
Critical praise for this book

‘This is an important contribution to the current debate 

on the relationship between peace and international 

justice … I enjoyed reading it and learnt much from it 

… an excellent work.’ – justice richard goldstone, 

former Chief Prosecutor of the United Nations Inter-

national Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia 

and Rwanda (The Hague Tribunal) and chairperson of 

the International Independent Inquiry on Kosovo. 

‘An important and revealing account of efforts to resolve 

a bitter, exploitative, and under reported conflict that 

the international community should, and could have 

ended many, many years ago. Tim Allen has provided 

an early insight into the problems of resorting to the 

International Criminal Court in so challenging a circum-

stance. If the ICC cannot work to resolve a twenty year 

conflict with the lives of thousands of vulnerable young 

children at its core, when can it work?’ – jon snow, 

broadcaster

‘Presents powerful and empirical support for the 

relevance of the ICC in one of the world’s worst human-

itarian disasters.’ – david keen, author of Conflict and 

Collusion in Sierra Leone and The Benefits of Famine

‘Trial Justice is a timely and important contribution to 

a critical – and often contentious – debate about the 

role of international criminal justice in times of war 

and peace.’ – eric stover, author of The Witnesses: 

War Crimes and the Promise of Justice in The Hague, and 

Director of the Human Rights Center and Adjunct Pro-

fessor, School of Public Health, University of California, 

Berkeley



Critical praise for this book

‘Tim Allen has written a gripping and affirmative ac-

count of the complex encounter between international 

criminal law and African realities.’ – mary kaldor, 

author of New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a 

Global Era, and Director of the Centre for the Study of 

Global Governance

‘A seminal work that carefully evaluates the conflict 

that has raged in the region for nearly twenty years. 

Allen is an anthropologist … who has been working in 

Northern Uganda for some time. His work, therefore, 

is of significant value. He is one of a handful of authors 

… whose writing is supported by a deep knowledge and 

clear understanding of both the social complexities and 

the political realities of the region.’ – joanna quinn, 

Assistant Professor of Political Science, University of 

Western Ontario, commenting on a draft of the book 

in Transitional Justice Forum (http://tj-forum.org/

archives/001506.html)

‘Tim Allen has written a provocative and illuminating 

analysis of the emerging practice of a new and poten-

tially significant player in international affairs: the ICC.’ 

– jenny kuper, author of International Law Concerning 

Child Civilians in Armed Conflict and Military Training 

and Children: Law, Policy and Practice
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Preface

Northern Uganda is the site of one of the worst humanitarian 

disasters in the world. Over a million people live in atrocious 

conditions in more than 200 displacement camps. It has been 

like this for years, but until recently it has been largely ignored. 

There have been the occasional news stories about weird cults, 

healing rituals, abducted children and mutilated women, but 

little serious effort to engage with the issues, or even to recognize 

the scale of the problem. During the past year there have been 

signs that things might finally be about to change. One reason for 

this is the role being played by the recently created International 

Criminal Court (ICC). It has intervened during an ongoing war, 

with a mandate to end impunity for the worst of crimes. The 

underlying assumption is that targeted criminal justice will con-

tribute to peacemaking. It is an experiment that has caused 

a storm of controversy. The following chapters assess these 

developments and place them in the context of international 

criminal law and the local political circumstances in which they 

have occurred.

For me, the borderlands of Uganda and Sudan carry a special 

significance. This is where I went to live over twenty years ago, 

initially as a teacher in rural secondary schools and at Juba 

University, and later as a field researcher among the Acholi and 

Madi people. Altogether I spent four years in southern Sudan 

and two years in northern Uganda. Returning to the region in 

late 2004 for the first time in over a decade was a very moving 

experience. I met people whom I had not seen since they were 

small children and old friends who had a great deal to tell me. 

I also visited the graves of some of those I lived with, and was 
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filled with sadness at how little improvement had been possible 

for most families. So much effort had been invested in earning 

small amounts of money and trying to educate their children. Yet 

there is so little to show for it. Indeed, for so many the situation 

is far worse than anything I saw in the 1980s. 

Research in northern Uganda was carried out for three weeks 

during November 2004, for two weeks in March 2005, and at vari-

ous times while I was living with my family in northern Uganda 

between May and September. The manuscript was completed in 

August, before the ICC issued warrants. A further visit was made 

to the region in November 2005, and a postscript has been added 

to the book drawing on findings from that trip, and bringing 

events up to date. By the time the book is published it is possible 

that one or more of the Lord’s Resistance Army commanders will 

have been taken to The Hague for trial. One of them at least is 

worried about that prospect, and has been using his access to 

a satellite telephone to solicit legal advice. 

Most of the research in November 2004 and March 2005 took 

place in Gulu, Kitgum, Lira, Adjumani and Pader municipalities, 

and in displacement camps at Awee, Opit, Awere, Lalogi, Anaka, 

Labuje, Pader, Pagimo, Corner Ogur, Abia, Agweng, Atiak and 

Pabbo. Numerous group meetings were held with local council 

officers, NGO staff, soldiers etc. But an effort was also made to 

spend time with individuals and solicit their views in private. 

Interviews and discussions were held in English, in Lwo (the 

language of the Acholi and Langi people), and in Maditi (the 

language spoken by Madi people of Adjumani district). When 

visiting the camps for the internally displaced, I tried to spend 

nights there rather than return to Gulu or Kitgum. This was not 

something that research teams had usually done, which may help 

explain the differences in local views presented here from those 

in other reports and articles. I made almost all the interviews in 

November 2004 and March 2005 with one or other of my two 
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research assistants, Jackie Atigo and Tonny Odiya Labol. Unless 

otherwise noted, those quoted in the report took place in the 

Lwo language. During the period between May and September 

2005 I was running a research project on the return of ‘formerly 

abducted people’ to their families, involving quite a large re-

search team. This made it possible to visit many more camps. 

Visits were made by the team to most of the larger camps and a 

large number of the smaller ones too. Around four hundred inter-

views were made with individuals and groups, including district 

officials, aid agency staff, peace negotiators, military officers, LRA 

combatants and over two hundred people living in the camps. 

Visits were also made to The Hague in 2005 for discussions with 

staff at the ICC. In addition to this recent research, the book 

draws extensively on my earlier long-term fieldwork in northern 

Uganda and across the border in Sudan from the early 1980s until 

1991, and on the many reports, articles, books and dissertations 

dealing with the area. 

To carry out field research in the war zone of northern Uganda 

is not straightforward. It is easy enough to spend time in the main 

towns and some of the more accessible camps, but to reach the 

places where most people live requires transport and logistical 

support. I am very grateful to the aid agencies that assisted in the 

research. I have not named them because some of the arguments 

made in the book deal with sensitive issues, and do not necessar-

ily represent their views. Much of the funding for the fieldwork 

and writing up was paid for by the Crisis States Research Centre 

of the London School of Economics (LSE), which is supported by 

the UK’s Department of International Development. 

Several perceptive and rigorous commentators have responded 

to drafts of the book, and provided me with help and sugges-

tions, including Barney Afako, Erin Baines, Betty Bigombe, Adam 

Branch, Matthew Brubacher, Christin Chinkin, Filippo Ciantia, 

Chis Dolan, Sverker Finnstrom, Susanne Kirk, Elliott Green, 
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Mariana Goetz, Matt Hobson, Tania Kaiser, Susanne Kirk, Jenny 

Kuper, Bob Leitch, Zachary Lomo, Andy Mawson, Ben Mergelsberg, 

Dyan Mazurana, Adam O’Brian, Gabriel Oling Olang, Melissa 

Parker, James Putzel, Joanna Quinn, Mareike Schomerus, Eric 

Stover, David Wright and others whom I cannot name. It must 

be stressed, however, that the analysis presented here does not 

necessarily represent the views of any of these people. In fact some 

of them strongly disagree with what I have written. 

I was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukaemia five years ago. 

I am grateful beyond measure to my anonymous bone marrow 

donor and to haematology staff at University College Hospital, 

London, for saving my life. The support received from colleagues 

at the LSE, my parents, friends and relatives has also been in-

valuable, and I would not have been able to return to Africa and 

carry out this research without it. Finally, I thank Luke, Joshua 

and Rachael for putting up with me while I wrote the book, and 

above all Melissa for her constant love and care.
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IDP populations receiving relief assistance, based on 
OCHA estimates 

Total IDP population (April/July 2005): approximately 1.5 mil-
lion living in over 250 IDP camps (excluding unregistered 
IDPs)

Breakdown by district

Districts with a predominantly Acholi population

Gulu district: total IDP population (July 2005) 460,226 living in 
53 IDP camps

Kitgum district: total IDP population (July 2005) 310,111 living 
in 22 IDP camps

Pader district: total IDP population (April 2005) 283,781 living 
in 26 IDP camps

Districts with a predominantly Langi population

Apac district: total IDP population (July 2005) 98,193 living in 
15 IDP camps

Lira district: total IDP population (July 2005) 350,828 living in 
40 IDP camps 

Districts with a predominantly Teso population

Katakwi district: total IDP population (April 2005) approxi-
mately 140,000 living in 82 IDP camps

Soroti, Kaberamaido and Kumi districts: total IDP population 
(July 2005) 18,000 living in 22 IDP camps

(Source: OCHA, 2005)




