| was nine years old when the rebel soldiers came for us, in our home in Gulu District. They
came at night | didnt know who the Lord's Resistance Army were, but | found myse[{ tied up in
ropes. They gafhered all the children and put us into one hut My sl‘epmol‘her said ‘this girl is
young, you cannot go with her. and she is sick, she cannot walk” Those guys said yes, it's the
young one we want to go with. The old ones can remain to he(P you with work!”

7 am free from the conflict now; but | do not feel free”

The experiences of child soldiers in Northern Uganda
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My life before the war was good | was in school and | rea{ly ery‘oyec/ [earm'ng and education. |

wanted to be an engineer or a doctor and go to university. There was nol‘ﬁing pressing in my life

except that my father was not available because he had died, but my mother was around. My
mother loved me so much.

Fach panel in this comic presents direct quotes from former child soldiers, reflecting on an aspect of their
experience. The purpose of this project is to vaia'e a new narrative which is inclusive of the voices of former
child solders in a way which humanises them and their experiences, to allow for the deconstruction of many
of the existing negative stereotypes which surround them. It will be wide[y distributed. both within and outside

of Uganda, and we hopc it will be utilised by academics, researchers, journalists, NGO workers and others

who write about child solders to highlight the importance of inclu ing the voices of survivors in your work
but also to reflect on how the language used in discourse can affect the realities of former child solders.

This comic documents the voices of 27 former child soldiers (iving in Gulu district Northern Uganda, who
were farcib[y recruited into the Uganu’an conflict serving under the Lord's Resistance Army. These voices
comprise of 19 women, and 8 men. This gender balance has been chosen to Provide greater attention to the
lived experiences of girl: and women, whose realities are often missing within narratives of child soldiery. The
war ofﬁ'cia“y ended in the region in 2006, but for many of those who parﬁcrpated in the conflict the

memories of captivity are still very vivid. and Post-conflid life remains to be a struggle, even l‘oday.
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When abducted | didn't know what was happening, | thought | was only helping with directions. |
thoughf | would come back to my home. | didnt know why | was abducted. We were told we
were doing God's work and to obey the orders of the commanders.

| was forcefully abducted. No one decides to join if they have a stable life. It becomes something
that you didn't Pfan to do, and now you are being forced to do; c/o[ng what the commanders tell
you. You're told ‘the qun is your mother, your father, your sister and brother”.

/Deople believe onfy boys are child soldiers. Many girls were there too. Some {ighb’ng; many were

used as wives to the commanders but then boys and men were also forced into marriage. I g(rf:

and women bear children, then it becomes their responsibility to look after them. Many returned
from the conflict as child-mothers.

| made some good friends whilst in captivity. It made me feel somehow better to know | was not
50 alone. Some of these friends are still my friends today, and we share a bond which is unique
because of our shared experiences. It was sometimes hard to trust people, but we 3 friends always
looked out for each other. Jou realise no one from home can come to help you. so you love
your friends like your family. They protect and care for you. You laugh and joke with your
friends, but sometimes you have to hide these friendships as the commanders begin thinking youre
p(anning an escape with them.

Being in captivity was hard, but | survived because | was very sharp. | would be up first and
dressed quicl{ly. When they started ﬁ‘ring | would be fong gone. So that is why | survived all that
while. Sometimes | can't believe | survived but it was also my belief in God. God was and still is

my saviour, God wanted me to survive.

hen you're in captivity, trying to escape and leave the conflict is scary. Jou dream about it
often: | tried to escape three times but was capl‘ured and pun/'shed each time. My friend was killed
after trying to escape, after that | vowed not to try it again. | didn't escape, | was shot in my leg

and captured by government soldiers. Many left the fighting when they were captured by

governmenf :olc/iers, some managed to CSCOPC, some dled

When captured and removed from the conflict, | was put info a rehabilitation centre. The
rehabilitation centre was confusing, and you feel lost and vulnerable. [ received counselling which
trained me on how to live with society again, but it focused on being obedient, more than dealing
with the trauma. | left with a mattress, 7 saucepans, and a bag of rice. This didn't last very fong,

When you've survived captivity and slept on the earth, how important is a mattress?

Refurning home was difficult. | was welcomed by my immediate {ami{y but not so much by other
community members. Especia“y those whose children did not return. | realised | couldn’t stay with
my community anymore as | didn't be[ong, and fhey no longer wanted me. | was :tigmaf«'sed
because of the actions of the Lord’s Resistance Army. Those were not my actions.

Healing after the conflict is hard Peo/ule still talk bad{‘v about you. /ncluc/ing international
journalists and researchers, their words demonise you. The}/ tell the world the stuff you were
involved in fhin/(ing l‘hey're helping. To heal, you have to build internal sfrengfh and believe in

God. Sometimes | can goa whole year without any nightmares, but this year | have been haw’ng a
lot of dreams about the war, and it doesnt make me feel good

Qur emotions are different: if you get angry or upset, others believe it is because of your past and
l‘he)/ say it's because you were a child soldier that you're now aggre:sive,l"v So instead you
suppress your emotions and fee{ings, This is how yau're able to live with the community, by

I(eeping your head down and not getting involved in trivial matters.

Life is very hard now. | use my-farm produce to support my children’s education, but it is not a
stable job. It is also difficult [iving with society who marginalize you and think youre a bad
person. | believe in God, | love all people. | am not a bad person. | am free from the conflict now,
but | don't believe Im free. | do not feel free.

former child abductees require three l‘hings posl‘—conﬂicl‘, Fr’rsfly. our children need to sl‘udy. | have
seen the importance of studies because if you have not studied life is very hard Fducation is
important, and we want the best for our children, to make sure rhey don't suffer like us.
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Secondly, we need to have our own land where we can be with our children, safe. | have been
moving from house to house renting and sometimes you fall upon a bad landlord who insults and
abuses you. If you are in your own home you don't experience this. Safety, shelter and a sense of|

belong/'ng ~ all three (hings we have lost

S

Third{y, we require economic empowermenr. Many pfaces offer skills frain/'ng but if you have no
resources to carry out income generating activities then you are again stuck. We can work, | am

very hard working but | have no opportunity to work and so you end up relying on others which is
not what | want. | want to become something with my job. | want to truly feel free.

This comic was Producea' with the generous support of the Arts and Humanities *
Research Council through the Anti-Slavery Knowledge Network (as part of the
Global Cha{lenges Research Fund)

This project is a collaboration between ]assi K Sandhar (University of Bristol),
Geo{frey 0mony ()IOLRED) and the Goldin Institute.
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I I(eep engaged with this project, follow:
Jassi K. Sandhar: h((ps:// twittercom/ JassiSandhar
Mo YOLRED: hﬂps:/ '/twittercom/ )b(red_Uganda

Goldin Institute: hﬂps:/ '/twittercom/Goldinhstitute
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