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The Lost Generation? 
Youth in Northern Uganda

 



Capital:  Kampala
Population: 34.6m*
Area: 241,038 km

 per capita: 1,300**

grew up in the camps, where life was harsh and des-
perate and, in many ways, hopeless. Th ere was lim-
ited work for adults or opportunity for education for 
children. People were herded into these camps on the 
grounds that it was for their own protection, but the 
protection did not eliminate attacks, nor did it assure 
decent sanitation, food, schooling or proper conditions 
to pass on culture and values for those who were to 
grow up, live life, and raise families within the camps’ 
borders. Camp conditions led to acute malnutrition in 
children and the almost complete destruction of social 
networks, culture and norms. It is reported that more 
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The children of northern Uganda have been 
dubbed the ‘lost generation’. During more than 
twenty years of confl ict, an estimated 30,000 to 

60,000 children were abducted by the Lord’s Resist-
ance Army (lra) and forced to participate in violent 
confl ict. Cut off  from their families and communities 
of origin, these youths were socialized into a brutal 
environment with social norms and practices contrary 
to those they would have known. Included in the ‘lost 
generation’ are also those who escaped abduction but 
whose upbringing was rooted in the infertile soil of 
internally displaced persons (idp) camps as a result 
of the war. Education and the transference of morals 
and norms from one generation to the next have been 
disrupted, and many northern Ugandans lament the 
loss of skills, values and culture and worry about what 
such loss means for the future of the region.  

Th e idp camps were home to an estimated 2 million 
people, many of whom were forcibly moved by the 
Ugandan army, the Uganda People’s Defense Force 
(updf ), according to explanations that the displace-
ment was necessary for the army to combat the lra 
and for the protection of civilians. In certain districts, 
up to 95 of the population was moved into these 
camps. Over the years, many children were born and 
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than 300,000 young children in the camps suff ered 
from preventable diseases, that a thousand people 
died every week, and that many women and girls were 
forced to trade sex for basic necessities. Th e eff ects of 
these conditions on the younger population are dev-
astating; the economic foundation, the skill sets, the 
culture and the future of northern Uganda have suf-
fered fundamental damage from 
which recovery will be slow and 
troublesome.

Formerly abducted soldiers 
suff er additionally because not 
only did they endure their bru-
tal abductions and cruel life as 
forced soldiers, but as well, on 
top of the damage accrued to 
their capacity to be productive 
members of their society, they 
face often stigmatization upon 
their return. Reintegration back into community life 
after escape or being surrendered is often diffi  cult 
as they attempt to rejoin communities which have 
been victimized by the rebel army of which they were 
soldiers, fi nd employment without education or skills, 
and deal with the emotional scars of their captivity and 
the violent off ences they might have committed. For 
the most part, the confl ict in northern Uganda was 
perpetrated by soldiers who were violently abducted 
between the ages of twelve and eighteen. Th ese youths 
were victims and perpetrators. Part of the reason that 
their reception back into society is diffi  cult is that 
they are burdened both with the acts they were forced 
to commit in the bush and their identities as former 
soldiers that they cannot shake. Uganda’s treatment of 
formerly abducted persons (faps) is sensitive to their 
victimization, granting amnesty for returnees, and wel-
coming instruments of support for their reintegration. 
And yet, while many Ugandans profess to forgive all 
wrongdoing, forgiveness seems an intellectual exercise 
that is considered by some inconsistent with the dic-
tates of justice and their emotional capabilities.

Th e communities to which formerly abducted sol-
diers return often have reasonably ambiguous views 
of the relationship between the soldiers’ victimhood 
and agency as perpetrators. Young persons recruited 

to participate in confl ict do often, in fact, become 
hardened perpetrators of atrocity. In the bush, they 
adopt new norms of behaviour, almost new identities. 
Especially in prolonged confl icts, such as that in north-
ern Uganda, perpetrators who began as young victims 
are likely to become intentionally instrumental in the 
continuation of hostilities — even while they long to 

return home. In fact, one of the 
top lra commanders, Dominic 
Ongwen, now indicted by the 
International Criminal Court 
(icc), reportedly began his in-
volvement with the rebel army 
as a child soldier abducted at the 
age of 10. In the villages, often 
there is resentment and aggres-
sion towards returnees for their 
part in the victimization of ci-
vilians. Th ey are simultaneously 

recognized as lost children and as having committed 
atrocities, or at least as having contributed to the com-
mission of atrocities. Even if they are not faced with 
outright hostility, these youths are regularly ostracized 
and marginalized. In some ways, one might argue, they 
are facing informal community-based punishment.

Due to the ambiguity facing the returnees them-
selves, it is not surprising that there are confl icting 
attitudes towards the amnesties and lack of account-
ability for returnees, and for the rebel leaders. Desire 
for peace can fuel support for any proposal that might 
secure it — even if it would not be satisfactory in the 
long run to the victims or provide a foundation from 
which to build a strong and peaceful community. Dur-
ing the periods of violence, academics and practition-
ers, lawyers and civil society members debated issues 
of peace versus justice. Th ey questioned whether real 
peace could be sustained without bringing perpetrators 
of violence to account for their wrongdoing. Th ey ques-
tioned whether attempts at institutionalizing criminal 
justice in this context interfered with the possibility 
for cessation of confl ict and return of the rebels from 
the bush. At that time, many were operating according 
to a ‘peace now, justice later’ approach. First, the focus 
would be on what was necessary to bring peace to 
the region; justice could follow in due course. As one 

Especially in prolonged confl icts, 
such as that in northern 
Uganda, perpetrators who 
began as young victims are 
likely to become intentionally 
instrumental in the continuation 
of hostilities — even while they 
long to return home.
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Ugandan academic asserted: ‘peace precedes justice; 
peace is a priority; justice never ceases’. A civil society 
member expressed in 2007, before the last attempted 
peace talks, that peace was the primary priority, but 
‘when it settles down, other issues will need attention. 
People need to be thinking of this now. But, now 
they are only thinking about getting people home, 
out of the camps.’ Another likened the amnesty pro-
gram to ‘forgiveness motivated 
by intimidation’. Questions of 
the relationship between peace 
and justice are still on the table, 
and now that genuine and sus-
tainable peace is seen as a real 
prospect for northern Uganda, 
the questions about how to deal 
with wrongful acts committed by some returnees and 
to address particular needs for justice of victims might 
be primed for a push to the forefront.

Th e violence in northern Uganda is now, if not 
formally ended, at least in intermission. Th ose who 
spent years in idp camps are slowly feeling safe enough 
to move home to the villages. Th ree years have passed 
since the last attempt at peace talks and, although the 
fi nal agreements were never signed, it has been three 
years of relative peace. Th e lra, which at one time both 

professed to be operating in the interests of the people 
of northern Uganda and also victimized them in hor-
rifi c ways, is currently reported to be acting outside of 
the country’s borders. Joseph Kony and three of his 
top commanders are indicted by the icc, but are still 
at large. (Th e original 2005 icc indictment was for the 
fi ve top lra leaders, but following the death of Raska 
Lukwiya in 2006, proceedings against him were ter-

minated.) Perhaps it is now time 
for northern Uganda to address 
justice, for victims of the vio-
lence to see some semblance of 
accountability realized and their 
pain formally acknowledged. 
Th is is especially signifi cant if 
such a plan signifi es transition-

ing from confl ict to peace, moving beyond the violence 
to rebuilding. Can demands for justice be satisfi ed in 
such a way that both victims and victim-perpetrators 
are able to genuinely move beyond the past? In light of 
the thousands of amnesties granted and the ambigu-
ous status of faps, a truth-telling mechanism might 
satisfy some desire for justice, particularly if it were 
paired with the proposed prosecutions of the top com-
manders. Th is might be appropriate now when there 
is increased focus on rebuilding the north. Such a 

Can demands for justice be 
satisfi ed in such a way that both 
victims and victim-perpetrators 
are able to genuinely move 
beyond the past?
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truth-telling mechanism might be able to both provide 
a sense of justice for victims of violence at the hands of 
the rebels and also, more broadly, help to make sense of 
all that has happened in northern Uganda over the past 
quarter of a century. Tasked with recording events and 
personal accounts, this mecha-
nism would fi ll a signifi cant gap; 
there is, at the moment, no at-
tempt at recording stories either 
in the amnesty or reintegration 
processes. Naturally, documen-
tation and a voice for victims 
are not suffi  cient for successful 
transition; a truth-telling proc-
ess would necessarily need to 
be matched with additional re-
sources concentrated on the ‘lost 
generation’ to pull these youths 
from their devastation and off er Uganda’s north a 
constructive future.

President Museveni recently ran his national elec-
tion campaign promoting development for the north 
and highlighting a possible bright future. Museveni, 
who himself has a questionable history of violence and 
human rights abuse, received this year his fi rst show of 
support in terms of votes from the north of the country. 

Th ese results suggest a leaning in northern Uganda 
for moving beyond the past, shifting to a rebuilding 
phase, and perhaps towards faith that Museveni may 
be able to help provide salvation for this ‘lost genera-
tion’. Attention to these youths is imperative as the 

experiences they face will fol-
low them into the future and 
have an overwhelming eff ect on 
their own lives and the broader 
community. Abandoned or dis-
counted, these youths will draw 
from their negative experiences, 
and their future and the com-
munity’s will be coloured darkly 
by them. Alternatively, a bright 
future is possible with appropri-
ate transitional procedures, such 
as the suggested truth-telling 

programme and resources for counseling and skills 
development, which will permit all members to feel 
valued and productive in their society. 

A truth-telling process would 
necessarily need to be matched 
with additional resources 
concentrated on the ‘lost 
generation’ to pull these youths 
from their devastation and off er 
Uganda’s north a constructive 
future.
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