “warmly welcomed” 

by family and neighbours. Although the initial moment of re-entry was generally 

remembered as a happy moment, the following weeks and years were characterized by the 

complexities of the transitional process. On the one hand, participants described the 

nightmares and “memories of beatings, tortures and killings” they were confronted with and 

the difficulties to get used to life and the people at home again. Sarahiv, who was abducted for 

1 year, explained: “My mind was not settled and I was overthinking about the bush. I stayed 

alone very much because I felt very annoyed when I was around people. I was easily fighting 

and beating other kids.” On the other hand, participants vividly recounted the social 

stigmatization they endured. They were excluded from community activities and had to put 

up with abusive language, like Ada, who was abducted for 1 year, narrated: “In the 

community many people called me a rebel. Even in school there was a lot of stigma by other 

kids, they said I’m a killer. It was too much, so I dropped out of school.” According to a 

community leader, the reason for this difficult relationship was that “people used to fear 

them and they used to fear people, there was no mutual trust.” However, participants 

generally described how the intensity of these difficulties tended to decrease as the years 

went by, which was also confirmed by other studies (Annan et al., 2006; Blattman & Annan, 

2010). Rob, who was abducted for 6 months, for example illustrated how community 

acceptance increased as he learned to let go of his behaviour related to his LRA identity and 

slowly discovered socially accepted ways of conduct during his transition process:  

 
It took me time to realize it is important to greet people and shake hands when you 
see them because we didn’t do this in the bush. In the bush I was also used to eating 
alone and I had to change that… in the community people eat together. After about a 
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year, stigma slowly disappeared because I was behaving well and staying with other 
people. 

 
Nevertheless, the fact that more than half of interviewees linked their imprisonment with 

their rebel past, indicated that the past keeps somehow always lurking around the corner to a 

certain group among ex-abductees – although on average the time between return from LRA 

and incarceration was 10 years. Participants were most commonly incarcerated on charges of 

assault, theft, or murder. Explaining the reason for their incarceration, they most commonly 

sketched a scenario whereby there was a certain conflict with someone in their family or 

community. At a given moment, the counterparty referred to their history within the LRA, to 

which in turn the participants snapped and committed a violent act. This is reflected in the 

account of Leo, who was abducted for 2 years, describing a land dispute, which is a first 

major cause of conflict according to community leaders: “There was a dispute over land. The 

person I had a discussion with suddenly said I’m a rebel and a killer, so I fought with him in 

the garden.” The account of Nora, who was abducted for 5 years, illustrated a case of 

domestic violence, which is a second major problem according to community leaders:  

 
The co-wife to my husband disturbed me, (…) she abused me and later she was even 
beating my son. She said ‘you’re from the bush, you deserve this.’ I couldn’t take it 
anymore and I snapped… I started fighting the woman and burnt her hut. 

 
A traditional community leader gave another example of an ex-abductee who was imprisoned 

in a case linked to alcohol abuse, which is a third main cause of conflict within communities: 

“Jack was taking beers with a group of people. Suddenly they were disagreeing about 

something. Jack got aggressive and someone said ‘I know you’re from the bush, you shouldn’t 

bring your styles here.’ Jack threw a bottle at him.”  

Just like in the previous study with ex-abductees in imprisonment (Marzougui, 2015), 

parallels can be drawn between the grounds of participants’ indictments and their rebel past. 

Moreover, the reason for incarceration is based on the interaction between personal 

behavioural issues and social stigmatization, like Ray, who was abducted for 2 years, also 

explained: “If people were not following what I ordered, I got annoyed and started fighting. 

Then people called me a rebel… then I started fighting even harder.” Imprisonment was the 

result of their own behaviours they still carried along since their time in the bush, like the 

tendency to communicate with others in a brutal commanding way or to physically attack 

others in case of threat and the lack of knowledge about socially accepted codes of conduct. 

This, in turn was a trigger for social stigmatization, like a local council explained: “If you do 

something a bit abnormal according to society, they’ll say you’re from the bush. Stigma is the 

result of how someone behaves.” Subsequently this persistent stigmatization further dragged 

ex-abductees into a downward spiral, like a social worker elucidated: “When something 
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happens, people refer to the past. People pull them down and then they start living in 

isolation. There is still a lot of social rejection.” The interaction between social stigmatization 

and negative social behaviour is consistent with findings of other scholars (Annan et al., 

2006; Betancourt et al., 2010; Vindevogel et al., 2013c)  

In other words, many ex-abductees were trapped in a vicious cycle. They never fully 

acquired socially accepted codes of conduct, so they could never completely leave their rebel 

identity behind. Subsequently it was very difficult to build on relationships, or belonging, 

with others. In addition, communities had no clue how to deal with ex-abductees whose 

behaviour was often ‘abnormal’, with protracted stigmatization as a result. In many cases, 

this was a pattern that had been repeated for many years, eventually leading to one’s 

imprisonment, which was also explained by a prison counsellor from Gulu:  

 
With the ex-abductees there is the compulsion to keep repeating the trauma, like the 
tendency to repeat the commanding styles and physical violence from the bush. They 
also have avoidance issues, like they start drinking alcohol to forget. They lost their 
identity and don’t fit into the community very well. That is why issues of stigma are 
very common. And when a person is stigmatized for a long time, one becomes angry 
and aggressive. So former abductees fight out of anger ‘cause they still carry 
behavioural issues since the bush. That’s why you see they are mostly imprisoned for 
fighting, stealing, and murder. The past experiences always play a role in one way or 
another. 
 

Simone, who was abducted for 2 months and is no longer bothered by her past, explained 

why a part of the ex-abductees in her community are still “not stable” today: “(…) They spent 

a long time in the bush and their behaviour is different because they saw and committed 

heavy crimes in the bush”. This corresponds with Boothby and colleagues’ study (2006), 

which indicated that time of abduction was a predictor of more tenacious longer-term 

difficulties. The participants who actually linked their imprisonment with their LRA past, 

were the participants who were abducted for the longest periods – varying between 1 and 10 

years. This is consistent with the findings of the previous study with ex-abductees in 

incarceration (Marzougui, 2015). The study adds to that they were also the persons who were 

abducted at the youngest ages – the average age of those who linked the two events was 15 

years, whereas the average age of persons who didn’t see a link was 19 years. Hence, it 

becomes clear that the earlier and the longer a person was absorbed by the LRA, the longer 

the past will be chasing him. Time of abduction and age of abduction are important 

predictors of more tenacious difficulties on a personal behavioural as well as a social level. A 

counsellor working in Lira prison captured the main idea of this section and brings us to the 

next chapter on ex-abductees’ life behind bars: “For most of them there is a link with their 

past, but for most of them the prison also reminds them of the past.”  
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“Prison is l ike going backwards, it’s l ike we keep on suffering again 
and again” 
	  
This part elaborates on the experiences in imprisonment. Participants generally compared 

their time in the LRA with time spent in prison. They explained how both worlds shared 

many similarities and how prison reminded them of their life with the rebels. Hence, prison 

is a high-risk environment to aggravate or re-open trauma related to the rebel past or to be 

an additional source of traumatization.  

 

“Life in prison was almost the same like life with the rebels. It reminded me so much of the 

bush… all day and night I was just sitting and overthinking, having flashbacks,” Thomas, who 

was abducted for 3 years and spent 6 months in prison, reflected on the way entering prison 

was like re-entering memories related to their past with the LRA, together with the majority 

of participants. The participants of my previous study also described similar experiences 

(Marzougui, 2015). The throwback in time was initially aroused by a few characteristics of 

the prison environment, as a prison counsellor described: “Just looking at the guards wearing 

uniforms, carrying guns, and driving military cars already reminds them of what happened in 

the bush.” Furthermore, the return of painful flashbacks was nourished by the way prison 

wardens treated the participants in a “brutal” and “commanding” way and memories were 

triggered by the humiliation, torture, and forced labour they endured. Nina, who was 

abducted for 1 year and spent 6 months in prison, narrated about this experience:  

 
In prison, life is not easy. Everything you do is under command, sleeping, eating, 
working… whether you want it or not. The beating was very serious and if you did 
something wrong your friends also got caned. Beating and sticks were always there. 
Also, I was forced to clean the toilets with my bear hands. I had nightmares and 
flashbacks because life was almost the same as in the bush… 

 
Participants also described that there was no nutritious diet—sometimes even no food at all—

and extremely poor access to health care. This reminded them of their time with the LRA 

equally characterized by days without food and wounds that were never taken care of. Jack, 

who was abducted for 4 years and spent 6 months in prison, elucidated:  

 
Life in prison is very hard. People die there. If you’re sick and you say it, they look at 
you like you’re an animal and won’t help until you’re almost dead. They can even beat 
you up. It brought back flashbacks... memories of the bush came back. What 
reminded me most was this kind of torture, it was exactly the same.  

 
In addition, they described how prison was overcrowded and inmates were “squeezed”. 

Prison wards had to hold too many people and as a result, people literally slept on top of each 

other. During daytime, again they are often locked up in these prison wards and can’t come 
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out for fresh air very often. “Just like in the bush, it’s like you’re not a human being 

anymore,” Lewis reflected. This congested environment was a breeding ground for conflicts 

to arise between inmates. Lastly, stigmatization towards ex-abductees also occurred behind 

bars. In general, interviewees explained how they would consciously keep their LRA past as a 

secret. However, for some their past was unveiled and became a source of stigmatization.  

 Hence, for former abductees prison was a high-risk environment as it “can be a 

trigger for trauma to come back” (prison counsellor) or an additional traumatizing 

experience. “Prison is like going backwards, it’s like we keep on suffering again and again….” 

Lily expressed an idea commonly shared by ex-abductees looking back at their 

imprisonment. They felt like being caught in a never-ending cycle of misfortune, like the 

account of Nora, who escaped after being abducted for 5 years and spent 1 year in prison, 

further elucidated:  

 
Kony used to say to us: ‘When you go back home, your life won’t be easy. You should 
stay with me. God will keep on punishing you if you escape and you will suffer 
forever.” I was thinking about that a lot in prison. So I thought I wish I had never 
come back from the bush because what Kony said is true… Life in prison was not easy.  

 
One day, I walked into the office of one of the Officers in Charge (O.C.) in Lira prison. The 

O.C. looked upset, holding a letter she received from Uganda Prisons Service headquarters in 

Kampala. A certain external organisation providing psychosocial counselling for inmates was 

denied access to prison for some reason. The ability of NGOs to provide psychosocial support 

in prison depends on whether the Prison Services are willing to allow access; admission is 

hard to obtain and often withdrawn arbitrarily (Dissel, 2008). With a worried voice, the O.C. 

explained: “There are so many conflicts and problems in prison. They [the organisation] do 

such a good job. You can see people change because of their activities. I can’t handle all these 

issues by myself.” But what are these organisations doing exactly in prison? Asking prison 

counsellors what they consider key elements to work on with ex-abductees in prison, they 

indicated “stress management”, “conflict management”, and “social skills”. A prison 

counsellor explained how ex-abductees’ mental well-being can be under high pressure in 

prison: “Post traumatic stress related symptoms can be really severe. They suffer from 

nightmares, insomnia, depression, and suicidal thoughts. And some want to avoid any topic 

related to their abduction experience.” That is why prison counsellors indicated the 

importance to first work stress relief and “acceptance” of the situation, in order to reduce the 

distress caused by their LRA past and imprisonment. Then they incite the person to make 

“the personal decision to change” (prison counsellor). This decision is “at the heart of a 

successful transition” (Visher & Travis, 2003) and is the first steps towards one’s identity 

transformation (Visher & Travis, 2003; Maruna, 2001). A prison counsellor illuminated:  
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There is a lot of self-stigma. In prison, ex-abductees carry a lot of stress and anger 
inside them and feel worthless. But it is important that they learn to accept their 
current situation and make the decision to change… From the moment they accept, 
that’s when you start to see change and we can move forward. 

 

In this light, Spencer & Jones-Walker (2004) also indicated the importance of initially 

working on “identity formation” with inmates because when an individual has a firm “sense 

of self”, he will be able to build on and sustain close and sharing relationships (or belonging) 

with others as well. And indeed, after the ex-abductee made the decision to change and thus 

the first step towards identity (trans)formation is taken, the prison counsellors explained 

they start teaching new social skills like how to handle a discussion or conflict without 

resorting to violence. A social worker remarked: “Some don’t have a sense of belonging. For 

example, they don’t realize that if you physically hurt someone, then that person feels pain. 

They must start by learning this.” Another important pillar is learning how to build up social 

relationships. A prison counsellor elucidated how these social skill trainings with ex-

abductees have to start by taking very small and simple steps:  

 
“In prison we work on issues of building social relationships. Sometimes they [the 
inmates] say ‘I don’t have friends’ for example. So we teach them how to start those 
relationships with others. For some, this means that you have to begin with just 
saying hello.”  

 
These findings are consistent with other studies, illustrating the importance of prison-based 

programs (Visher & Travis, 2003) working on psychological dysfunction, anger management, 

behavioural functioning, and social skills with inmates (Ashkar & Kenny, 2008; Dissel, 2008; 

Spencer & Jones-Walker, 2004). According to Dissel (2008) the ultimate aim of these prison 

programs is to change one’s personal attitudes and behaviours as well as social interaction 

with others by the time they are allowed to leave prison.  

 

“Prison life can transform people, but not everyone” 	  

This section elaborates on the former abductees’ experiences upon return from prison. 

Parallels are drawn between the process of prison re-entry and the transition trajectory when 

one returned from the LRA. However, to a certain group imprisonment was an opportunity 

for post-prison transformation. To some others on the contrary, prison time is yet another 

setback on their pathway.  

 

When participants returned home from prison, initially this experience was very similar to 

their return from the LRA. Feelings of happiness and relief to be still alive and the 
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importance of feeling warmly welcomed came to the forefront again, like Moses, who was 

abducted for 6 months and spent 9 months in prison, described: 

 
It felt so good to be free again. My family warmly welcomed me. It felt almost the 
same like the day I was released from the bush. If you are in the bush, you are not 
sure whether you will come back alive… also in prison you are never sure whether you 
will really go back home again. 

 
But just like the transition process upon homecoming from the LRA, the transition trajectory 

after prison release was characterized by similar complexities regarding personal well-being 

and social stigmatization. However, the participants who previously connected their 

imprisonment with their LRA past will now be divided into two groups with different 

transitional experiences after prison release, depending on whether or not they indicated to 

have learned something while being in prison.  

The first group succeeded to utilize the prison momentum as a second chance, an 

opportunity to learn and transform, like Noah, who was abducted for 3 years and spent 6 

months in prison on charge of assault, explained: “I changed because of my stay in prison, I 

learned that fighting is not good. When something happens, you need to report to local 

leaders. I am now a new man.” After prison release, they were again confronted with social 

stigmatization related to their rebel past and/or prison past, but explained they knew how to 

deal with these stressful situations by actively deploying the new behavioural and social skills 

acquired in prison. Thomas, who was abducted for 3 years and spent 6 months in prison on 

charge of assault, mainly emphasized the on-going stigma related to his LRA past since he 

was released from prison:  

 
Stigmatization is still there. Some community members keep on saying that I’m a 
killer and now I am back and enjoy life again and that I don’t deserve it. The mother 
to the boy I killed can’t stand that I built a house and that I’m smart now. Stigma is 
very common when I see this woman specifically. But I learned a lot from the 
counselling, like how to deal with this stigma. That is why I abandoned my village and 
came to live in the trading centre. I used to fight when I got annoyed but now there is 
no more fighting because of the things I learned in prison. 

 
In prison, Thomas learned to distance himself from his rebel identity through new 

behavioural responses. Now he knows how to deal with stressful situations without resorting 

to violent conduct. A community leader confirmed the change he saw with Thomas: “Before 

prison, he was fighting a lot. But when he came back he stopped fighting totally.” A leader 

from another community also described how he saw Jack change after he came back from 

prison because of the training he received in incarceration: “In one week Jack could fight 

three times with community members. People were complaining about him. But when he 

came back from prison, he was so polite. Now he is staying with other people a lot and never 
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fights anymore.” Jack himself, who was abducted for 4 years and spent 6 months in prison on 

charge of theft, also explained how he gained a new sense of identity and belonging. He is 

convinced that stigmatisation from others will stop because now he interacts with people in a 

socially accepted manner and knows how to build relationships as a result of the social skills 

he learned in prison:   

 
When I got back from prison, many people in the community were not happy. Stigma 
was very serious and life was hard. People still use bad language against me. But I 
know the stigma is going to disappear because now I respond in a good manner. See, 
it all depends on how you behave in the community. I learned a lot in prison, like how 
to stay with people and how to follow law. I don't fight anymore. I consider my past is 
as a part of life. To others who come to stigmatize me I say: prison is now in the past 
and it is my issue; if you‘d been in my position, I would not do the same to you and 
not call you bad names… And I see that the next day, they don’t come back. I don't get 
annoyed or fight anymore. The way I stay with the community is now very good. 

 
Another traditional community leader explained how some ex-inmates even become new role 

models and leader figures in their communities because of the new knowledge they gained 

during prison trainings, like the adverse effect of violent behaviour, how to handle conflict 

and discussions, and how to communicate to others:  

 
When they come back from prison, their lifestyle has changed. The level of discipline 
has grown. They have no problems anymore ‘cause they got knowledge about law in 
prison. They come back with new skills. During discussions, you see there’s a level of 
understanding and they know how to talk to others. The way they communicate is 
different, they share what should be done and sensitize others like don’t steal, don’t 
fight… And people appreciate their advice! Their knowledge is even bigger than some 
of the Local Councils. When given the opportunity to lead, they would even do better! 

 
As already mentioned, there is a second group of participants who didn’t experience prison as 

a place where they gained new skills, or like a social worker expressed: “Prison life can 

transform people, but not everyone comes out as a new person.” These people didn’t attend 

or have access to prison activities as much as the participants in the first group. Talking 

about their present struggles, they mainly narrated about social stigmatization related to 

their rebel past as well as prison past, just like the people in the first group. However, these 

participants are worse off and are the most alarming group because they still don’t have skills 

to cope more constructively with social stigma. Max who was abducted for 9 years and said 

he was Kony’s “chief escort” and spent 8 years in prison on charge of theft, described how 

stigma related to his rebel past and prison past has been tormenting him for many years. The 

only way he knows how to deal with it is by literally hiding himself from others and living in 

social isolation: 
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I am now ten months released from prison, but still having bad dreams about being 
there. Also, I fear staying with people ‘cause someone can just come in and do 
something and then I could be back in prison. My past as chief escort in the LRA is 
still disturbing me as well. People say that I was in the bush with Kony and that I was 
a killer and that is the reason why I was taken to prison. Stigma is still there and that 
is why I am alone most of the time and keep myself busy in the garden... digging.  

 
Just like Max, Nina, who was abducted for 1 year and spent 6 months in prison on charge of 

assault, also didn’t have a learning experience in prison. She narrated about the social 

stigmatization that existed in the transition process after return from the LRA and is a 

continuum in the transition process after prison release. This is clearly affecting her well-

being but she still does not know how to deal with it:   

 
During my abduction, I was forced to kill a teacher using my teeth. Many people in 
my community saw this and stigmatized me when I came back. Although stigma 
reduced, today it is still there. Sometimes people come up to me and say ‘you’re mad, 
you’re not normal’. I have a child suffering from epilepsy. Whenever he has a seizure, 
people say it is my fault that my child is not normal. One day, there was a huge fire in 
the village. People suspected me. When the police arrested me I heard them whisper: 
‘be careful, she used to be in captivity.’ Up to now, people accuse me and say I’m 
guilty. The stigma never stops! It makes me feel very angry and annoyed… and I’m 
crying a lot… I don’t know what to do. 

 
These findings are also reflected in the work of Visher & Travis (2003), indicating that for 

some prison is “an opportunity to turn their lives around” whereas for others, imprisonment 

is a bitter and “dehumanizing” experience. The results showed that if one had the 

opportunity to learn new behavioural and social skills in prison, resilience to deal with future 

challenges is much bigger, as prison provided a second chance to distance oneself from the 

rebel identity and regain a new sense of belonging to others. This clearly indicates the 

importance of services in prison, just like other scholars also pointed out (Davis, Bahr, & 

Ward, 2012; Spencer & Jones-Walker, 2004). Those who didn’t experience prison as a 

learning opportunity seem to sink further down the spiral of anger, anxiety and isolation. A 

prison social worker narrated that some of them are very desperate and even say: “I wish I 

could go back to the bush.”  

The results of this section also showed that social stigmatization related to the LRA 

past kept on being a continuum in the lives of the ex-abductees after prison release. In 

addition, stigma related to the incarceration was often mentioned as an extra source of 

distress. Hence, compared to the previous transitional process upon return from the LRA, 

stigmatization remains a common thread during the transitional process upon return from 

prison. In addition to emphasizing the importance of working with ex-abductees on the 

individual level, the interviewed counsellors and social workers therefore stressed the 
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necessity to involve one’s family and community. It is necessary to prepare the receiving 

families and communities a few weeks before one gets released from prison because “the 

community is a team that can support” (social worker) and to organize post-release follow-up 

visits involving both ex-inmates and their families/communities. On the one hand, in order 

to move forward issues and grievances relating to the rebel past and/or incarceration need to 

be resolved through dialogue, bringing the ex-inmate and his counterparty together. On the 

other hand, families and communities need to be sensitized about why ex-abductees 

sometimes respond ‘inappropriately’ and how to deal with it, and about the detrimental 

effects of social exclusion and verbal abuse. However, due to budgetary and time constraints, 

not many organisations are able to provide such kind of support, which is why stigmatization 

is still a thorny issue characterizing the lives of the participants today. A parallel can be 

drawn with earlier criticisms considering support programs for the transitional process of ex-

abductees. Scholars indicated that families and communities were not prepared profoundly 

on how to receive and handle returnees and commented on the lack of follow-up, resulting in 

social stigmatization as an on-going problem (Akello et al., 2006; Betancourt, 2008; 

Blattman & Annan, 2008; Coppens et al., 2012; Derluyn, et al., 2013; Wessells, 2006). And 

again it seems like the same mistake is being made considering the transition process after 

imprisonment as insufficient resources are made available to involve families and 

communities. However, several studies examining the transition trajectories of both ex-

abductees (Annan et al., 2009; Betancourt et al., 2013; Derluyn, 2011; Pham et al., 2009; 

Vindevogel, 2013c) and ex-inmates (Ashkar & Kenny, 2008; Davis et al., 2012; Laub & 

Sampson, 2001; Mears & Travis, 2004; Sullivan, 2004; Visher & Travis, 2003) strongly 

emphasized that one’s family and community are key players in the transition process and 

how social acceptance reduces returnees’ emotional distress and enhances pro-social 

attitudes. It is thus essential to involve family and community members in the transitional 

process, as this social worker also illustrated: “The bigger portion of reintegration depends on 

the people at home, the willingness to accept the returnee.” 

 

Conclusion 
	  
Through the re-entry perspective this paper examined how northern Ugandan former 

detained ex-abductees reflect back on their transition trajectories, taking into account their 

return from the LRA, experiences in imprisonment, and re-entry after prison release.  

When a former abductee ends up in imprisonment, chances are high that their LRA 

past is somehow linked with the reason for their incarceration. Mainly the participants who 

were abducted at the youngest ages and were abducted for a longer period of time were likely 

to explicitly draw this link. Basically, the root cause of the imprisonment is based on the 

dynamic interaction between their own behaviour and social stigmatization. On the one 
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hand, there is the former abductee’s persistent tendency to communicate with others in a 

brutal, commanding manner and to use violence in response to a stressful situation, as a 

result of the codes of conduct acquired during their time with the rebel group. On the other 

hand, there is social stigmatization. Family and community members have the tenacious 

custom to keep on referring to a person’s rebel past whenever something goes wrong.  

Once locked up behind bars, imprisonment imposes a high-risk situation. The 

precarious environment induces the return of traumatic memories related to the LRA as both 

living worlds share many similarities. Nevertheless, time in imprisonment can signify a 

second chance to push one’s transition in a positive direction. It is remarkable how a part of 

the ex-abductees describe the transformation they went through because of the learning 

opportunities they got in prison. Post-prison, they explain how they have more ownership of 

their behavioural responses toward others and gained knowledge on socially accepted codes 

of conduct. In prison, they got a second chance to develop a new sense of identity and 

belonging to others. This is important because a parallel can be drawn between the transition 

processes prior to prison and post prison. Social stigmatization related to the rebel and/or 

prison past from family and community is a continuum in the post-prison trajectory. But 

people who indicated to have learnt new skills in prison are currently coping better with 

conflicts and stressful situations. Whereas those who expressed they didn’t learn anything in 

prison are tormented by both LRA-past as well as prison-past through trauma and social 

stigmatization more severely and still don’t know how to constructively cope with it.   

 

Today, tens of thousands of children and youth are actively involved in armed conflicts all 

over the world. The stories of former abductees, reflecting back on their transition 

trajectories about 10 years after the conflict in northern Uganda came to an end, provide a 

rich source of information we must use to enhance returnees’ transition trajectories. The 

process of re-entry or transition is always a two-way story. If we solely work with returnees 

who then return to a society filled with hatred and mistrust, this work will be done for 

nothing. A person’s search for a new sense of identity and belonging is characterized by both 

an individual and a social dimension. Hence, on the one hand individual, one-on-one 

guidance needs to be provided. Returnees need to learn how to respond to a stressful 

situation or conflict in a non-violent manner and need to work on socially accepted codes of 

conduct and communication to build relationships with others. In this way, it will be less 

likely that they lapse into a pattern of social exclusion, which in turn stimulates the exhibition 

of anti-social behaviour with returnees. Special attention must be paid towards returnees 

who were abducted at a young age and/or for a long period, as they are more likely to have 

persistent difficulties with behavioural and social skills. On the other hand, work must be 

done on the level of families, communities and societies receiving the returnees. People need 
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to be sensitized about the story of returnees, like how and why they got involved in combat, 

how to handle them and the detrimental effects of stigmatization and exclusion. A forum for 

dialogue must be created, whereby people can openly express and discuss their fears and 

expectations towards returnees. If a returnee is sentenced to go to prison, this must be 

considered as a new opportunity to work with the individual. As the research showed, they 

are sensitive to pick up the offered learning opportunities and even though community 

stigmatization might still be existent post-release, they are more resilient to respond in a 

constructive manner and not relapse into old behavioural patterns.  

 

Considering the children, youths and young adults who are returning from warring factions 

and battlefields today and tomorrow, I sincerely hope the voices of the people in post-conflict 

northern Uganda will be heard and their knowledge will add value to the design of more 

effective responses and programs to support the complex transition process of former 

combatants and their receiving societies.  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Notes 
	  
i Sam’s story is fictional and is a compilation based on all the interviews that were conducted 

with ex-detained former abductees for the purpose of the study.  

ii In 2012, the “Declaration of Amnesty” was removed from the Amnesty Act. This implies 

that amnesty is no longer granted to individuals who return and seek amnesty for crimes 

committed during the war. Amnesty certificates are no longer issued and there's no 

protection from prosecution any more (Agger, 2012). 

iii Because participants were not always sure about their exact current age, precise timing 

regarding abduction status, and precise timing regarding imprisonment status, the figures 

given are in all probability not 100% accurate.   

iv All names are pseudonyms to protect the participants’ identity.  
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