
This article describes the livelihood structures of internally 
displaced men and women during Uganda’s civil war, how these 
livelihood structures affect femininities and masculinities, and 
how they inform men’s and women’s opinions on transitional 
justice. It argues that insecurity and deprivation in northern 
Uganda’s displacement camps during the country’s twenty-four 
years of conflict have had a significant impact on the construction 
of masculinities and femininities in the region. Both men and 
women crave agency in their daily lives following this prolonged 
period of displacement and disempowerment. This sense of 
ownership refers to different forms of communal and individual 
reparation and the local practice of mato oput, a restorative 
justice process that has been criticized as gender insensitive. 
Acholi men’s and women’s support for the practice of mato oput 
points to the need to adopt a more thoughtful perspective on 
gender justice that balances international values with the ideas 
and desires of war survivors. Acholi men and women request 
control and ownership over justice mechanisms as an integral 
part of their conception of justice. Through examining such 
requests, this article analyses the ways in which Acholi men and 
women desire ownership and how a transitional justice process 
can extend and bolster this ownership.
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Today, there is growing confidence that fighting will not resume in Uganda’s 
twenty-four-year brutal and unrelenting civil war between the government 
and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). The LRA is now scattered through-
out Southern Sudan, the Central African Republic, and the Democratic 
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Republic of Congo, its main base. Despite the collapse of the Juba peace 
talks, relative stability has returned to northern Uganda, which previously 
held over 1.9 million civilians in disease-ridden, insecure camps for inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs).1 Throughout the war, government soldiers 
failed to protect these displaced men and women and are blamed for as 
many conflict atrocities as the LRA. Uganda must grapple with post-conflict 
transition and the complexity of providing justice in a context where survi-
vors have little faith in their governmental and state institutions.

METHODOLOGY
This article is based upon two major research projects I undertook from 
2007 to 2008. In the first project, I conducted 110 interviews with inter-
nally displaced men and women, Members of Parliament (MP), human 
rights and humanitarian professionals, lawyers, and academics in Uganda 
from May to August 2007 and December 2007 to January 2008. The study 
was conducted in the capital of Kampala and five IDP camps in the Gulu 
and Amuru districts of Acholiland (a region within northern Uganda),2 and 
used qualitative research methods, focus group discussions, and individual 
interviews based on a semi-structured research questionnaire. The research 
questionnaire focused on men’s and women’s ideas about post-conflict 
justice and about gender roles and responsibilities in current justice and 
reconciliation practices. 
	 Using similar methodology, I also conducted and supervised related 
research on local justice in Acholiland from June to December 2008 as the 
co-director of Collaborative Transitions Africa (CTA).3 This research was 
conducted in twenty-four IDP camps, return sites, and informal urban 
settlements in all the districts of Acholiland: Pader, Kitgum, Amuru, and 
Gulu districts. Research sites were initially chosen randomly and then modi-
fied in order to consider sites where many civilians had returned to their 
villages. In the study 513 people participated in 101 focus group discussions 
and 33 in-depth individual interviews based on a semi-structured research 
questionnaire. Participants were selected using snowball sampling by a team 
of three Ugandan field researchers, two men and one woman.4 
	 In these studies, participants received no compensation, and no partici-
pants refused to be involved with the study. As I believe a survey approach 
would have constrained the ability of participants to make creative sugges-
tions or express nuanced opinions about complex, evolving processes like 
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reconciliation and justice, the results of the research cannot be extrapolated 
to all of Acholiland; the findings only refer to the perceptions and views of 
those who participated in the study, and percentages also only refer to study 
participants. The research team sought to interview youth, middle-aged 
people, and elderly men and women in each of the field locations. The re-
search team documented all focus groups and interviews with tape recorders 
and handwritten notes. In both studies, interviews and focus group discus-
sions were conducted in Acholi and then translated into English, and the 
research team used open coding techniques to sort and synthesize the data. 
Grounded theory5 was used in the analysis process and therefore themes 
were not pre-established for analysis.

INTRODUCTION
One of the primary findings from this research is that insecurity and depri-
vation in Uganda’s IDP camps has had a significant impact on the construc-
tion of masculinities and femininities in the region. Men’s and women’s 
demands for transitional justice reflect these lived experiences and evolving 
gender roles. Having experienced such a prolonged period of displacement 
and disempowerment, both men and women crave agency in their daily lives 
as an integral part of their conception of justice. This sense of ownership 
specifically includes the local justice process of mato oput,6 a ritual that helps 
illustrate how international justice values interact with local understandings 
of both gender and justice. 
	 This article describes the livelihood structures of internally displaced 
men and women during the civil war, how these livelihood structures affect 
masculinities and femininities, and how they inform opinions about tran-
sitional justice. It explores different forms of reparation, and then focuses 
specifically on the local Acholi practice of mato oput, a restorative justice 
process that has been criticized as gender insensitive. Finally, the article de-
scribes Acholi men’s and women’s support for mato oput and highlights the 
need to adopt a more thoughtful perspective on gender justice that balances 
international values with the ideas and desires of war survivors. 
	 The concept of structural violence, a term coined by Johan Galtung to 
define the systematic ways in which social structures slowly kill people by in-
hibiting their ability to meet basic human needs, is used here as a framework 
to understand the harms caused during Uganda’s conflict.7 The focus of this 
article is on sexism as a form of structural violence, and the consequences 
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for Acholi men and women when they cannot meet the social expectations 
of masculinity and femininity in the Acholiland IDP camps. Central to this 
argument is an analysis of the ways in which Acholi men’s and women’s 
experiences of the conflict differ and how this influences their conceptions 
of justice. Men and women have been affected differently by camp condi-
tions, and thus the subsequent shifts in their roles must be considered in the 
transitional justice process. Both genders’ differing perspectives are essential 
for understanding local conceptions of justice and for promoting Acholi 
involvement and initiative following a period of prolonged disempower-
ment in the IDP camps. Acholi men’s and women’s sense of justice requires 
that they have control and ownership over various justice mechanisms. 
Examination of these desires for agency makes it possible to analyze the 
ways in which Acholi men and women want to express this agency and how 
it can be extended and bolstered by a transitional justice process.

GENDERING EXPERIENCES IN THE IDP CAMPS
The gendered implications of the humanitarian crisis in Acholiland are most 
clearly seen through the livelihoods of Acholi men and women in the IDP 
camps of northern Uganda. In addition to LRA abductions and abuse by the 
Ugandan army (known as the Ugandan People’s Defence Force, or UPDF), 
Acholi men and women in the IDP camps struggle daily with eroding health, 
losing their means of earning income, and living in a state of perpetual 
fear. The internally displaced people of northern Uganda are not an explicit 
threat to anyone, and thus remain in the shadows of their nation and the 
international community.8 As a result, the pervasive forms of violence they 
experience are under-addressed in this conflict, even though they bring to 
light the inequalities constructed through gender.
	 At the peak of the conflict, over 1.9 million northern Ugandans were 
displaced from their homes into devastating conditions without access to 
basic services such as clean water, sanitation, and health care.9 Meanwhile, 
the LRA terrorized northern Ugandans by carrying out massacres and 
targeted killings, abducting at least thirty thousand youth, and cutting off 
the hands, feet, noses, ears, lips, or breasts of their victims as punishment 
for allegedly collaborating with the Ugandan government.10 These brutal 
tactics have been extremely effective in instilling fear throughout the entire 
population, forcing civilians to live in a perpetual state of insecurity and 
deprivation. 
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	 In addition to unmet basic needs, the politics of the militarized in-
ternally displaced persons camps have created unique and harmful social 
expectations based on gender. In Uganda’s IDP camps, the combination of 
Acholi men’s injured masculinity and women’s evolved femininity results 
in a unique and changing power dynamic that must be understood and 
applied to the transitional justice process. When the civil war began, and 
particularly when the IDP camps were created, the livelihood systems upon 
which gender roles were based were disrupted dramatically in Acholiland. 
Men could no longer provide an income or protection to their households, 
thus losing their status as the family provider and protector.11 With the loss 
of their livelihood system, Acholi men were humiliated and frustrated by 
their own paralysis in the camps. Meanwhile, women could gain an in-
come through petty trade, but were unable to care for their families as they 
previously had. The structural violence of the militarized camps continued 
to perpetuate normative models of men as protectors and providers and 
women as caregivers that the camp inhabitants could not uphold.

MASCULINITIES, FEMININITIES, AND “PROVIDING”
Before displacement, an Acholi man’s livelihood came from agricultural 
activities, requiring the possession of land, a homestead, and the capital 
to buy tools and supplies. In the current camp situation, without access to 
land for farming, such a livelihood is unattainable. The militarization of 
the region exacerbates this loss of livelihood and further undermines Acholi 
men’s masculinity by creating a sharp economic disparity between UPDF 
soldiers (the only people with an income in the area) and Acholi civilians.12 
According to Moses Chrispus Okello and Lucy Hovil, displaced Acholi men 
often abuse alcohol, are unemployed, cannot protect their families, and may 
abuse their loved ones in response to these social pressures.13 The Acholi 
man’s former roles were to provide for his wife and children, to protect them 
from harm, and to serve as the patriarch of the family. All of these roles have 
been undermined in the IDP camps.
	 In IDP camps, Acholi women must often run a household without 
any contribution from their husbands. As there is a lack of perceived op-
tions in the camps, alternative means of survival are increasingly sought, 
such as women and girls selling sex to UPDF soldiers.14 As child-headed 
households have become more common, the prevalence of girls engaging 
in transactional sex as a means of survival has also risen.15 The Nowhere 
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to Hide report specifically references how “survival sex” strategies are not 
seen as commercial sex, but as rational responses to the circumstances.16 The 
consequence of impoverishment in the IDP camps for an Acholi woman is 
that a “sex for food” relationship can be a rational means of fulfilling her role 
as a caregiver.
	 Acholi women have also adopted new roles and responsibilities during 
displacement. In northern Uganda, as in other conflict settings, women 
are strongly represented in civil society initiatives and NGO-led income 
generating activities.17 Women are the main providers for their families 
and carry almost all of the responsibility for ensuring that their families 
survive.18 The World Food Program puts women in charge of receiving food 
rations, and thus women have complete control of the food supply as well 
as the family’s income from petty trade activities. While Acholi men are 
stereotyped as (and often are) idle during the day, women are extremely 
productive at cooking, cleaning, caring for children, and selling small goods 
in market. Despite their daily hardships, women have a range of increased 
responsibilities, leadership roles, and opportunities that were not available 
to them pre-displacement.

MASCULINITIES, FEMININITIES, AND “PROTECTION”
The role of “protector” for Acholi men is undermined by the fact that in 
Acholi experiences with violence, the UPDF forces sent to protect the 
displaced from the LRA are often perpetrators themselves.19 IDPs have 
reported that UPDF mobile units are most notorious for committing 
violent abuses against civilians.20 These UPDF abuses include attacking 
and raping civilians while they garden and collect firewood, assaulting and 
raping civilians found in breach of curfews, killing civilians in camps due 
to disputes, and torturing civilians during detention.21 According to Adam 
Branch, “the Acholi have consistently demanded since the camps’ inception 
that they be adequately protected or dismantled . . . [but] the function of 
the homeguard,22 the UPDF, and other paramilitary forces is not to provide 
protection to the camps, but to terrorize those in the camps into not doing 
anything about their lack of protection.”23 
	 Estimates indicate that the total population deprived of police protec-
tion at the height of the conflict easily exceeded one million civilians.24 In 
response to heightened levels of insecurity in the region, the government 
created and armed local defence units (LDU) and local militias such as the 



65Gender, Local Justice, and Ownership

homeguard to protect their respective camps. According to Chris Dolan, 
young men who are frustrated with the idleness and deprivation they face 
in the camps join the militia in response to their sense of hopelessness. This 
civilian protection strategy, an irresponsible substitute for proper govern-
ment policing forces, has flooded the region with small arms and no formal 
accountability.25 Salary payments rarely arrive and the militias exert their 
power by stealing food and goods from their community. This is especially 
true for more vulnerable groups such as child-headed households and war 
orphans in a dynamic in which “[the militias] themselves prey on the vul-
nerable and are exploited by the powerful.”26 
	 Acholi men’s sense of impotence has led to a vicious cycle of anger and 
abuse that has seen escalated rates of gender-based violence and extremely 
high levels of alcoholism in the camps.27 According to Dolan, “Acholi men 
feel unprotected by the national army or rebel forces, and their lives are 
not valued. They become aggressive in self-preservation.”28 These physical 
manifestations of unmet ideals of masculinity are an attempt by Acholi men 
to regain control of their lives. The pre-displacement normative model of 
masculinity has remained static in a climate where everything expected of 
men has become extremely difficult to achieve; lived experiences and lived 
expectations differ profoundly.29 Despite their lack of options, men are 
framed as failures for not living up to the idealized model of masculinity.
	 Meanwhile, the reported rates and brutality of domestic violence have 
become progressively worse in the IDP camps of northern Uganda. Accord-
ing to Brandon Hamber, poverty can lead to the perception of emasculation, 
and it is often a central driver for violence against women in post-apartheid 
South Africa.30 Okello and Hovil similarly found that in northern Uganda, 
domestic violence was linked to men’s loss of power and their failure to pro-
vide for their families and pay school fees.31 Women’s new roles and respon-
sibilities in the camps thus render them vulnerable to a physical backlash 
from their husbands, brothers, sons, and male friends who feel emasculated. 
Women’s daily activities of gathering firewood, collecting food, and fetching 
water also render them more susceptible to UPDF attack and rape.32 The 
UPDF denies that government soldiers are guilty of rape, perpetuating the 
pattern of silence and impunity that has characterized crimes against civil-
ians in the camps overall.33 The collapse of local justice mechanisms and the 
failure of local civil administration structures have further allowed rape and 
abuse to continue without redress in the region.34 
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	 In addition to rape, when civilians perform household tasks such as 
gardening or collecting firewood, they are routinely subject to abductions, 
mutilations, and other attacks. Given the gender division of household la-
bour in Acholiland, women and children are most vulnerable to these types 
of attacks and suffer them disproportionately.35 According to Okello and 
Hovil, “women are forced to put themselves in danger in order to meet the 
daily needs of their families.”36 Women are at risk of witnessing the abduc-
tion of their children, thus being traumatized by their “failure” to fulfill 
their caregiving role. Women are also often the head of their household, 
and become responsible for the children of deceased family members in a 
context where women can barely provide for their immediate family. These 
socio-economic injuries are largely ignored while a narrow understanding of 
political violence is privileged in international legal discourse.37 

IMPACT OF GENDER ON TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE 
Even though certain increased roles for women have been a silver lining to 
the terrible IDP camp conditions, it is still extremely difficult for women 
to uphold the caregiver model and nearly impossible for men to uphold the 
expected provider/protector model in the camps. In the stifling climate of 
the militarized camp setting, there is little space for different gender mod-
els.38 Women are more likely to engage in sex work, experience domestic 
violence, and suffer rape. Their capacity to act as caregivers is impaired by 
the loss of loved ones and the burden of caring for orphans while they suf-
fer from the socio-economic challenges of maintaining a household in a 
context of extreme hardship. Since few alternative opportunities to assert 
one’s masculinity or femininity exist, Acholi men and women participate in, 
or are vulnerable to, a variety of harmful roles and activities as a consequence 
of their gender expectations.
	 With the above description as a framework for understanding the ex-
perience of displacement in northern Uganda, my fieldwork in Acholiland 
seeks to provide a gendered analysis of various transitional justice measures. 
The purpose of the fieldwork is to understand (1) whether Acholi men and 
women have differing views on reparations and local justice, and (2) the 
role of women in local justice practices and whether or not women see 
themselves as disadvantaged or excluded in these practices. 
	 Considerable attention has been paid to identifying the needs and 
opinions of war-affected people, as evidenced by a series of population-based 
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studies on transitional justice conducted in northern Uganda over the 
past five years. Forgotten Voices broadly addresses many transitional justice 
practices, but only briefly addresses community opinions on the local 
justice practice of mato oput.39 The 2008 follow-up study When the War 
Ends provides further information on survivors’ perspectives of a variety of 
traditional ceremonies, including mato oput.40 Making Peace Our Own also 
broadly addresses different transitional justice mechanisms, and suggests 
that traditional justice is largely untapped due to deteriorating cultural 
knowledge in the IDP camps.41 The Justice Law and Order Sector (JLOS) 
released a report that advocates for the integration of traditional justice 
mechanisms with formal systems, but the report contains no substantial 
research on these mechanisms.42 The Cooling of the Hearts focuses on the 
role of truth-telling in transitional justice, including some discussion of the 
limitations of mato oput for wide-scale justice and reconciliation.43 Most re-
cently (July 2009), The Refugee Law Project released Tradition in Transition, 
which explores potential roles of the traditional justice practices of various 
northern Ugandan ethnic communities and points to commonalities among 
them.44 Each publication provides invaluable information about attitudes 
towards transitional justice in northern Uganda, but none of them does 
so through a gendered lens. It remains unclear from the current literature 
whether or not there are gendered differences in opinions about transitional 
justice, and why these differences might exist.
	 Similarly, there has been little population-based research to support the 
dialogue on the role of women and gender in mato oput practices. Roco Wat I 
Acoli and Traditional Ways of Coping are the two most authoritative publica-
tions on local justice practices in Acholiland. Roco Wat I Acoli documents 
existing local practices and some of their adaptations, providing an initial 
assessment of whether or not traditional rituals and ceremonies might be 
further adapted for war-related crimes.45 Traditional Ways of Coping provides 
perhaps the most comprehensive study of traditional Acholi practices for 
various needs related to coping, healing, and reconciliation.46 These studies, 
however, do not specifically or comprehensively address the roles of women 
and girls in these practices.
	 In this vacuum of population-based research, criticisms of mato oput’s 
gender sensitivity have arisen. Tim Allen suggests that traditional ceremo-
nies can perpetuate undesirable gender hierarchies.47 Erin Baines similarly 
cautions against the manipulation of traditional practices by local leaders as 
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a means of maintaining power, saying, “not all cultural norms or practices 
should be revived.”48 Adam Branch suggests that the gender roles apparent 
in mato oput have been accepted by donors as “tradition,” when, in fact, 
tradition varies over time. As do Allen and Baines, Branch focuses on the 
potential manipulation of “traditional” justice by local cultural institutions 
and male elders, but without attention to the attitudes of war-affected 
men and women.49 Joanna Quinn provides an alternative perspective in 
her research on women’s overall roles in Ugandan customary practices. In 
her view, “women seemed to feel that traditional mechanisms address their 
needs, to an extent.” If women desire peace following conflict, and if local 
mechanisms will support the peace process, then the use of these mecha-
nisms should be promoted.50

	 Skepticism and support for mato oput have dominated both popular 
and academic discussions about this justice practice. While these debates 
are helpful for beginning to think through the role of gender in mato oput, 
a population-based understanding of women’s roles and their attitudes 
towards these roles is needed. Furthermore, gendered attitudes about the 
range of alternative justice mechanisms is necessary in order to understand 
what alternative mechanisms should replace or complement local justice. 
This study seeks to fill this void and provide population-based insights for 
the conversation on gender and justice in northern Uganda.

OVERARCHING TRENDS
Acholi men’s and women’s discussions of justice often reflected ways of 
compensating for the structural violence they faced in the IDP camps, such 
as no access to healthcare or job opportunities, insecurity, and other forms 
of deprivation. However, their discussions of justice also had distinctive 
gender differences, and these differences often  reflected their inability to 
uphold the normative gender models described above. This particular form 
of structural violence had interesting implications on how men and women 
discussed their concept of justice.
	 The most significant theme uncovered during the fieldwork was the 
idea that in a context of extreme structural violence such as the IDP camps 
of Acholiland, the ability to exercise agency in one’s life is a critical aspect 
of the justice process. Given the institutionalized inequalities of their lived 
experiences, the interviewees consistently described the ways in which they 
hoped for more control over their lives in the future. The rest of this article 
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explores the ways in which Acholi men’s and women’s lived experiences of 
the conflict differ and how this impacts their understandings of justice. In 
northern Uganda, significant attention has been focused recently on the 
roles of the International Criminal Court and national trials in address-
ing the crimes of this conflict to the neglect of other transitional justice 
mechanisms that target war survivors more generally. However, in light of 
this article’s focus on structural violence and war survivors, the discussion on 
transitional justice centres on “restorative” forms of justice such as the local 
practice of mato oput, and individual and communal forms of reparations.

REPARATIONS
The act of compensation is a deeply meaningful element of Acholi philoso-
phy, as it is in numerous other communal agriculture African societies.51 
Acholi men’s and women’s responses during interviews illuminated the 
importance of material reparations and the means for self-sufficiency as an 
integral aspect of transitional justice. The role of the government in per-
petuating economic inequalities through forced displacement has created 
a strong demand among the interview participants for economic justice. 
Local Councillor V Chairman52 Norbert Mao explained, “Now that we’ve 
been lucky enough to survive, we can only say that our suffering hasn’t been 
for the bullets of Kony but the conditions we were forced to live in.”53 The 
government forcibly removed Acholis to the internally displaced persons 
camps, and yet it failed to take any initiative toward ameliorating the op-
pressive and deprived conditions in these camps. Interviews revealed that as 
a result of their prolonged dependency in the IDP camps, Acholi men’s and 
women’s perspectives on reparations were constantly couched in terms of 
self-sufficiency. 
	 My independent fieldwork indicated that Acholi men’s most significant 
requests for reparations involved cattle, money, and a means of generating 
income. This correlates with how their masculinities have been affected by 
their protracted displacement in the IDP camps. As MP Betty Ocan related, 
“Acholi people have their savings in animals. Then all of this was removed, 
to make them toothless, powerless.”54 Displacement means the loss of land 
and livestock; this is the entire means of income for the household. While 
this affects the entire family, men’s gender-role responsibilities as the eco-
nomic providers of the family are disproportionately impacted. One of the 
key ways in which militarization has undermined civilian men’s sense of 
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their own masculinity has been to create a large economic disparity that 
favours the UPDF soldiers and disfavours civilians.55 This sense of economic 
inferiority is manifest in Acholi men’s requests for cattle and cash above all 
else. As Hamber notes, men’s identity can emerge from conflict more dam-
aged than women’s since women often develop survival strategies during 
war.56 It is especially critical to understand how men want to address their 
compromised masculinity, since this will directly affect women’s long-term 
empowerment and the ability of the household to thrive.57 For Acholi men, 
an emphasis on income generating activities and livestock is a way of regain-
ing dignity and meeting gender expectations in the post-conflict period.
	 As Robert Connell states, “‘masculinity’ does not exist except in con-
trast with ‘femininity,’ and no masculinity arises except in a system of gender 
relations.”58 Just as men have lost job opportunities in the camp setting, 
women have absorbed more roles and have increased responsibilities. The 
most significant requests from Acholi women were for income generating 
activities, healthcare, schooling and school fees, and cooking utensils. These 
preferences reflect their caregiver roles, as well as the pragmatic needs of 
displaced women in a setting of deprivation. Ruth Rubio-Marin claims that 
this is a theme in many transitional societies: “Many female victims express 
preference for services to meet their basic needs and those of their family 
members over restitution.”59 More woman and girl-child headed households, 
as well as disintegrating marriages in the IDP camps, mean that women are 
increasingly leading their homes and supporting their families. Alice from 
Koro Camp told me that “women have gained a lot of skills in petty trad-
ing and that should continue. They’re the ones maintaining the home.”60 
Christine Bell and Catherine O’Rourke point out that reparative measures 
that do not challenge uneven gender power relations can essentially throw 
away the gains women made during conflict.61 Both men and women desire 
income generating activities and it is critical to bolster women’s current roles 
while also supporting men in redefining their masculinity and accepting 
space for more empowered women in Acholiland.
	 Embedded in both Acholi men’s and women’s ideas about reparations 
is the importance of regaining control over their lives and moving forward. 
It is evident that a positive masculinity must be constructed where Acholi 
men can once again contribute at the household level alongside the women 
in their lives. Agency allows both men and women—in different ways ac-
cording to how they were affected by the conflict—to seek justice against an 
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oppressive regime. For the purpose of this study, this has been interpreted 
as a response to the government’s role in the conflict and the context of 
structural violence in which Acholi men and women have lived in the IDP 
camps. Within the unique context of Uganda’s civil war, characterized by 
large-scale displacement, deprivation, and over two decades of living in a 
militarized zone, regaining a sense of agency is a crucial element in moving 
forward from the crimes of the conflict. Promoting reparations in a way 
that empowers Acholi men and women, as described below, can ensure that 
justice for war survivors takes priority in Uganda. 

MATO OPUT
The Acholi practice of mato oput, which translates as “eating the bitter herb,” 
is a restorative justice process that demonstrates the importance of repara-
tion in the Acholi conception of justice. The aim of the ritual is to reconcile 
the perpetrator’s clan with the victim’s clan through a process of establishing 
the truth, confession, repentance, forgiveness, and compensation.62 The 
entire mato oput process involves a series of mediation meetings between the 
victim’s clan and the perpetrator’s clan, culminating in the actual ceremony, 
a symbolic ritual where the two clans ultimately share a meal and renew 
their ties.
	 After an inter-clan murder occurs, relations between the two clans are 
effectively severed until the mato oput ceremony takes place. Leading up 
to the ritual, elders mediate between the victim’s and perpetrator’s clans to 
establish a consensus on the sequence of events that took place; later, agree-
ment is reached on the amount of compensation to be paid.63 Participants 
describe this compensation as a form of punishment for the perpetrator that 
will also help reconcile the two clans. Compensation is deeply meaningful 
in Acholi society, and it is seen as a critical and necessary aspect of the mato 
oput process.64 
	 Advocates for mato oput frequently cite its restorative nature as especially 
beneficial for building a sustainable peace in the war-torn region in contrast 
to the more divisive and confrontational nature of retributive courts.65 Mato 
oput is also a locally owned process that is driven from within the war-
affected community. As Francis of Awach Camp argued, “Unlike the current 
legal system, the perpetrator is charged for what he has done and confesses. 
If you refuse that you have done anything, you would lose your place in 
society. It’s not just lawyers playing their cards.”66 This sort of interpretation 
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is supported by rule of law theorist Rachel Kleinfeld, who claims that the 
form a rule of law mechanism takes is irrelevant as long as it is effective. That 
is, a local justice practice could trump ineffective, formal court structures if 
such a practice is effective and legitimate.67 The effectiveness of mato oput, 
however, has been greeted with skepticism by both international researchers 
and Ugandans. Despite a highly positive rhetoric for the role of mato oput in 
northern Uganda and considerable conjecture into what this will look like, 
there is doubt about how relevant and adaptable processes such as mato oput 
will be in the aftermath of Uganda’s civil war. 
	 A primary argument against local justice is that the former precondi-
tions for mato oput have been largely dismantled with the current humani-
tarian crisis in northern Uganda. The victim’s family often does not know 
the perpetrators, and clan unity is not as strong as it once was. In a setting 
of pervasive deprivation, many lack the ability to provide reparation. Condi-
tions have devolved so much that Acholi youth are disconnected from their 
cultural roots, and local justice measures might not hold the meaning for 
them that they did for their parents’ generation.68 International researchers 
have expressed concern over whether cultural leadership is able effectively to 
apply mato oput to war-related crimes, and whether the practice is gender-
sensitive and sufficiently inclusive of Acholi women.69 
	 There is particular concern about how involved Acholi women are in 
mato oput, and whether their level of involvement could create a sense of jus-
tice for the crimes committed against them. Allen suggests that “traditional 
practices may be useful in rebuilding communities, but it is something 
that requires collective acceptance of certain social hierarchies, including 
gendered hierarchies.”70 And yet, the fears about gender hierarchies contrast 
with findings from this study’s fieldwork in which Acholi women over-
whelmingly supported the use of mato oput for war-related crimes. In light 
of these contradicting ideas, it seems that more emphasis should be placed 
on (1) understanding how Acholi women perceive mato oput and their role 
within it, and (2) exploring the already-present aspects of a woman’s agency 
and how it can be bolstered in the future. Accordingly, western interpreta-
tions of gender-sensitive justice should adopt an optimistic outlook on the 
fluidity of culture and the ability to bolster women’s existing roles in the 
practice of mato oput.71

	 A recent study carried out by Collaborative Transitions Africa found 
that 98% of Acholi men and women interviewed support applying mato 
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oput to war-related offences.72 Men and women were equally supportive of 
mato oput and there were no discernable gender differences in the reasons 
for that support (reuniting the community, restoring relationships, and 
promoting peace). Jackie from Acholibur Camp gave a response typical of 
both men and women on the importance of mato oput: “Mato oput cleans 
the heart but court trials increase bitterness in the heart of perpetrator. . . . 
Mato oput drives at bringing both sides to a common understanding and to 
be good to each other.”73 
	 Gender differences became apparent in the responses men and women 
gave to the idea of whether or not women’s roles in the process of mato 
oput should be expanded. A trend of support for more women’s roles was 
justified by a woman’s role as a mother and as someone who can pass on 
information to the next generation.74 Even though the question focused on 
mato oput, several participants described how women lead and carry out the 
Acholi ritual of nyono tong gweno, or “stepping on the egg,” a welcoming 
ceremony that often takes place before mato oput. All participants who pro-
vided a gender-specific response described women as the “ceremony leader,” 
or as presiding over nyono tong gweno, and women’s leadership roles were 
also mentioned for other welcoming and cleansing rituals.75 Not only is a 
woman’s participation seen as consistent with her gender role (as a mother 
who can pass down cultural traditions) but women are also accepted as 
leaders for certain rituals. The acceptance of women in leadership positions 
demonstrates that a robust role for women in cultural ceremonies is not 
unknown in Acholi society. 
	 That said, it is primarily elderly women or mondongo who have exercised 
leadership roles in the process to date. According to forty-four-year-old Alice 
from Gulu Town, “women are very important in the ceremony, especially 
mondongo. They cook, pound oput herb and attend negotiations and all pro-
cesses of the ceremony.”76 Not only are mondongo involved in mediation and 
the negotiation process, but they are also well respected and considered to be 
an important part of the process—albeit outnumbered by the male elders. 
Meanwhile, the young Acholi women who make up a significant part of the 
surviving Acholi population have no formal mechanisms for representation 
in this ritual. 
	 There is also internal resistance to the greater representation of women, 
most often justified by the claim that change will go against Acholi culture. 
According to a seventy-nine-year-old man from Padibe Camp, “Women’s 
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voice in this context is not an issue. What I know is that it’s the govern-
ment’s ideology of women’s empowerment [that] doesn’t match with our 
traditional practice of mato oput.”77 This statement is consistent with the 
fears voiced by Baines, Branch, and Allen about gender hierarchies and local 
male elites. However, these comments appear to be less about culture than 
about the perception of threats to a currently male-dominated institution. 
According to Dolan, women do not participate in clan meetings or tradi-
tional leadership and it seems to be one of the final spheres where an Acholi 
man’s masculinity remains intact.78 While there appear to be isolated excep-
tions, it is clear that expanding roles for women are seen as a threat to Acholi 
men, especially elderly men. Current attempts at gender transformation by 
international and national humanitarian organizations and institutions are 
perceived as “the government’s ideology of women’s empowerment” and 
“outsider” concepts in a context where Acholi men want to retain as much 
prestige and power as possible in light of their current diminished roles.
	 Despite some internal resistance and the explicit focus on roles for 
elderly women, a female Acholi UN human rights officer was optimistic 
about the potential for change: “The traditional system in Acholi is male-
dominated but with pressure, they’ll realize that they need balance. We 
should be open to balance and creating something concrete.”79 This will-
ingness to evolve is mirrored by Sally Engle Merry, who similarly claims 
that local cultural practices are considerably more fluid and open to change 
“than the essentialized model suggests.”80 Cultural fluidity has already been 
exhibited through local Acholi cleansing ceremonies that have been adapted 
to suit war-related needs.81 While some researchers believe it is unlikely that 
mato oput will reflect the interests of women and girls without significant 
modification, it seems that women’s support for mato oput is a significant 
starting point from which to think about further expanding women’s roles 
and responsibilities.82 
	 The evolution of cultural practices leading to the empowerment of 
women is a real possibility if the role that women currently play in the mato 
oput process is better understood and dialogue begins on how their roles 
can be expanded. Mato oput can help both Acholi men and women define 
justice locally as part of the transitional justice process. This is not to portray 
mato oput as a magic bullet that can single-handedly gain justice for crimes 
committed by the LRA. It does not, for example, address the critical issue 
of UPDF and government accountability. However, if the practice is simply 
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dismissed as gender insensitive, the opportunity to use this justice practice 
and work constructively with women’s agency could be lost. An opportunity 
exists today to work with the forms of agency that women currently exercise 
in the process and to find ways of enhancing and expanding those roles. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Any transitional justice process, especially a gender-sensitive one, needs 
a broad range of sequential mechanisms to grapple with the crimes and 
harms experienced over the course of the conflict. This article focuses on 
two of the most salient mechanisms in Uganda’s current transitional justice 
discourse—reparations and local justice practices—in order to describe the 
gendered needs of Acholi war survivors. The most powerful lesson is that 
war survivors must have a stake in defining justice and owning the justice 
process. Based on the field research conducted for this study, northern 
Ugandans have a strong conception of justice. This might include trials, but 
it can also mean peace, freedom from the terror of the IDP camps, and an 
end to the humiliation of eating World Food Program handouts for over a 
decade. Men and women want to regain some sense of normalcy in their 
daily lives and to have faith in the system from which they seek justice. If 
justice is not owned by the people who suffered injustice, whom does it 
serve and what is its purpose?
	 The international agenda has increasingly sought to address gendered 
dimensions of post-conflict justice and reconstruction, as seen through 
measures such as UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on women, peace, 
and security. And yet, international steps like this emphasize women and 
girls’ experiences to the detriment of understanding their relationship with 
men and boys.  They also preclude a conversation on both genders’ context-
specific experiences and subsequent understanding of justice.  Furthermore, 
a resolution like 1325 prioritizes higher level processes, such as elections, 
peace negotiations, and national-level peace processes, instead of the grass-
roots, localized justice and reintegration processes that are the most relevant 
peace process for war-affected men and women. It is critical for local models 
and understandings of justice to be reflected in international resolutions and 
norms, whether this is a call for reparations or a unique local justice practice. 
Furthermore, the norms of transitional justice need to reflect the experi-
ences of survivors, and these experiences must be representative of the 
diverse lived realities of men and women both in conflict and displacement. 
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Gender roles that have altered as a consequence of the conflict must be 
considered, understood, and meaningfully addressed. Roles inevitably 
evolve, and it is critical to work with how these roles have evolved, and how 
men and women can have a positive perception of their gender identities. 
The Ugandan experience suggests that restorative measures and individual 
agency are necessary for such a positive identity. Ultimately, the desires of 
men and women must be taken in unison and reflected in decision-making. 
Based on personal experiences and research in northern Uganda over the 
past several years, I offer several suggestions on how to reflect these desires 
and on the appropriate role of the international community in Uganda’s 
transitional justice process. 
	 First, the structural violence embedded within and caused by the con-
flict must be addressed through any reparative programs that take place in 
northern Uganda.83 The nature of northern Uganda’s displacement needs 
to be understood as a war crime, and a more nuanced perspective on the 
harms experienced by both men and women is needed if there is to be a 
more meaningful delivery of justice. This means that the international jus-
tice community needs to think more closely about how victims’ experiences 
are quantified and how decisions to distribute reparations are made. Men’s 
and women’s experiences with long-term displacement must be addressed, 
and these forms of violence should not be any less privileged than physical 
violence in international discussions on reparations. 
	 That said, it is unlikely that an extensive monetary reparations process 
will take place; rather, it is likely that a variety of communal reparation 
measures (museums, memorials, health care, education, and economic 
development programming) will be emphasized. In that case, post-conflict 
reconstruction processes need to focus on the household as the primary 
unit of analysis. All programs should be designed holistically, promote 
self-sufficiency, and centre on the livelihood of the household—whether 
this is an “emasculated” husband and his wife, a child-mother living on 
her own, or a woman-headed household. This is the most effective way of 
promoting the agency and livelihood of survivors, while also ensuring that 
the targeted programming for women does not further disempower Acholi 
men. An unintended consequence of not focusing on the household is that 
programming could actually inhibit individual agency and exacerbate some 
of the very harms caused by the conflict.
	 International engagement and involvement with the process of 
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modifying mato oput—if this takes place—must be as minimal as possible.84 
There is already a disconnection between the Ugandan human rights com-
munity and the leaders of cultural institutions, as alluded to above through 
the “government’s notion of women’s empowerment” argument. In order 
for the fluidity of culture discussed earlier to apply to women’s roles, there 
must be a civil society push for Ker Kwaro Acholi—the Acholi cultural 
institution—to prioritize greater involvement for women. Otherwise, it is 
quite possible that lip service will be paid to women’s involvement without 
any tangible action. At the same time, a decentralized process of applying 
mato oput to war-related offences needs to take place that empowers clan 
leaders at the most local level. Such a decentralized process should include 
education on mediation and negotiation skills for both men and women, 
with an emphasis on women’s involvement and agency in these processes. 
Each of these measures can mitigate some of the incompatibilities found 
between internationally driven ideas and the perspectives of Acholi men and 
women, with the understanding that any decisions must be discussed and 
deliberated among the communities of northern Uganda.
	 Sustainable peace requires a process informed by the ideas of war-
affected men and women and respected by the international community for 
how it resonates with war survivors. Acholi men’s and women’s voices can 
ultimately contribute to a more inclusive and meaningful transitional justice 
process as long as further attention is paid to whose justice is taking priority 
in Uganda.
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