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For much of the twentieth century, both scholars and practitioners viewed Af-
rica as a region endowed with abundant supplies of land. Unlike densely popu-
lated areas in Asia or areas of Latin America where a few people controlled large 
amounts of land, in Africa land was neither a constraint on economic growth or 
a major source of confl ict, and hence of little concern to politicians, policymakers 
or students of development. Beginning in the 1980s, these assumptions came 
increasingly into question. As competition over land increased, land transactions 
became increasingly commercialized, land prices rose and confl icts multiplied. 
Rival claimants turned to government offi  cials, adjudicators, NGOs, relatives 
and neighbours to mediate disputes or testify on their behalf. In the process, 
struggles over land restructured relations of kinship and authority as well as pat-
terns of market exchange and the distribution of wealth – reinforcing or desta-
bilizing established hierarchies and networks and sparking intense debates over 
value, entitlement and belonging.

Struggles over land took distinctive forms in northern Uganda, where de-
cades of violent confl ict gave way to relative security by 2010. In the Karamoja 
sub-region, disarmament and the decline of raiding opened possibilities of de-
velopment, particularly projects by outside investors. Th e claims they asserted 
were very diff erent from the claims and uses with which local people were famil-
iar. In the Acholi sub-region, confl icts over land were delayed during the long 
insurgency of the Lord’s Resistance Army, when the government forced much 
of the rural population into Internally Displaced Persons camps. Competition 

Foreword
Sara Berry
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over access to and control of land re-emerged after 2006, when the camps were 
disbanded and people began to return to their former homes. While some chose 
to remain in the small urban centres that had hosted the camps, many returned 
to their villages, planning to reclaim their land, settle and resume cultivation. As 
they did so, however, frequent disputes broke out over who could legitimately 
claim which pieces of land. In many cases, returnees found that other people had 
occupied their land, or they faced challenges from their own relatives over who 
had the right to use family land. Th is Land Is Not For Sale presents a group of case 
studies that illuminate the complexity of post-confl ict land-claiming processes 
and refl ect on their implications for Ugandan society and economy.

Th e chapters in Th is Land Is Not For Sale are written by a group of Danish and 
Ugandan researchers who carried out fi eld research in separate localities but con-
ferred frequently through personal communications and in annual workshops to 
refi ne their fi eld inquiries, compare fi ndings and discuss the broader implications 
of their work. Th e result is a cohesive set of local studies that combine richly de-
tailed ethnographic accounts of individuals’ and families’ struggles to claim and 
hold on to land, with broader refl ections on their relevance not only for Uganda 
but also for social scientists’ understanding of the way rising pressure on land 
is reshaping African economies and societies in the early twenty-fi rst century. 
Th rough repeated sojourns in the localities they were studying, the authors were 
able not only to build long-term relationships with their local interlocutors, giv-
ing them access to information that was not shared on their fi rst visits, but also to 
observe changes in people’s attitudes towards the cases they were involved in and 
their relations with one another. Th e result is a series of studies that illuminate 
the dynamics of land-claiming processes by placing anthropological fi eldwork in 
historical and comparative perspective.

In keeping with the collaborative character and multilevel aims of the au-
thors’ research, each chapter begins with a detailed narrative of a particular case; 
a specifi c theme is then highlighted – multiplicity, belonging, aspirations, etc. – 
that opens the way for broader discussions of policy and anthropological theory. 
In a further expression of the collaborative character of the study, each chapter is 
co-authored by two or three members of the research team. Th e group includes 
scholars of varying seniority – tenured professors, graduate students and recent 
Ph.D.s – who worked together throughout the research and writing process with-
out regard to nationality or academic rank.

By carrying out their studies in conversation with one another, Lotte Mein-
ert, Susan Reynolds Whyte and their colleagues address common themes from 
multiple perspectives, enriching both the local narratives and discussions of 
their conceptual signifi cance. Nearly everyone involved in making, defending 
and adjudicating claims on land agrees on the importance of ‘development’ – 
a consensus made possible by the polyvalence of the term. By keeping their 
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focus ‘close to the ground and to people who use the ground’, the authors 
interrogate the complexity of people’s aspirations, seeking to provide a ‘more 
nuanced understanding’ of responses to development. By including studies of 
land confl icts in Karamoja and Ik as well as Acholi communities, they also go 
beyond the limitations of a single ethnographic case. Together, their studies 
support other recent analyses in arguing that many post-confl ict land disputes 
are too varied and complex to be justly dealt with by a single act of legislation. 
In eff ect, Th is Land Is Not For Sale makes a case that to avoid arbitrary impov-
erishment or dispossession local disputes must be negotiated one case at a time 
at the local level.

In making their case that justice in land matters is local, the authors empha-
size two major themes: 1) that making and defending claims on land is a process 
rather than a one-off  event, and 2) that processes of making, defending and/or 
losing claims on land hinge on relations of trust. Trust (or the lack thereof ) works 
to promote agreement (or confl ict) among claimants and between claimants, 
NGOs, local authorities and state offi  cials who seek to participate in and/or gov-
ern the claiming process.

Claims on land are regulated by law, but since Uganda, like many other Af-
rican countries, recognizes both statutory and customary laws, reference to legal 
norms tends to promote multiple understandings of who owns the land and how 
it may be used. In many cases, disputed claims to land are carried out outside 
of offi  cial channels, through networks of interaction and understanding among 
acquaintances. In Chapter 2, Lotte Meinert and Mette Kusk describe the fi rst 
sale of land in an Ik community in north-eastern Uganda. Th ey argue that the 
sale itself created ‘original owners’. Prior to the transaction, at least three families 
had been users of the land over time, and a clan leader had been the caretaker 
looking after the land. But because the buyer – a foreign company – needed a few 
specifi ed sellers to sign the transaction papers, three ‘owners’ were established, 
and people who had previously used the land for diff erent purposes were pushed 
aside.

Because they are ‘embedded in social relationships’, transactions in land 
often promote rather than quell disputes over who may do what with a piece of 
land. Access to and control over land hinge not only on ‘bundles of rights’ but 
also on bundles of obligations among the transactors, their relatives, neighbours 
and others. Th eir analysis echoes Shipton’s observation apropos development 
agencies’ frustration over farmers’ unpaid debts, that rural Luo often failed to 
pay back institutional loans not because they did not understand the concept 
of repayment but because they had more important obligations to take care of 
fi rst (Shipton 2007: 101–2). In a plural legal context, transactions may serve to 
reinforce claims as well as vice versa. In describing the growing number of land 
transactions in a cocoa farming area of southern Côte d’Ivoire, Jean-Pierre Dozon 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



xii  Foreword

observed that the point was not ‘I am an owner, therefore I sell’ but ‘I sell, there-
fore I am an owner’ (Dozon 1985: 289).

Confl icts may also arise from diff erent understandings of obligations, trans-
actions or wealth. In the past, Shipton argued, Luo acquired livestock not to 
keep them but to give them away – as bridewealth, loans, collateral, funeral gifts, 
inheritance, etc. – transferring material wealth (in this case, animals) to other 
people in order to build and sustain social relationships (Shipton 2009). As pop-
ulation growth, urban expansion and commercialization changed the value of 
livestock in Kenya, the meaning of transactions changed too. Like transfers of 
land, transfers of livestock became increasingly commercialized, and livestock 
owners were more inclined to keep animals they acquired, treating them as a 
store of wealth to be sold only when needed to defray necessary expenses, rather 
than given away at the fi rst opportunity. Yet social payments did not simply 
disappear. Land, cattle and other material goods – or their equivalent monetary 
values – continue to be transferred as wedding gifts, consumed in funerary rites 
or bequeathed to relatives of the deceased owners, reinforcing family ties even as 
they promote monetization.

Th e book’s focus on tensions over land within close social relationships fi ts 
with developments in other African settings. In Ghana, many people now desig-
nate their heirs while they are still alive, rather than leaving their property to be 
held and managed collectively by their kin group as a whole. At the same time, 
however, individualized inheritance may coexist with older forms of family be-
quest rather than replacing them. Ghana’s Law on Intestate Succession (PNDCL 
111), passed in 1985, is a good example. Before the law was enacted, when a 
man died, his property passed to his matrilineal kin, leaving his widow to seek 
support from her own natal family or fend for herself. As cocoa farming became 
the economic mainstay of the Ghanaian economy, women who had worked on 
their husbands’ farms for years without pay began to claim a share of the farm(s) 
they had helped create. By the 1980s, their plight caught the attention of J. J. 
Rawlings, head of Ghana’s then military regime. To protect bereaved spouses and 
their children from dispossession, Rawlings’ government enacted PNDCL 111, 
mandating that the bulk of a deceased person’s property go to his (or her) sur-
viving spouse, with minority shares reserved for surviving kin.1 However, the law 
applies only to property the deceased person acquired for him/herself. ‘Family 
property’ in which the deceased held a benefi cial interest by virtue of member-
ship in his or her natal kin group remains family property forever. Upheld in 
repeated court judgments, individually held title deeds and collective customary 
property coexist (Berry 2022).

Land arrangements in Uganda also frequently involve combinations of stat-
utory law, custom and social practice, often referred to as ‘legal pluralism’. In 
Chapter 4, Esther Acio, Lioba Lenhart and Susan Reynolds Whyte show how the 
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process of reclaiming land after disbanding the IDP camps fostered intergenera-
tional tensions. Elders accused youth of being lazy and disrespectful, while young 
people complained that their elders were greedy, secretive and used witchcraft to 
secure family land for themselves. Mistrust did not sever the connections, how-
ever. Young men supported the restoration of patrilineal authority and control 
over land in order to claim access to family land through their elders. Th ose who 
were saving to buy land for themselves planned to do so in addition to sustaining 
their claims on family land. Ben Adol Otto, Michael Whyte and Susan Reynolds 
Whyte strike a similar note in Chapter 6 on ‘Belonging’. Social membership, 
they argue, is not an ascribed fact but a process: ‘belonging has to be practised’. 
People hold funerals and bury their relatives ‘at home’, they explain, to demon-
strate that they belong to the land and the land belongs to them.

Th e authors share the view that land claims are best understood as social pro-
cesses that play out over time as people assert their claims, challenge competing 
claimants, and appeal to a variety of authorities to help defend them. People with 
the knowledge and means to seek formal authorization of their claims may apply 
for titles or take land disputes to court hoping to settle them once and for all. But 
obtaining a title deed requires working through layers of bureaucracy – a long 
and expensive process that many people cannot aff ord and others prefer to avoid.

As the case studies in this volume make clear, probably a majority of land dis-
putes are settled outside of offi  cial channels. Th is does not mean that ‘settlements’ 
are either straightforward or conclusive. Claimants may reach agreement on who 
may use a piece of land without settling the question of who owns it or attempt-
ing to consolidate multiple forms of land use in the hands of a single individual 
or social unit such as a household. Members of a household may cultivate a piece 
of land, individually or together, while allowing others to traverse the plot, hunt, 
gather naturally occurring plants or graze livestock on stubble left after crops 
have been harvested.

Th e variety of land uses and arrangements people have developed to enable 
or constrain them is vividly illustrated by Stephen Langole’s ‘autoethnographic’ 
account in Chapter 1. At the time of writing, Langole claimed six diff erent pieces 
of land – the plot at his residence in town, another urban plot and four rural 
parcels. Each plot was contested on a variety of grounds. Langole hoped to secure 
his claim by obtaining titles for his land but confronted many obstacles, social as 
well as bureaucratic. Access to land, the authors explain, requires ‘a network of 
acquaintances’ and continuing engagement with rival claimants, potential wit-
nesses, adjudicators, authorities and others. ‘Landholding’, Langole concludes, 
‘is something that should constantly be negotiated and be accommodative of 
other interests’.

In all of these social processes, the authors of Th is Land Is Not For Sale em-
phasize the importance of trust. Trust and mistrust, they explain, are matters 
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of aff ect as well as social interaction. Whether land transactions take place and 
on what terms depends, in part, on how land claimants feel about one another. 
Transactions between parties who do not know each other are mediated by ‘in-
side-outsiders’, who have some familiarity with each side (Chapter 8). As many 
of their cases show, trust and mistrust develop through interactions shaped by 
would-be transactors’ behaviour and their experiences with one another. If a per-
son is known to follow through on commitments, she/he is likely to gain access 
to land on more favourable terms than someone with a history of defaults. Mis-
trust grows where a party experiences lack of recognition and communication. 
Confl icts may arise over competing interests in land use, leading claimants to 
mistrust rival users, who cannot be relied on to respect others’ needs. An exam-
ple is the case of people not being allowed to collect water, fi rewood and wild 
plants within the boundaries of national parks and forest reserves (Chapter 9 on 
‘Conservation’).

Th roughout their essays, Meinert, Whyte and their colleagues use key 
themes – development, trust, and mistrust, and claiming and governing land, 
as socially embedded processes – to highlight commonalities among the cases 
without oversimplifying or reducing them to single issues. In doing so, they draw 
on richly detailed studies of local confl icts to address broader theoretical debates. 
Arguing that struggles over land are best understood as competing claims rather 
than ‘rights’ that are gained or lost, the book provides strong support for treating 
concepts such as ownership, kinship and belonging as social processes rather than 
social or legal facts. Maintaining a deft balance between ethnographic specifi city 
and larger social trends, Th is Land Is Not For Sale elucidates both the importance 
and the diffi  culty of coping with land confl icts, not only in northern Uganda but 
across the continent. Comprised of richly detailed and insightful local studies, 
the book exceeds the sum of its parts.

Sara Berry is Professor Emeritus at the Department of History at Johns Hopkins 
University.

Note

1. Th e law applies to surviving spouses, male as well as female, but has been particularly infl u-
ential in protecting widows, who often make contributions to conjugal property for years 
without any formal compensation (Kasanga and Kotey 2001).
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Figure 0.1. Building not for sale © Mette Lind Kusk.
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In 2014, Omony painted the words ‘NOT FOR SALE’ on a building in the 
trading centre near his family home. His father was going away for training for 
a whole year, and he had heard rumours that his father’s brothers had designs on 
the building and plot belonging to his parents. Omony’s family did not stay in 
the building but rented it out to others, who used it for doing business. Omony 
painted the words to signal to the brothers: ‘we heard what you want to do, so 
don’t try to sell our property’. Of course, it was also to scare off  potential buyers; 
that is the main point, Omony said. Th e sign appeared to be eff ective. Omony 
heard no more rumours about his father’s brothers’ plans, and he felt confi dent 
that the land was protected. As he said: ‘Our family is very stable, and we are 
well-known in the trading centre, which safeguards the land against any sales.’ 
In this case, the sign created a kind of presence in the absence of Omony’s father. 
Of course, the presence of a sign was diff erent from the presence of a person, but 
it conveyed a clear message to the brothers as well as to the people in the com-
munity and potential buyers: this place is not for sale no matter what you might 
have been told.

As part of our collective research project on land issues in northern Uganda, 
Mette Lind Kusk collected material about the signs in and around Gulu town 
stating ‘Land not for Sale’. Th ere were diff erent versions of these signs, sometimes 
even including a telephone number, roughly painted on the side of a building, or 
simply stuck on a stake in the ground. We found it puzzling that people would 
advertise something that was not for sale. Soon we discovered that the signs usu-
ally pointed to tensions (Kusk and Meinert 2022). Th ese signs of trouble fl ag 

Introduction
Trust and Transitions 
in Northern Uganda

Lotte Meinert and Susan Reynolds Whyte
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a central theme of this book: the problem of trust and mistrust that permeates 
land matters in northern Uganda. Often, as in Omony’s case, there was mistrust 
among family members. Concerns revolved around land that several actors were 
claiming – individually and collectively. Some signs were about land that was 
considered clan land with communal access rights, which some individual family 
members were trying to sell secretly for their own advantage. Such covert sales, 
where the seller’s authority to sell is questionable, have been reported from West 
Africa as well (Colin and Woodhouse 2010: 8). But whether land issues involved 
relatives, neighbours, external ‘developers’, or government, questions of trust and 
mistrust were pervasive.

Th ere is an impressive and growing literature on land confl ict: large-scale 
land-grabbing by wealthy and powerful institutions (Cotula 2013; Ansoms 
and Hilhorst 2014; Batterbury and Ndi 2018); land concentration and trans-
fers (Schlee 2021); enclosure (Galaty 2021); expropriation and dispossession 
(Hendricks, Ntsebeza and Helliker 2013; Ashami and Lydall 2021). Much less 
scholarly attention has been paid to small-scale land disputes among people with 
roughly similar amounts of power. Yet these small scale-disputes often play a 
central role in everyday lives: they disrupt fundamental social relationships and 
livelihoods; they are personal and experiential. Even in cases of powerful actors 
enforcing claims, there is always an element of personal interaction – with mid-
dlemen, with government authorities, even with wild animals. In this book, we 
pay close attention to small-scale disputes and the play of social connections in 
interventions by powerful parties – all in the context of historical transitions 
after violent confl ict. We claim that questions of trust and mistrust are central to 
understanding the dynamics of land disputes and their connections to societal 
changes. We explore these matters within three topical areas: claims and transac-
tions; intimate governing of land; and imagining development.

We see in Omony’s case an attempt to confi rm a claim to a plot of land and to 
prevent transactions in the form of sale. As would also be the case for agricultural 
land, he thinks the plot should not be alienated but kept in trust for the family 
and himself. Entrustment of land for the next generations is a fundamental ideal 
in much of northern Uganda, but suspicion and mistrust often fl avour practices 
of entrustment.

Th e signs about land not for sale strongly refl ect the second topical area of 
the book: intimate governing. Land is governed not only through offi  cial insti-
tutions and according to legislation but also, and mainly, through intimate and 
familial relationships. In this sense, Omony’s sign was not only a sign to potential 
buyers but equally an intimate governing tool that signalled to his uncles that 
they had no authority to sell the land. Cases in our book highlight how land 
rights were almost always negotiated in interpersonal relationships, often of kin-
ship and marriage. Inevitably, family and neighbour confl icts over land were also 
confl icts about other issues, which further complicated resolution.
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Th e third topical area of the book, imagining development, is also pertinent to 
Omony’s sign because the sign indicates that these are times of transition when 
land has new potential for generating money and some kind of development. 
Th e sign confi rms that there IS a market in land in these places – land is being 
sold both to locals and to outsiders with disagreements to follow. Not only peo-
ple disagreed about land use and development. Animals and humans also came 
into confl ict over access to land. National parks and forest reserves were meant 
to conserve nature by separating humans and wildlife. Yet elephants, buff alos 
and baboons do not read human signs or respect human fences. Nor do people 
neighbouring these lands always share government values of developing tourism 
and maintaining forests for national purposes.

Th e big picture of historical transformation in landholding is a mixed one. 
Some land is NOT for sale; at least there is a strong ideal that ancestral land 
should not be sold but kept within the patrilineal descent group in trust for fu-
ture generations. But land IS for sale, and as we shall see, there are many people 
who wish to buy a piece of land to call ‘mine’ rather than ‘ours’. In the parts of 
Acholiland where much of our research took place, fragmentation and individ-
ualization of land were stronger tendencies than concentration of large areas in 
fewer hands.

Land and Confl ict in Northern Uganda

At the national level, Uganda has seen a series of shifts in land legislation. Batungi 
(2008) recognizes six diff erent land reforms: from the colonial period, when land 
formally belonged to the Crown, to the present era, when the Constitution of 
1995 and the Land Act of 1997 declared that land belongs to the citizens under 
four diff erent forms of tenure (see the appendix on land legislation). Importantly, 
however, Batungi also notes that throughout these legal changes the fundamental 
characteristics of land tenure have not changed since colonial times: ‘ . . . all cus-
tomary land tenure systems, which account for 85 per cent of the total land mass 
of Uganda are still unregulated and completely outside the statutory framework 
of the country’ (Batungi 2008: 79). We will argue that they are indeed regulated, 
or governed, even though they are outside the national statutory framework. 
But we appreciate Batungi’s point that changes in land legislation that sound 
immensely signifi cant are not necessarily felt on the ground by ordinary people 
dealing with land issues.

Customary tenure is even more prevalent in northern Uganda than the na-
tional average – in 2007 one estimate put it at 95 per cent (Foley 2007: 33). By 
its nature, it is fl exible and varied, subject to informal arrangements. Customary 
land is a default category; it is land that is not offi  cially registered. In contrast, 
freehold land is transacted in writing; it should be recorded in the National Lands 
Registry and confi rmed by a title deed. Most land sales are not formalized in this 
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way. Rather they are part of the vernacular land market, witnessed by neighbours 
or local offi  cials, often noted on a piece of paper, but never subjected to the 
cadastral requirements of the District Land Board and National Lands Registry.

Th e parts of northern Uganda where our research took place are distant from 
the centre of Uganda, both geographically and politically. Th e Acholi and Kar-
amoja sub-regions are closer to Kenya and South Sudan than to Kampala. As 
border areas, they have been subject to raids and infl uxes of refugees, both of 
which have implications for land use. Since colonial times, Karamoja has been 
neglected by central government as remote and inhabited by ‘warlike pastoral-
ists who refused to be governed’ like the rest of the nation (Mamdani 1982). 
Like pastoralists in other parts of eastern Africa, they were labelled backward 
and incapable of using their land productively (Gabbert 2021). Th e people of 
the Acholi sub-region have felt themselves largely excluded from the political life 
of the nation, especially since 1986 with the accession to power of the National 
Resistance Movement. Like the people of Karamoja, they are sensitive to being 
exploited by the centre – for their underground resources of oil and minerals or 
for the land itself.

Two fundamental characteristics of these areas have a bearing on land issues. 
Th e fi rst is that they have long been less densely populated than many other parts 
of the country (Hopwood and Atkinson 2013). In the late colonial period, the 
Acholi sub-region was characterized as ‘under-populated’; indeed Girling (1960: 
183) wrote that the low population density was one of the factors inhibiting 
social and economic change. Although Acholi people have long been wary of 
outsiders (the British, the Langi) having designs on their territory (Lagace 2016), 
many of our interlocutors spoke of earlier times when their forefathers had plenty 
of land and welcomed in-laws and friends to settle with them. Th is assumption of 
abundant land that could be given away to strengthen social relations has disap-
peared today. Land is no longer seen as a collective resource that is only valuable 
together with labour; today it is potentially an individual resource (Kusk 2018).

Th e Karamoja sub-region is even less densely populated in part because of ge-
ography; unlike the Acholi and Langi areas, much of the land is not well suited for 
cultivation. Pastoralism, which does not support a heavy population, has played a 
predominant role. Th is more mobile form of land use entails a diff erent relation 
to land and territory and diff erent kinds of confl icts, often over water and graz-
ing. Even the indigenous Ik community, who inhabit the mountains in Kaabong 
District of Karamoja and pursue agriculture as well as hunting and gathering, 
move their villages frequently. Th eir area is not densely populated either, but they 
have seasonal tensions with pastoralists from the surrounding plains, who bring 
their animals to Ik territory in times of drought.

Th e existence of vast areas of unsettled or lightly settled land in these parts 
of northern Uganda is reinforced by the presence of two major national parks, 
Kidepo and Murchison Falls, and large forest reserves. Together with the impor-
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tance of grazing and hunting, the parks and forest reserves provide an impres-
sion that there are immense stretches of unoccupied land in these parts of an 
otherwise quite densely populated country. Th is has led to confl icts with large-
scale investors.1 Developers could invoke the trope of uninhabited territory: ‘In 
a perfectly designed terra nullius pattern, land together with its inhabitants was 
declared empty by planners who then made it available for industrial uses and 
commodifi cation’ (Gabbert 2021: 8).

A second distinguishing characteristic of the parts of northern Uganda we 
studied is that they were recovering from long periods of violent confl ict during 
the years 2013–2016 when we undertook fi eldwork. In the Acholi and Lango 
sub-regions, the war between the national army (the Uganda People’s Defence 
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Forces) and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) was pursued at varying intensities 
from 1986. Over 90 per cent of the population were forcibly interned in Inter-
nally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps and not allowed to use their land. Th e fam-
ilies upon whose land the IDP camps were located likewise lost control of their 
land for the duration of the war. With the ceasefi re in 2006, the vast majority of 
those interned began to return to their rural homes. Many became embroiled in 
confl icts over land in the places where they went back to resume their livelihoods. 
Elders who knew the old boundaries had died; some women who had formed 
relationships in the camps were not welcomed to their partners’ homes; their 
children did not have socially recognized fathers, so the sons had weak claims on 
paternal land (Whyte et al. 2013). During the war and encampment, people lost 
all their livestock and other property; they had not been able to generate income. 
Th eir only remaining asset was the land, and they were repeatedly warned to care 
for it and not to sell it.

In the Karamoja sub-region, which had long been ransacked by mutual raids 
between armed groups from Karamoja, Kenya and South Sudan, disarmament 
eff orts had been ongoing. Th e latest initiative, the Karamoja Integrated Disar-
mament and Development Programme 2007/2008–2009/2010, was quite suc-
cessful in some ways, so armed confl ict had declined noticeably. Yet the eff ect 
of disarmament included increased sedentarization, shifts away from pastoral 
livelihoods and changing gender roles (Stites and Akabwai 2010). Although few 
people in Karamoja had been formally displaced from their land, all had been 
through an extended period of insecurity that involved great uncertainty about 
access to and safety in territories.

In both sub-regions, the relatively marked and concentrated transition from 
violent confl ict to comparative peace ushered in an era of development expecta-
tions. While development is an ideal all over Uganda, the rhythm of eff orts and 
activities has been diff erent in those parts of the country where it seems to have 
been put on hold by protracted confl ict and then made possible at a turning 
point when new horizons opened. Both the people who had lived through the 
hard times and outside donors and investors saw opportunities and needs that 
had implications for land use. Th ere was thus a relatively sharp change in the 
signifi cance of land as new economic possibilities arose and land was increasingly 
commodifi ed.

Th ese historical conditions were very eff ective in fostering mistrust (Meinert 
2012; Gade, Willerslev and Meinert 2015). During the prolonged periods of 
violence, people felt they could not trust either government authorities or those 
who were attacking them. Th ey could not rely on government institutions. Par-
ticularly in the Acholi sub-region, apprehension focused on land; rumours cir-
culated about plots to grab the land over which people had lost control (Dolan 
2009; Hopwood and Atkinson 2013; Lenhart 2013; Whyte et al. 2014). As 
peace and security were established, mistrust accompanied attempts to re-secure 
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land rights. Individuals, families and kin groups vied with one another amid sus-
picions and doubt about belonging and boundaries. Development interventions 
evoked mistrust as well; in situations where most people were impoverished, an 
infl ux of resources available to some and not others brought suspicion. When 
development initiatives required land, who could be trusted to represent local 
landholders?

Ethnographic Journeys

It was in this setting of recent confl ict, transition, development initiatives and 
heightened tensions over land that we undertook a set of related ethnographic 
journeys. ‘We’ are a team of researchers from Gulu University in Uganda and 
Aarhus and Copenhagen universities in Denmark. From 2013 to 2018 we coop-
erated on a project we called ‘Governing Transition in Northern Uganda: Trust 
and Land’,2 in which we followed land confl icts and tensions as they evolved 
over time. Ethnographic approaches predominated, since the majority of us were 
anthropologists. However, there were scholars of law, philosophy and political 
science among our number as well.

In our research, we have followed the principles of multisitedness and mul-
tisightedness. We worked with various related topics at diff erent locations in the 
Acholi, Lango and Karamoja sub-regions of northern Uganda, some in rural ar-
eas and some in towns. And we consciously tried to make use of the diff erent 
perspectives we brought as men and women, older and younger, senior scholars 
and PhD students, from Uganda and Denmark. Th is book is conceived as a 
‘polygraph’, on the model developed in an earlier project (Whyte 2014). Th at is, 
it has multiple writers addressing roughly similar material and common themes 
about which they have maintained a dialogue over several years. All of the chap-
ters are co-authored, and all of the cases have been discussed jointly. Mette Lind 
Kusk made drawings of the cases introducing each part of the book, and these 
facilitated our analyses by pointing us towards key issues.

Th e researchers reviewed policy documents on land administration and lit-
igation; some followed how land was used in political campaigning during the 
2016 national and district elections (Meinert and Kjær 2017). Parts of the data 
collection were participatory in the sense that researchers asked respondents to 
draw maps, make timelines and do transect walks. We explored the semantics 
of land use and landholding in the relevant local languages. During our annual 
workshops, we invited policymakers and practitioners to participate and discuss 
our material as well as land issues they found pertinent. Based on our cases and 
these discussions and analyses, we developed and disseminated a set of policy 
briefs on various land issues (see www.Trustland.me).

One method predominated over all others: assembling extended cases. Every 
researcher followed a few selected land confl icts closely. We talked to a primary 
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interlocutor and wherever possible to others involved in the tensions or open 
confl icts over a specifi c piece of land. We returned regularly in the mode of ep-
isodic fi eldwork (M. Whyte 2013) to update ourselves on what had happened 
since the last visit. Staying for longer or shorter periods in the locality, we tried 
to get a sense of the immediate context in which the land struggle was taking 
place. Th us, rather than simply mapping governance structures and kinds of land 
confl icts and adjudication institutions at one point in time, we have followed 
transactions and disputes as they unfolded. Th is processual approach has allowed 
us to see how cases change over time, how they often get stuck or escalate, how 
they sometimes dissolve or are given up, and how they are occasionally resolved 
through a variety of social and legal processes.

Our case approach has yielded a personal and interpersonal perspective on 
land issues. Even when we are dealing with large-scale issues such as conservation 
or mineral extraction, we tell the story through the experiences of positioned 
actors, individual persons interacting with other positioned persons. In this way, 
we off er a complement to the research on land confl icts in Africa that focuses on 
more general patterns – for example, the displacement of pastoralists from their 
territories (Gabbert et al. 2021), the role of the state (Lund 2016; Van Leeuwen 
2017; Kandal 2018) and land grabbing for investment (Cotula 2013). We show 
how these macro forces impinge on people’s lives and how they are dealt with as 
people try to secure their livelihoods.

In organizing this book, we have selected a set of cases as springboards – one 
to open each of the three parts and one to open each chapter. We present them 
in detail, as the researchers learned about them. Th ey are close-up and personal, 
providing a more intimate view than most descriptions of land confl icts in Africa. 
Th e strongest example is the frank autoethnographic case provided by Stephen 
Langole in Chapter 1 on Multiplicity. Th is case-based approach is part of the 
reason why mistrust emerged so clearly in our material. People talked about their 
experiences of claims and confl icts and what they thought about the others with 
whom they were interacting around land. Th ey complained about secretiveness 
and wondered about intentions. Th ey told us about tentative plans and doubts. 
We are conscious of the fact that their stories are about confl icts; by their nature 
they are likely to refl ect mistrust. Still, we think they also reveal something about 
trust. Partly by negative implication, the suspicions and assessments of unreli-
ability suggest which ideals of trust have been betrayed. Partly by the positive 
attempts to mediate and enhance trust, the practices of building confi dence show 
what it involves.

After the cases that introduce each chapter, we begin by briefl y answering the 
question ‘of what is this a case?’ With inspiration from Christian Lund (2014), 
we consider the general pattern of which the case is a specifi c example, and we 
suggest what concepts the case may be taken to instantiate concretely. Th is allows 
us to progressively contextualize the case while at the same time focus in on par-
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ticular analytical themes. Of course, rich cases can be mined for many analytical 
points, and we refer to them back and forth across chapters.

Trust and Mistrust

‘Fiduciary culture’ (from Latin fi ducia – trust) is the concept Parker Shipton 
(2007) introduced to capture the importance of trust among the Luo of west-
ern Kenya – and by extension in many African societies. Delayed reciprocity 
and generalized exchange involve trust; people give things, blessings, knowledge 
and rights to dependents with the assurance that others also give to them. Th ey 
should care for what they have been given and pass things on. Entrustment is the 
keeping of something in care for further transmission in the future. Th e primary 
example of entrustment is the stewardship of land. Received from previous gen-
erations, it should be preserved for children and grandchildren to use. Shipton 
contrasts the notion of landholding through entrustment with ‘ownership’ in 
the sense of complete rights, including the right to alienate land for good. In 
entrustment, rights to land are embedded in social relations such that the be-
longing or attachment of people and land are intertwined. Th e entrustment view 
does not place the signifi cance of land primarily in terms of its economic value 
but in the context of other values: social identity, belonging and generational 
succession. Trust in access to land involves trust in other people. Precisely be-
cause trust is such an important ideal, mistrust is ever present, especially under 
the historical conditions prevailing in northern Uganda. Th e kinds of trust and 
mistrust entailed in the entrustment of land constitute one major focus of our 
studies. However, our considerations encompass the play of trust in other kinds 
of land governing as well. In addition to bonds of reciprocity with intimate oth-
ers, organizations and state hierarchy are governance mechanisms (Hydén 2006; 
Rhodes 2007). People’s past experiences with these forms of governance are likely 
to aff ect trust relationships (Rothstein and Stolle 2008). Ruling elites may aff ect 
trust by the way in which they enforce existing rules; impartial enforcement of 
the rule of law is likely to enhance trust in the legal system, whereas favouring 
certain groups undermines trust (Evans 1996; Hydén 2006). Trust is normally 
regarded as an essential element of state legitimacy and a prerequisite for social 
interaction. Trust in institutions is also argued to have an important bearing on 
the outlook people have on livelihood investments (Fukuyama 1995). Th ere is 
a common understanding that if only rules are set and enacted in an impartial 
and fair manner, trust will tend to increase, and if rules are twisted or enacted in 
ways that favour some over others, mistrust will grow (Rothstein and Stolle 2008; 
Hydén 2006). But what if there are multiple sets of rules? What if people do not 
agree about impartiality and fairness?

Th e plural legal situation in northern Uganda includes a variety of entities, 
from clan elders to high court and civil society organizations, and here people 
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compare institutions, rules and possibilities in terms of competence, fairness, 
transparency and probity. It is sometimes argued that plurality of legal systems 
undermines confi dence in each. Yet, cases in this book point to possible mutual 
recognition and collaboration between the legal systems. Customary fora some-
times refer to the statutory system when clan or family negotiations have come 
to a standstill and vice versa. Rather than describing a situation where plural legal 
systems undermine each other, we see a situation of legal pluralism, where actors 
from diff erent systems often recognize and refer to each other – not in total agree-
ment and support – but with some level of both trust and mistrust, and with an 
understanding that some cases are a better fi t for other systems.

While much scholarly focus has been on the political, social and existential 
dimensions of trust (Løgstrup 1956; Luhmann 1979; Giddens 1990), less at-
tention has been devoted to the role of scepticism and mistrust in governance. 
Yet there is a tradition in anthropology that explores widespread examples of 
mistrust, suspicion, scepticism, ambiguity, opacity, deception and doubt as as-
sumptions and ontologies in social life (Douglas 1992; Geshiere 1997; Whyte 
1997; Meinert 2012; Bubandt 2014; Gade, Willerslev and Meinert 2015; Carey 
2017). Th ese ‘systems of mistrust’ might be more complicated than systems of 
trust, as argued by Luhmann (1979). Th ey play important roles in governance 
and development and do not only undermine eff orts at cooperation and change. 
Sometimes mistrust and suspicion are warranted as forms of sanction against 
antisocial or corrupt behaviour.

Following this scholarly tradition, we recognize that in northern Uganda 
both trust and mistrust are defi ning features – sometimes even cosmological prin-
ciples – that guide social action with respect to land and resources. Entrustment 
of land is the traditional and guiding principle for most land transmissions, but 
mistrust is also a traditional and normal part of these transmissions and of social 
life. New forms of trust and mistrust are appearing with the commercialization of 
land, and they do not simply lead to amelioration of relations – they create new 
complications. Trust and mistrust diff er in regard to abstract and formal institu-
tions and rules, and concrete face-to-face relations (Giddens 1990). In this book, 
we attend to the signifi cance of social position for trust and mistrust in institu-
tions and social relations between men and women, youth and elders, insiders 
and outsiders, elites and ordinary people. We examine the trust and mistrust that 
people and various systems have in diff erent kinds of evidence about land rights 
(such as graves, oral accounts, or paper titles). We assume that casting doubt on 
the fairness, honesty, reliability and eff ectiveness of persons and institutions can 
be a fi rst step towards demanding justice and rights. Lack of confi dence in poorly 
functioning and inequitable institutions is merited. Th e problem in northern 
Uganda today is one of balance between, on the one hand, excessive mistrust ac-
cumulated during decades of insecurity and stirred up by certain politicians, and, 
on the other, exaggerated trust in leaders and institutions that neglect the human 
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rights of some categories of people. Doubt and suspicion may be necessary fi rst 
steps to making institutions trustworthy because they can set in motion processes 
by which governance is challenged and potentially improved.

Claims and Transactions

Claims to customary land are primarily based on descent and marriage. Th e 
transaction of such land is not usually recorded on paper. Parents show their 
children and daughters-in-law where to make their gardens. Brothers agree to let 
their sisters use some land if they have left their husbands. In contrast, freehold 
land is transacted in writing, recorded at the National Lands Registry and certi-
fi ed by a title deed. Th at requires a survey and the placement of mark stones – a 
complicated and costly process. Many think of land that is purchased in the 
presence of witnesses and with an improvised paper document as freehold land. 
Formally, it is not, although such a transaction has a certain validity, and the 
paper and witnesses can be mobilized as evidence. Most purchases of land are 
of this type and are increasingly common in the Acholi and Lango sub-regions.

Claims are made explicit when disputes erupt. Th e confl icts we encountered 
were mainly concerned with questions of belonging and boundaries. Although 
boundary disputes were very common, questions of belonging were the most 
serious: to whom does the land belong and who belongs to the land? Th ey were 
considered in various fora; some were statutory like the Magistrates’ Court and 
the Local Council Courts, and some were de facto like traditional authorities and 
NGOs. Th is composite set of possible ways to resolve land confl icts allowed par-
ties to choose a forum that was convenient and in which they had some modicum 
of trust. Of course, it was often only one of the parties to a confl ict who made 
a choice, after which the other party would be called for a hearing. Since the 
possibility of actually enforcing a decision was small, chances for resolution were 
greatest when both parties accepted it. Th is meant talking it through and involv-
ing other relatives and neighbours. Th erefore, it was very common for confl icts to 
be referred back to the immediate local level. Even the Magistrates’ Court some-
times sent cases back for resolution by local councils or traditional authorities. 
Confl icts often dragged on for years and sometimes never found a resolution. Or 
if a decision was reached, it might never be implemented. But no matter what 
forum deliberated, certain kinds of evidence were used in arguing a claim. Formal 
title deeds and mark stones, generated bureaucratically at considerable expense, 
were rare; even the Magistrates’ Court was concerned with evidence of a more 
personal and informal kind.

Th e most important was the spoken word: of the claimant and of other 
knowledgeable people. Th e words of the elderly carried special weight; they were 
reckoned to be familiar with genealogical connections and to have witnessed 
how land was used in the past. In a statutory forum, the statements of the parties 
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involved, and their witnesses, might be transcribed to create a paper record. In 
addition to words, material indications of use formed evidence. Most important 
was the presence of graves on the land. Th e assumption was that people were bur-
ied on their own land. Th is is one of the reasons why so many of the dead buried 
in the IDP camps were exhumed and reburied at home after the camps were 
closed (Meinert and Whyte 2013). A cemented grave incised with the names 
of the dead was reckoned to be even stronger evidence of belonging than an 
ordinary grave with its mound of earth and stones. Th e spirits of the dead that 
might linger about burials gave graves a special status as markers of belonging. 
Other material evidence of use that might be adduced included the remains of 
a house foundation and trees that a named person had planted. Even old gar-
dens left evidence in the form of trenches and raised rows where weeds had been 
piled.

Th e kinds of claims that people make to land and their assumptions about 
landholding are revealed when transactions are made and when confl icts are ne-
gotiated. Not only are transactions and confl icts illuminating; they are often also 
transformative. Th is is evident in ‘A Disputed Land Sale’, which opens Claims 
to Land, Part I of our book. Th e case was brought by Elisabeth against her own 
daughter to be settled in the offi  ce of the Resident District Commissioner. Th e 
daughter had sold the land without her mother’s permission. Th ere seemed little 
disagreement about the facts of the case: Elisabeth had inherited the plot from 
her husband and allowed a grandson to stay on it. No evidence was adduced, 
even though the plot was freehold and had been transacted with the approval 
of the Local Council chairman. Th e dispute revolved around what was to be 
done. In the year following the meeting in the RDC’s offi  ce, Elisabeth received 
payment but cut off  her relationship to her daughter, who had betrayed her trust.

Th e disputed land concerned a plot in an urban area on which neither Elisa-
beth nor her daughter were actually residing. Th is kind of situation is analysed in 
a broader perspective in Chapter 1 on Multiplicity. In his extraordinary personal 
essay, our colleague Stephen Langole reviews the status of his six landholdings 
in and around Gulu and refl ects on the mistrust that colours all of them. His 
autoethnography allows us to consider the variety that is often glossed over in 
writings about land in Africa. We discuss three kinds of multiplicity evident in 
Stephen’s land claims: multiple forms of tenure and modes of access; multiple 
locations and uses; and multiple relational positions. Th e single category ‘cus-
tomary tenure’ covers a multiplicity of arrangements involving diff erent combi-
nations of entitlements. Th e ways in which land is used are fundamental for how 
it is perceived and claimed. In towns and small urban centres, land is divided 
into plots; some buildings are for businesses, some for accommodation. In rural 
areas, there is land for farming, of course, but also for houses, graves, grazing and 
hunting. Having land claims in diff erent locations for diff erent purposes allows 
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diversifi cation of livelihood strategies and some security in case of problems with 
one of the claims. Because of the embeddedness of land in social relations, plural 
land claims mean a multiplicity of relational positions – to parents and siblings, 
maternal relatives, in-laws, neighbours and friends. Even in relation to one claim, 
a person may be dealing with several diff erent stakeholders, as indeed was evident 
in ‘A Disputed Land Sale’.

Th e multiplicity of stakeholders was marked in the case of ‘Selling Land to 
Foreigners for a Wind Turbine’, which forms a prologue to Chapter 2 on Trans-
actions. In Ik County in the Karamoja sub-region, foreign investors had to iden-
tify ‘original owners’ in order to buy a piece of land for erecting a wind turbine. 
Th e transaction dragged on and had to be repeated. Using the case as a point of 
departure, we discuss the nature of transactions, comparing the vernacular to the 
formal land market. Whether they are informal sales or other transmissions of 
land access, most transactions are grounded and embodied in the sense that they 
take place on the land in question. Th e parties walk on the land, look at trees and 
stones, and are in bodily contact with one another. Th is contrasts with the ab-
stract, disembodied and sometimes distant dealings with representations of land 
in the form of maps and deeds. Th e actors involved in transactions are crucial; 
the question is always who has authority to decide about the transaction and who 
can represent the various stakeholders involved.3 Mistrust arises easily around 
this question. Th e formal sale of land assumes a temporality of fi nality; once 
the transaction is completed, the land belongs to another party in perpetuity. In 
contrast, most everyday transmissions of land keep open the possibility of adjust-
ment. Contrasting perceptions of the temporality of transactions and failure to 
communicate clearly on this point can also be a source of mistrust.

Confl icts over land were rife during the time of our fi eldwork. Most were 
among intimates, who had to fi nd ways of managing disputes with people they 
knew well. Chapter 3 on Confl icts starts with the case of ‘Navigating Legal Plu-
ralism’, which pits a widow, Sylvia, against her dead husband’s brother, who is her 
immediate neighbour. Th e authors provide an overview of legal pluralism on two 
dimensions: normative pluralism, which consists of the fora mandated by law 
to resolve confl icts; and empirical pluralism, the instances that are actually used 
in practice, which include offi  cials like the Resident District Commissioner and 
NGOs working with land issues. Th e District Magistrates’ Court has an enor-
mous backlog of cases, litigation is expensive, and few cases are actually resolved 
there. Sylvia navigates this pluralism in revealing ways, stating explicitly which 
fora are more trustworthy in her eyes. While emphasis is often on the competi-
tion between diff erent institutions in a pluralistic system, the chapter shows how 
they supplement and sometimes support one another. Th e most local forum for 
dispute resolution is often the most eff ective because it takes account of the pre-
ceding social confl icts that so often underlie a land wrangle.
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Intimate Governing of Land

Governance may be defi ned as the way in which ‘rules of the game’ are managed 
by particular actors (Kjær 2004). Governance usually refers to the processes by 
which political, social, economic and judicial rules evolve and are aff ected by 
individuals and groups. In this sense, governance always happens through rela-
tions. A common understanding of governance is that it is carried out by elected 
governments and implemented through formal institutions. We expand this un-
derstanding of governance to include the management of ‘rules of the game’ by 
informal actors and institutions such as families and clans because these entities 
are the most common fora through which land is managed. We highlight this as 
a process by using the verbal form ‘governing’. Because most land issues involve 
intimate others, their governing takes place among relatives and neighbours.

Considering confl icts between groups over land, Schlee (2008) suggests that 
it is important to focus not only on the object of confl ict, often an economic 
asset, but on the sociology of confl ict. Who is set in opposition to whom? What 
are the criteria of identifi cation with the opposing groups? Ethnicity? Religion? 
Class? Descent? In a sense, the opposition between economic and sociological ap-
proaches to land confl ict was obviated by the scholars of African land tenure, who 
emphasized that claims to land were embedded in social relations (Granovetter 
1985; Hann 1998; Shipton 2009; Chauveau and Colin 2010). Yet the questions 
remain about which social relations are mobilized in land issues and how. Th is is 
not only a matter of identifying lineage membership. As Schlee (2008: 59) points 
out, social formations in confl icts are about action and agency as well as structure 
and categories.

Where access to land is through people, land disputes are interpersonal con-
fl icts, and interpersonal tensions can turn into land confl icts. Th rough pursuing 
and sometimes mediating land confl icts, people are revising social relations. Land 
confl icts are often about the nature of relationships. It is generally accepted that 
men have claims through their fathers and women have use rights through their 
husbands and residual rights to use the land of their fathers and brothers. Th is 
simple formula can be highly complicated in practice. Who is a father? Th e man 
who begot you, the man who claimed you through making payments to your 
mother’s family, or the man who stands in for your dead biological or social 
father? Abstract principles are often ignored, and disagreements arise about their 
interpretation. Women have rights to remain on their fathers’ land and to return 
there to use it if they divorce. Otherwise, they use their husbands’ land, even 
after his death. But what if they are not formally married? Or what if, as widows, 
they form new partnerships with men not of their dead husbands’ kin group? 
Children who have not been claimed by their genitors are considered to belong 
to their mothers’ kin group. Still, if they are boys, they are considered nephews 
rather than sons and are seen as belonging properly to another clan.
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Claims through people are not simply claims based on formal principles of 
genealogy and marriage ceremonies. Th ey also depend on relatedness in the sense 
of how relationships have been practised through time – agency and action in 
Schlee’s (2008) terms. Th e quality of a relationship (to a brother, to a husband’s 
mother) depends on time spent together, familiarity, sharing of resources, re-
spect and other things. Presence or absence is one important dimension of claims 
through people. ‘Missing links’, where a connecting person has died or lives else-
where, may render a relationship weaker; the classic case is the widow, who must 
relate to her husband’s brothers and parents in the absence of the man who was 
her link to his family (Whyte et al. 2014). But the inside-outsider (or outside-
insider) is also a person whose relationship to the family and family land is 
strongly aff ected by having been away. A brother who is well educated, has a job 
in town and spent time away from the family land may not be welcome if he 
returns to claim his share.

Intimate governing is characterized by virtue and intimidation. Th e virtue 
may be broadly referred to in the Acholi region as ber bedo, a concept that implies 
living in harmony with neighbours, kin, friends, patrons or just playing by the 
rules or norms of the society (Porter 2012). Th ere are other tactics that may be 
used to win; for example, a person may use his/her good character, reputation or 
generosity to win support or popularity. Th is may be through attending to com-
munity problems – for example, through burial support – and attending commu-
nity functions or off ering material support and services to the community. Such a 
person of good character may be easily accommodated in the society and entitled 
to land. A widow who keeps her dignity and sticks to the upbringing of her chil-
dren in the clan would have a good reputation, but one who has questionable 
male relationships, is lazy, drinks too much, or is considered antisocial may not 
get enough support to continue using the clan land. Th e morality question goes 
for men as well, but more attention tends to be placed on the conduct of women. 
Virtue may also be linked to suspicion of witchcraft. If a person is suspected to 
be a witch, then he or she may be excluded from the community. Equally, those 
related or linked to people thought to practice witchcraft are treated with suspi-
cion and not well accommodated in the society. Access to land therefore tends to 
be connected to virtue but also to several other things.

Th rough use of threats, a person may hold on to land. When people feel 
threatened about land, they may choose to leave it, sell it, buy land elsewhere or 
simply migrate. In some cases, the threat may translate into physical violence. 
Mere suspicion that something bad will happen to them may cause a person to 
lose land. Avoidance of confl ict to a large extent determines access to land. To 
avoid confl ict, people may simply choose to leave land. In all these games, of 
course, there are losers and winners. Th ese are the dynamics in intimate govern-
ing that are less talked about, but they matter and need to be understood, and 
that is what this book sets out to do.
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Part II of the book on intimate governing begins with the case of ‘Disputed 
Land and Broken Graves’, about a man, Edward, who off ered land to a younger 
man, Oyo, treating him almost like a son. But the young man transgressed all 
the morals of intergenerational relations by destroying the graves of Edward’s 
ancestors. Relations between generations are fundamental in access to land. Th e 
ideal of entrustment together with the principle of patrilineal devolution of land 
provide the general assumptions about generational transmission of land rights. 
However, the years of confl ict and changes in marriage have complicated these 
assumptions (to which there were always exceptions anyway). Chapter 4 on Gen-
erations sets off  with ‘Th e Insecure Nephew’, about Daniel and his brothers, who 
stay with their mother on the land of her brother. Th ey do not count on being 
able to use his land in the future; it should go to his sons, not his nephews. In 
considering generations, we distinguish between three diff erent understandings 
of the term. Th e fi rst is genealogical and points to fi liation to parents and the link 
to previous generations through descent. Th e signifi cance of graves, which appear 
in many of the cases we followed, is testimony to the connection between genea-
logical generations and land claims. While patrilineal claims on land are normal 
and normative, fi liation to mothers and their families plays an increasingly im-
portant part in land issues. Th e reasons for this lie in changes in political econ-
omy, captured in the idea of historical generations, the second understanding of 
the term. Confl ict, internment and impoverishment have led to the weakening 
of the patrilineal ideal or at least to the necessity of alternative modes of access-
ing land for the generation that came of age during war. Th is leads us to a third 
understanding of generation – as the production of new social forms. Despite the 
general acclamation of patrilineally held ancestral land, many people struggle to 
obtain ‘my land’ in addition to, or instead of, ‘our land’.

Patriliny and fi liation are inextricably entwined with gender, the topic of 
Chapter 5. It begins with the case of two sisters, Atim and Awor, who live fi rst 
in harmony and later in bitterness on the land of their father, having left their 
husbands. Th ey are involved in intimate governing, working out the ‘rules of the 
game’ in a situation where it is not quite clear what rules should apply. Historical 
changes in the Acholi sub-region have aff ected gender relations just as they have 
transformed relations between generations. Th e war and encampment weakened 
the situation of many men, and women are taking on more responsibility for 
household livelihoods even though their claims to land are less clear cut. Despite, 
or because of, the inequities in patriliny and virilocality, women are fi nding di-
verse ways of accessing land. Since land access is so thoroughly embedded in so-
cial relations, they must cultivate relationships as well as cultivate the land itself. 
Th is may mean showing generosity by letting others use land. Or remaining on 
good terms with lineage elders who can defend your claims. Governing processes 
among intimates are also matters of morality and character; when the sisters Atim 
and Awor could no longer live in harmony, the male elders dropped support of 
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their land claims. Navigating access through other people constantly raises ques-
tions of trust and mistrust. Suspicion is expressed in allegations of witchcraft, not 
uncommon in confl icts over land.

Because land access is embedded in social relations, it raises questions of attach-
ments to persons and groups. We think of these attachments in terms of belonging 
rather than identifi cation: identifi cation suggests a more structural or cognitive ap-
proach (Schlee 2008: 15); belonging implies the emotional component in identi-
fying with people or place. It also points more towards the continuing practice of 
affi  nity, the ongoing eff ort to maintain an attachment. Chapter 6 on Belonging 
begins with ‘Th e Land Confl ict at Ogul’, a clash between Acholi and Langi over an 
area where people had long farmed side by side in harmony. With the intervention 
of a respected high court judge, who has roots in the area, ethnic belonging was 
countered by neighbourhood belonging. We consider the meanings of belonging 
as membership, (being a part of ) and property, as in rights over something. And we 
discuss the ways this distinction tends to break down when land belongs to people, 
and people belong to land. Belonging is exclusive as well as inclusive, and in some 
situations, emphasis is put on one dimension of belonging in order to exclude oth-
ers with possible claims to land. ‘Patrilineal fundamentalism’ is one example, where 
daughters’ children or ‘previously welcomed people’ from other clans are excluded. 
Belonging can be stated categorically, but in connection with land, it must be prac-
tised – through use, cultivating relationships, and burial on the land.

Imagining Development

‘Not for sale’ notices are signs of trouble within families, as we have suggested 
above. Th ey indicate suspicion and mistrust of intimate others, who might try 
to sell property without the consent of other stakeholders. But the idea that land 
should not be sold is broader. When the LRA war ended, people in the Acholi 
sub-region were advised to move back to care for their customary land; leaders 
held meetings and went on radio to give the message that customary land, es-
pecially ancestral land, must not be sold. Here too, the warning ‘not for sale’ or 
‘don’t sell’ was a sign of worry about the opposite – that land was increasingly 
being bought and sold. Th e commodifi cation of land was given a push by en-
campment in the Acholi sub-region and gathered momentum with the end of 
violent confl ict there and in Karamoja. During the time of our research, land was 
assuming new potential as a source of cash through sale or rent. It had exchange 
as well as use value; it could generate money as well as subsistence and a sense of 
connection to generations past and future.

A market for renting land emerged around the IDP camps, where interned 
people were willing to pay customary landholders to grow some crops on the 
periphery of the camp (Hopwood and Atkinson 2013). Th ose who fl ed to towns 
had to rent accommodation and sometimes a bit of land to farm. When the 
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camps were closed, the owners of the land where they had been located could 
charge rent to displaced people who wanted to remain. As the former IDP camps 
grew into small urban centres with ambitions to become Town Boards and Town 
Councils, the value of plots along the roads became apparent to all. Most import-
ant, people who wanted to rebuild their lives, send children to school or establish 
a business had no assets except the land. Many were interested in selling, and 
there were buyers with cash.

Small urban centres planned streets and markets and divided up plots for 
building commercial and residential buildings. Families holding land in such 
areas were encouraged to sell off  some plots to generate funds for putting up 
proper structures on their remaining plots. Land in the new Town Boards and 
Town Councils was defi nitely for sale; development there required the commod-
ifi cation of customary land. As several of our cases testify, locations in towns 
and trading centres, even locations along roads, were often the object of dispute. 
What was development for one party appeared a lost opportunity for another.

Some of these confl icts were between individuals or families and institutions 
such as schools and churches. Land that had once been given to institutions was 
being claimed by the descendants of the original donors. Th ose men, and they 
were always men, had seen schools and churches and health facilities as incarna-
tions of development for their clans and communities. Th eir descendants saw the 
institutions as occupying land that should have been kept in trust for them. Or 
at least that is what they claimed. Others thought they were merely greedy and 
opportunistic.

In colonial times, large areas of northern Uganda had been gazetted as forest 
and game reserves and national parks. In a sense, these reserves were also a kind 
of entrustment in that they were meant to protect natural resources for future 
generations. Th e national parks were also a source of revenue and are increas-
ingly so, as tourism has become an important source of income for Uganda. As 
the human population grows and people are farming close to the boundaries of 
parks, there are more problems with animals destroying gardens. Th is has been 
exacerbated in the case of Murchison Falls National Park, where oil exploration 
and its infrastructure have disturbed the movements of elephants. Confl icts be-
tween local residents and the Uganda Wildlife Authority refl ect diff ering ideals of 
stewardship and development.

Oil is not the only natural resource whose exploitation leads to land confl icts. 
In the Karamoja sub-region, gold has long been mined; cement enterprises have 
been extracting limestone for nearly two decades. Now marble is being mined, 
and there are deposits of silver, iron ore, copper and other minerals as well. Th e 
national government has rights over underground resources and grants explora-
tion licences to businesses wishing to survey mining potential. Th ese enterprises 
do not have to negotiate with the customary owners of the land unless they get 
a mining lease.
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Th ere is an enormous gap between the local people and the outsiders, both 
foreigners and nationals, who wish to engage in extraction – for their own profi t 
and for the development of Karamoja. Into this gap, development brokers insert 
themselves. Some are inside-outsiders, educated Karamojong who speak both 
local and international languages, literally and fi guratively. While they do not 
live as pastoralists, they identify with local communities. Th e locals see some as 
a kind of foreigner, elites who might be out to enrich themselves at the expense 
of uneducated locals. Other inside-outsiders are seen as helpful allies in dealing 
with high-powered outsiders.

Here as in other development situations, uncertainty and opacity character-
ize relations between local landholders and those who come with development 
initiatives. Communication is a key issue. Who speaks for the local community? 
Who should be involved in negotiations? Where land is held communally, or 
where extended families hold use rights ‘in perpetuity’, such questions may not 
have clear answers. In any case, mistrust fl ourishes. A common remark is to the 
eff ect that ‘we are not against development, but we want to be consulted’.

Signposts are emblematic of the era and idea of development in Uganda, 
and particular parts of northern Uganda are heavily ‘forested’ by signposts from 
NGOs, donors and development projects imagining and implementing partic-
ular ideas about development. Th e informal land signposts, like Omony’s, mark 
confl icting imaginations of development. Often these signs are indications that 
individuals, families and institutions disagree about the development of land. Far 
from all disagreements and disputes over land are ‘signposted’; many confl icts are 
hidden, silent, long-lasting and never resolved.

‘Development cannot stand on air; it must stand on land.’ Th is commonly 
heard statement underlines the need for land if development projects are to go 
ahead. It also implies that development is imagined as physical infrastructure in 
the form of buildings, roads, markets, mines, masts, electricity poles and perhaps 
bounded areas for commercial farms and game parks. Since early on, institutional 
buildings have been iconic images of development. Th e case that opens Part III 
of the book, ‘Claiming “Th eir” School’, describes land struggles around a kind 
of institution that is eminently ‘developmental’. Two churches claim the same 
school and the land upon which it was built. As an ideal, development is almost 
universally appreciated; this was the case after independence, and it has been even 
more intensely desired since the end of hostilities made striving after progressive 
change possible. Development is an almost unassailable argument for initiatives 
that involve land. Th e problems arise in the implementation. Development for 
whom? Who wins and who loses?

Development as an ideal and reality is the topic of Chapter 7 on Aspirations. 
It begins with the case of ‘Plotting Development’, about the eff orts of a small 
urban centre to achieve the formal status of Town Board. Th is entailed dividing 
up land owned by the sub-county and selling off  plots to buyers who could de-
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velop them by building shops or rectangular permanent houses. But eff orts were 
hindered by a man who claimed that part of the sub-county land being sold still 
belonged to his family. Th e pattern of reclaiming land or disputing the boundar-
ies of land given to an institution by a forefather with visions of development is 
common. Partly this type of confl ict refl ects diff erent views of the temporality of 
transactions. Descendants of the original donor feel they have continuing claims 
on the land.

It is striking that many of the land confl icts we followed occurred in small 
urban centres or Gulu town. In these locations, land is for sale, and there is a gen-
eral perception that development happens there, where there are health facilities, 
shops and markets, and transport, electricity and other services. Whereas rural 
ancestral land is linked to the forefathers who entrusted it to the present hold-
ers, land in or near urban centres, even small ones, is infused with anticipation 
about the future. In practice, future development plans that involved land were 
pervaded with mistrust. A major complaint was that development actors were 
secretive; they did not communicate their plans, consult or discuss, much less 
listen to the views and wishes of others whose land claims were at stake.

While most of the land tensions we studied involved people who knew each 
other, large- scale confl icts tended to concern developers from outside – whether 
government offi  cials or private investors. In order to gain access to land, they 
needed a broker, someone who could ask for permission and manage relations 
to local landholders. Development initiatives sometimes evoked engagement by 
NGOs, which took on the task of advocacy or mediation between the developers 
and the locals. Brokers were usually inside-outsiders – that is, people with local 
connections who spoke the local language and knew the local situation. At the 
same time, they had education, experience outside the local context, spoke in-
ternational languages and had a degree of sophistication that made them ‘elite’ 
within the local context. Chapter 8, Inside-Outsiders, opens with the case of 
‘Middlemen for Marble Miners’ in Karamoja. While the state owns underground 
minerals in Uganda, the holders of the land’s surface must allow access to those 
who would exploit what is beneath. Local people are often hired to work in min-
eral extraction as well. A variety of inside-outsiders act as middlemen between 
mineral companies and locals.

At the outset, elites with local connections are at the forefront in imagining 
the potentials that the land may hold. In other settings, the potential could be 
timber, oil, agro-business or tourism. It is not unusual for politicians and other 
elites to take initiatives to exploit potential in their home areas. Th e middlemen 
are needed to create connections between insiders and outsiders and to establish 
some form of trust so that interaction can happen. Yet, whether facilitating de-
velopment enterprises or trying to protect local people from being cheated, in-
side-outsiders carve out a place for themselves between the local and the national 
or international. In doing so, they are commonly the objects of mistrust. Th eir 
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negotiations with the investors are invisible to landholders, and there is suspicion 
that they are acting for their own benefi t rather than that of the local community. 
Th e middle position places the inside-outsiders in dilemmas frequently related 
to the mistrust with which they are viewed. Th ey speak for the locals, but which 
locals? Th e problem of representation is amplifi ed when a broker decides whom 
to contact.

Just as the state holds ownership rights to underground resources, it also has 
rights to the wildlife within national parks and the resources within national for-
ests. Two kinds of justifi cation underpin state ownership of these resources. One 
concerns a kind of entrustment at a national and international scale; animals, 
plants and their biodiversity should be reserved, kept in stewardship for future 
generations. Th e other is that parks and forests promote development; wildlife 
tourism is important for the Ugandan economy, and forest concessions bring 
income to the state. Chapter 9 on Conservation discusses the consequences of 
these policies for those who were displaced by them and now live nearby. It opens 
with the case of ‘Human-Wildlife Confl icts over Land’, in which Christopher 
and his family return to their ancestral land after internment in an IDP camp 
only to be forced off  by the wild animals from the park that destroy their crops. 
His story and the experiences of many others in the area were that rights to use 
the land were seriously curtailed, not only by animals but also by the park rang-
ers. Th e state treated ownership as exclusive monopoly on all rights to resources, 
while the local residents understood landholding as a bundle of rights including 
entitlement to hunt and collect water, fi rewood and wild plants.

Th e original transactions that established national parks and forests were ab-
stract, remote and disembedded from interaction in the local community. Th ey 
were cadastral in the sense that the state mapped, delineated boundaries and 
registered its claims. Th ey concerned whole territories that had been used in var-
ious ways by local groups of people. Th e confl icts that emerged later were more 
about usage of the land than actual territory: the elephants trampling gardens of 
maize; tree planting and coff ee projects that destroyed gardens people had made 
in the forest. Local people were not reclaiming former territories now converted 
to national parks and forests. Rather they were in confl ict with wildlife and state 
agents about use of the land within and outside the boundaries. As with other de-
velopment projects, failure to consult diff erent parties and disappointment with 
management by the authorities have brought mistrust. Th e people of Lawaca, 
including Christopher, fi nally took matters into their own hands and found a 
way of again using the land to which they belonged.

Conclusion: Trust and Transitions

In this book, we off er accounts of land issues from northern Uganda during a 
particular passage of its history. In the aftermath of violent confl ict and displace-
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ment, people were trying to establish continuity with earlier times when land 
was less problematic and also to realize divergent imaginations of development 
as land was becoming more commercialized. Widespread experiences of both 
neglect and aggressive interventions by government, together with a kind of para-
noia about land, relatively abrupt opening of development opportunities, and 
pre-existing tendency to doubt the reliability of others have promoted mistrust 
during these times of transition.

By documenting the experiences of individuals and families around land, 
we show how and why and where mistrust emerges. Th e same cases reveal how 
attempts to increase trust are made through discussion, mediation and everyday 
recognition and confi rmation of belonging. We concentrate mainly on the per-
sonal interactions within which most land issues play out. Th us, our book is not 
so much about large-scale land grabs and dealings with anonymous institutions 
and actors. Rather we stay close to the ground and to people who use the ground.

Where land is embedded in social relations, governing of land, to a large ex-
tent, is also a matter of social interactions. In most cases, land is only one aspect 
of social relations so that land use and land confl ict are unavoidably entangled 
with other dimensions of relationship to kin and neighbours. Even responses to 
development enterprises initiated at a distance inspire varying degrees of trust 
and mistrust among intimate others. We hope that this book will contribute to a 
more nuanced understanding of how these processes unfold.

Lotte Meinert, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, Aarhus 
University.

Susan Reynolds Whyte, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Copenhagen.

Notes

1. When areas that had been gazetted as forest or game reserves are de-gazetted and not 
claimed as customary land, the land devolves to the District Land Board, which can lease it 
to generate income. Leasehold was involved in the two large-scale land confl icts for which 
Acholiland is (in)famous: the Apaa dispute on the border between Adjumani and Amuru 
districts (Lenhart 2013; Sjögren 2015; Kobusingye et al. 2017; Serwajja 2018), and the 
Madhvani case in Amuru District (Serwajja 2012; Mariniello 2015). In both instances, 
areas that had been evacuated in the colonial period because of tsetse fl y were later gazetted 
as game reserves and then de-gazetted. When the District Land Boards tried to lease them 
out, locals claimed them as customary land.

2. Th e project was funded under a grant from the Committee for Development Research 
under the Danish Foreign Ministry, for which we are immensely grateful.

3. During the period of our fi eldwork, it was possible to apply for a Certifi cate of Customary 
Tenure, which was a simpler process than obtaining freehold on a piece of land. It did not 
necessitate a survey, but the certifi cation required that members of the Area Land Commit-
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tee inspect the land, draw a map, and that neighbours sign an agreement that there were 
not outstanding boundary disputes. Th e issue was: whose name(s) to put on the certifi cate? 
It could be an individual or the members of a lineage, family or household. Th ere has been 
criticism of this procedure as having the inherent possibility that one or a few individuals 
might obtain legal rights to customary land to the exclusion of others, especially since such 
a Certifi cate could be converted to freehold at a later time. 
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Mama Elisabeth has come with her fourth-born daughter Maria, Maria’s son 
Ogen and Elisabeth’s orphaned grandson, Ocan, to the Resident District Com-
missioner’s (RDC) office in Gulu. She wants help from a powerful government 
representative to claim back the land she inherited from her late husband many 
years back after Grace, Elisabeth’s fist-born daughter, sold it without her permis-
sion. Grace has also come to the office with her two sons Kilama and Otim. The 
RDC assistant is listening to music on his laptop while we are waiting for the 
meeting to begin. At his desk, there is a pillow with a picture of the president 
and a small Ugandan flag, underscoring his close connection to the government. 
After prayers and a short introduction of the people present, he begins to ask 
questions. Grace claims that it was Ocan, who was taking care of the land in 
Elisabeth’s absence, who took the initiative to sell the land.

We go through several calculations to work out how much was paid for the 
land, how much had been spent or lost and what Elisabeth is owed. Numbers fly 
across the room, and I try to follow what is being claimed. There are no receipts 
or other documents supporting these relatively high sums. Despite the confusion, 
the RDC assistant manages to sum up and present a surprisingly precise number 
and ends the meeting instructing them to solve the matter from home. He asks 
them all to come back and report a week later. Grace leaves with her sons. She 
and Elisabeth do not look at each other, but they shout something to one another 
in agitated voices.

Case I

A Disputed Land Sale
Mette Lind Kusk
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Figure CI.1. In the offi  ce of the RDC © Mette Lind Kusk.

Figure CI.2. Th e RDC © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Figure CI.3. Accusations © Mette Lind Kusk.

Figure CI.4. Accusations © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Elisabeth inherited the plot of freehold land on the outskirts of Gulu town 
when her husband died many years ago. Th e land is 54 meters long on one side, 
26 meters wide at one end, 62 meters long on the other side and 30 meters wide 
at the other end. In February 2014, she realized that most of her land had been 
sold in her absence and that the new owner was in the process of having it for-
mally registered in his name. He was actually about to put down mark stones, 
but Elisabeth managed to stop him and report the incident to the RDC offi  ce. 
Elisabeth’s decision to engage the RDC in this matter was a choice among many 
other options such as approaching an authoritative family member or a local 
leader. Th e fi rst meeting in the RDC offi  ce transpired as described above.

Elisabeth was living in Kitgum, a district north-east of Gulu, with Maria. 
Elisabeth had given Ocan the task of taking care of the land in Gulu in her ab-
sence. Despite this, Grace – who lives in the peri-urban area on the outskirts of 
Gulu town – still managed to sell the land. Grace also lost her husband and has 
four living children. According to Elisabeth, Grace lied to Ocan and convinced 
him that Elisabeth had approved the sale to make him sign the sales agreement. 
Elisabeth does not blame him – rather, she feels sorry for him because he needed 
the land for the future or at least the money from it to pay bridewealth. While 
they are trying to resolve the confl ict, Elisabeth and Maria stay in two simple huts 
on a small corner of the land in Gulu, which Elisabeth has left.

Figure CI.5. Calculations © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Figure CI.6. Calculations © Mette Lind Kusk.

Figure CI.7. Advice from the RDC © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Grace had the sale approved by the LC2 (Local Council 2), the local ad-
ministrative-political leader at parish level, who claimed he had to approve any 
land transactions made within his jurisdiction. When Grace approached him to 
witness and approve the sale, he accepted without query. He might have viewed 
Grace as the rightful owner because she had been staying near the land for 27 
years while Elisabeth has been in Kitgum.

Ideally, Elisabeth wants the land back. Th ere are many orphans in their fam-
ily, as the recently ended war took many lives. Th e land was a way of securing the 
futures of the grandsons who had been orphaned, to at least provide them with 
a place to reside. Especially boys have a problem if they do not have land to stay 
on. It leads to insults and shame: gangwu peke! ‘you have no home!’ is a common 
verbal insult. Boys need a place to belong to, where they can stay with their future 
wife and family.

Th e following week, everyone reconvenes in the RDC assistant’s offi  ce. Th is 
time, the buyer of the land, George, and the local leader at village level, the LC1, 
also attend the meeting. Elisabeth and Grace did not have a meeting at home, so 
the matter is still unresolved. Th e whole process of calculating the huge sum of 
money that Grace owes Elisabeth repeats. Th e tone between Grace and Elisabeth 
is harsh. When the RDC assistant asserts that Grace owes Elisabeth 6.55 million 
Uganda shillings, Elisabeth shouts that she did not come here to get her money 
back; she came to get her land back. ‘But your child sold the land; you can’t get it 
back. You should forgive your child if you get the balance back. Grace should ask 
for forgiveness and pay . . . ’ the assistant explains. Otherwise, Elisabeth has to go 

Figure CI.8. Enmity © Mette Lind Kusk.
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to the police to make a statement and then go through the courts, he continues. 
Th is will block everybody from using the land until the case is solved. George, 
the buyer, seems to get nervous. He fumbles for his papers in his bag. At no point 
in the process has he been asked to present any sales agreement, and at no point 
has Grace or Elisabeth been asked to show any papers documenting their claimed 
ownership of the land.

Elisabeth is uncertain about what to do. She talks with Maria, her fourth-
born daughter, with me, and with a local leader, who tries to sketch out the con-
sequences of each choice; if she takes the case to court, the land will be blocked. 
If she accepts the money, she must allow Grace some time to save up, as apart 
from a motorbike that Grace purchased for Ocan, the money from the sale has 
been spent on constructing a house and school fees. A central concern is how the 
courts often delay. People are often called to show up again and again without 
any progress in their case, and they spend a lot of money on lawyers and fees. Re-
gardless of whether a person is in the right, in a legal sense, there is always a risk 
of losing because of bribery. Often people give up. Th en they are left in a worse 
situation than the one they were in before they opened a case fi le. Clearly, in 
this instance, it was not working out as Elisabeth had hoped, and she was under 
pressure to make a decision.

Th e LC1 also speaks; she advises Elisabeth to forgive Grace: ‘Here we can 
even forgive each other for murder, through mato oput [an Acholi reconciliation 
ritual carried out in case of murder].’ My fi eld assistant, Sam, is also asked to give 
advice, and he agrees with the LC1 that the family should reunite, as that possi-
bility is already there, built into the Acholi culture.

In the end, Elisabeth decides to agree on getting a share of the money back. 
Th ey ask Sam to help write an agreement, as the RDC assistant has left. Pre-
sumably, they ask him because they want somebody to formulate the agreement 
who does not have a part in the matter. Th e handwritten paper document is two 
pages long. Elisabeth, Grace and witnesses all sign the agreement as does the LC1 
and a representative from the RDC offi  ce. In the agreement, it is described how 
Grace must pay back the balance of 6,550,000 million shillings in instalments 
over six months to Elisabeth. Grace has to give the money to the RDC assistant, 
and Elisabeth can pick it up from his offi  ce. He will make receipts to document 
the payment.

Th is was not what she wanted, Elisabeth says, when I meet her a month later 
on the small corner left of her land. She sits outside her hut on the veranda with 
her daughter Maria, who has just been working in the garden. Th ey have met 
George, the buyer, a couple of times. He wants them to remove one of the huts 
and also organize a reburial for those buried on the land. But they are not Elisa-
beth’s relatives; they are people who stayed here during the war, and she does not 
want to rebury them at her home in Kitgum. George has also previously brought 
people with him to look around. Elisabeth thinks he is trying to sell the land on 
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because of all the trouble between her and Grace. Elisabeth and Maria do not 
talk to Grace. Th ey hardly ever meet, and when they do, they do not greet each 
other. Elisabeth has not received any of the money yet and doubts if she ever will, 
though she has asked at the RDC offi  ce. 

When I visit them again on the land in Gulu, it has been four months since 
the meeting in the RDC offi  ce, and Elisabeth has got all the money. It was not 
Grace who paid her but George, the buyer. Th e land Grace sold to George is gone 
for good now, as are the good relations between her and Grace, she tells me. Th ey 
will be forever separated.

A barbed wire fence now surrounds the land. It separates Elisabeth’s two huts 
from each other: one is on the land sold by Grace; the other is on the small piece 
remaining. A sign has been put next to the path that connects Elisabeth’s hut to 
the neighbouring homes. Yoo peke kany, it says, ‘no road here’, and then there is 
a drawing of a watchdog biting a leg and a warning of a fi ne if one does not stay 
away. Th ere is now no use in dwelling on the land they lost, Maria and Elisabeth 
state; they are tired of thinking and talking about it. Elisabeth and Maria also 
tell the sad news that Grace’s son committed suicide the previous week. Th ey do 
not know why the young man took his life. However, with Grace having sold off  
most of the land that was meant for the grandsons, Maria wonders if there is a 
connection. Both Elisabeth and Maria went to the burial.

Figure CI.9. ‘No road here’ © Mette Lind Kusk.
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When I returned six months later to look for the women, Elisabeth and Ma-
ria had moved back to Kitgum. I obtained directions to Grace’s place, as I wanted 
to hear her version of the confl ict in more detail. Grace and a daughter-in-law 
were seated outside her home, which had several huts and a permanent construc-
tion with three sections. Grace told me in a tired voice that she was sick; she had 
high blood pressure. She explained how she had had to repay George but was 
so relieved that Elisabeth got her money. Th ere was now no problem of money 
being owed to Elisabeth, but Elisabeth still did not phone. I asked her what she 
thought about the confl ict more generally – if it could have been avoided. It had 
caused Grace a lot of stress; the pressure was huge, and she thought it was this 
that had made her so sick. She now had diabetes too. Elisabeth was still in contact 
with Grace’s remaining children. Grace thought Elisabeth had been persuaded by 
others to get into the confl ict but did not know who these people were.

Grace confi rmed that after settling the money she had lost her son Kilama, 
but did not go into detail. She did not want to travel to Kitgum to see Elisabeth; 
if she was living closer, she would visit her. Th e shame was now on Elisabeth’s 
side. Grace was not very eager to talk more about the confl ict, her relations and 
her losses, so my visit was brief.

Mette Lind Kusk, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor at Via University College.
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An Autoethnographic Account of Stephen’s Multiple Land Claims

My experience, based on the way people who are intimately connected to me 
contest my ownership and control of land, demonstrates the diffi  culty in trusting 
anybody on matters of land. My interest is to get private land (ngom ma alone iye 
kena) in diff erent locations, where I can claim ownership and full rights as a kind 
of insurance given the land greed that I think is unfolding in Acholiland. If I lose 
some land, some will still remain. Private land, to me, is land that I have rights 
over as an individual, am free to sell, transfer or mortgage without interference 
from any other person. I hope to acquire freehold titles for all my land, but I am 
put off  by the bureaucratic challenges.

Th is autoethnographic account is based on personal refl ections about my 
quest to possess private land free from any other claims, even from people who 
are intimately close to me like my wife and children. Th e personal narrative il-
luminates the challenges associated with land ownership in post-war northern 
Uganda. Th ese challenges stem from complex negotiations involving multiple 
stakeholders and changing cultural traditions. I engage in Systematic Sociological 
Introspection (SSI), whereby I rely on data from personal diary entries, records of 
periodic informal encounters, ‘land sales’ agreements and other land transaction 
documents to recall personal sentiments that inform my narrative. Th e purpose 
of autoethnographic research and personal narrative is to identify issues through 
personal engagement with the data. Th rough an examination of my own case, I 

Chapter 1

Multiplicity
Stephen Langole, Susan Reynolds Whyte 

and Michael Whyte
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seek to develop a deeper understanding of confl ict relating to land ownership in 
northern Uganda. 

I currently lay claim to six pieces of land dotted around the countryside, but 
none of these are secure or free from confl ict or encumbrances.

Land 1 is my current residence in town, about a quarter of an acre that I ac-
quired from four diff erent owners between 1991 and 2001. Th is is the only plot 
for which I applied to secure a title. I followed all the required procedures, begin-
ning with a survey and placement of mark stones, inspection by the Area Land 
Committees in the presence of neighbours, payment of fees to the Division, and 
approval by the District Land Board. However, in the fi nal stage at the Central 
Land Registry, an error was detected: the same Plot number (Plot 7) was allocated 
to two other plots in the area, and one of the applicants already had a title to Plot 
7. Th e application was returned to the District Cartographer for correction. Th e 
Cartographer acknowledged the error and wrote to the Commissioner of Surveys 
and Mapping to draw a fresh Deed Plan with a new plot number allocated to me. 
Th is took a month and required additional fees. Th e struggle to get the land title 
continued three years on.

Before I surveyed this land, I planted some fl owery thorny shrubs to mark 
the boundary, which borders a blind lady’s land. Th e lady contested the boundary 
and did not accept the Local Council ruling that favoured me. When I surveyed 
the land, I left a portion to the lady to avoid the confl ict. Additionally, I am con-
cerned that a richer neighbour who requested to purchase the land may cause me 
some harm because I refused his request.

My brother and sister-in-law also claim a stake in the house that I built here 
in 1991, based on the premise that she cooked for the builders and her husband 
supervised the building process. Th ey ‘temporarily’ settled on the land during the 
war but now refuse to leave. In yet another case, my cousin’s daughter, who lost 
her parents and was supported through her education by my sister, has made a 
request to erect a small building on Land 1 for my sister. I acquiesced and the 
building is halfway fi nished.

Land 2 is fi ve acres of farmland, where I built a one-room house. It is about 
23 kms from Gulu Town. Th is land was originally given to my father by an un-
cle of his in the 1960s and passed on to me. I grew some crops on this land in 
2009–2010 but gave up because I could not fi nd labour to continue farming. I 
made a contract with a man that stated he could live here on the condition that 
he grows some crops for me, for which I will pay him. He decided to dig only for 
himself, but I have allowed him to stay on the land for the purpose of securing 
the land boundaries.

My late father left Land 2 in the 1970s, allowing his cousin-brother (his 
father’s brother’s son) to temporarily live there with the understanding that the 
land still belonged to his family. However, when I claimed the land after the 
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end of the civil war in 2006, my father’s cousin-brother claimed ownership. Th e 
clansmen, the traditional land mediator (Rwot Kweri) and Local Council levels all 
ruled it is my land. My father’s cousin-brother vows to appeal the case. In 2010, 
my door was split and later a mysterious fi re burnt down my hut.

To the south of this land, a neighbour refused to recognize a vitex tree as the 
previous boundary; an elderly neighbour to the east accepted the boundary, but 
her children contested it despite clear boundary markers.

Land 3 is only 20 by 30 metres in Gulu town. I bought it for UGX 3,600,000 
in 2009 after a brother-in-law convinced me that it was a good investment. I 
built a small one-room temporary structure that I hire out for UGX 40,000 
monthly. In addition to the temporary building, there are two huts. To keep 
the plot, I allowed a nephew who had taken refuge in Kigumba 120 kms away 
during the war to temporarily settle in the huts upon his return in 2010. Th ree 
years later, when I asked my nephew to leave as I prepared to develop the land, he 
fl atly refused, saying he resented ‘being sent away like a dog’. His bicycle repair 
business in the premises was doing well. He traced a grave in the compound with 
a stick and told me: ‘You should know that your real land is this size. If you insist 
on sending away nephews, then you should stop producing girl-children.’ I had 
to involve the Rwot Kweri to make the nephew vacate.

Th is land is adjacent to Gulu Railways Station, where Uganda Railways Cor-
poration (URC) is plotting re-development. In 2015, URC sent their offi  cials 
to re-survey the land. Th e offi  cials organized a meeting with the ‘landowners’ in 
the area, and part of the land was marked for a road passage. Th e Corporation 
promised compensation but is yet to deliver.

Th e portion that remains free of URC interest is still big enough for some 
business. A neighbour who admired the plot came and negotiated with me to put 
up a small metal fabrication workshop in the plot. I thought it was a good idea 
to team up together, and we started erecting a structure for the workshop. We 
could neither agree on the building design nor the contractors, but the breaking 
point was when the neighbour fi xed a kiosk in the plot without informing me. 
I told him to remove his share of infrastructure and the kiosk from the plot. He 
removed them but took my metallic frames as well.

I bought Land 4 through the connection of a cousin in 2010. It is located 
about 40 kms from Gulu Town and, at 40 acres, it is my largest claim. So far, I 
have paid UGX 10,000,000 for 20 acres. Later, the land seller informed me that 
if I wanted to secure the land, I should pay an additional UGX 15m because the 
rate had been revised in their family meeting.

In addition to my own 20 cattle, 8 goats and 13 sheep, I also take care of an 
additional 20 cattle, 10 goats and 3 sheep for my relatives. When I bought it, it 
was in an area sparsely settled, quite free from livestock farmer/crop cultivator 
confl ict. Th is land initially had distant neighbours, but as fate would have it, a 
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neighbour was allocated land where I had hoped to expand my ranch. Within a 
short while, two of my cows were cut in the tail. Th e suspect was the new neigh-
bour. Th e cows were treated by a veterinary offi  cer and survived.

My relatives feel entitled to keep their livestock on my farm, but they neither 
contribute to the regular treatment of the animals or contribute much to the 
salary of the herdsman. My wife has advised me to begin thinking of buying 
alternative cattle-keeping land, but I am afraid that no land seems free of encum-
brances or confl ict.

Land 5 is two acres located about 10 kms from Gulu Town. I do some farm-
ing here. It is ideal because it is easily accessible from my residence in town 
and casual labourers are easier to come by near the town. I bought it for UGX 
4,600,000 from two brothers in 2014. A rich neighbour came and bought ad-
jacent land. He surveyed his land and put mark stones at the edge of my garden 
without consulting me, as he should. Th e rich man left the land for his relatives 
in the neighbourhood to grow their crops. Th ey created a footpath across my 
garden and even trampled my groundnut crops. When I complained, one of 
them mockingly said I am ‘a poor man who cannot aff ord to survey his land.’ At 
the western boundary, another neighbour who is a tipper lorry driver, created a 
way through a portion of my land to reach his own land. My complaints to him 
fell on deaf ears.

Land 6, my ancestral land, is 10 acres and located 30 kms from Gulu Town. 
I lay claim to this land along with my siblings. None of my siblings is currently 
settled there. Th is is where my grandfather and father were buried, and it will 
hopefully be my long home too. My mother died in 2010 at a time I was in 
Denmark. My people saw that the village land with no structures could not sup-
port the funeral that would attract multitudes and decided to temporarily bury 
her on my residential land in Gulu. Her remains will eventually be taken to our 
ancestral land, together with those from four other graves on Land 1. It becomes 
even more urgent now that Gulu is becoming a city. Th e good news is that now 
there is a house being painted on Land 6 (the long home), and I will spend a good 
percentage of my time in that house.

I have been interested in farming Land 6 but the only available labourers are 
my kin, who are unwilling to work the land even for pay. I built a small two-
roomed house on this land for labourers, and in 2014 I met a man who was in-
terested in keeping the place on the condition he was allowed to farm it. I planted 
some 200 pine trees on this land and assigned him to guard them from bush fi res. 
Th e trees got burnt, and in 2015 the man locked the house and vanished along 
with the keys.

Th e boundaries to Land 6 are being contested on all four sides. A cousin-
brother to my father (a lineage father to me) is contesting the boundaries to the 
east and south of the land. He asserts that when I was young my aunt adjusted 
the boundary to the land and encroached into his western boundary. He dug his 
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garden extending westwards to within a few meters of the graves of my father 
and grandfather, which were originally located in the middle of the compound 
before war displaced residents. Where we had a hut in what was the eastern part 
of our land had been turned into parts of the garden, and the hut’s marks remain 
in evidence. To the south of what was our land, the lineage father had shifted his 
home, encroaching a few more meters into what we thought belonged to us. Th e 
case was heard when the clan met in 2015 but remains unresolved.

On the northern boundary of the land, another lineage father built a make-
shift church on what was our farmland. During the meeting of 2015, he agreed 
to remove the church and hand back the portion of land, but to date the church 
is intact. He had also sold off  about three acres of the land. He brazenly told 
me that since I am educated and have good income, I can aff ord to buy land 
elsewhere.

To the west, a neighbour planted a banana plant and claimed that was the 
boundary. All my siblings remember we used to have a garden beyond this ba-
nana plant without any contestation. My siblings have not been very useful in 
pressing for this claim, which incidentally ties us to our legitimate lineage and 
identities. I am on the verge of giving up on this land altogether.

I can conclude that my land claims are intertwined with relationship issues 
(ber bedo – staying well with intimates and neighbours); ber bedo, I believe, is the 
principle that guides customary landholdings, yet I intend to convert these lands 
attached to customary norms into private freeholdings. Th e stories, therefore, 
demonstrate the complexity of converting customary landholdings (which are 
more communal) into private (individual) freeholdings. No one has expressed 
this complexity more clearly than the Nwoya District Land Board chairman, 
whom I quote here:

Customary land is more a communal land, to be passed to the future 
generation, so how do you certify communal interest even for those who 
are not yet born, and those in the diaspora, and you do not know that 
that is their interest in the fi rst place? How do you gain consensus of all 
stakeholders? How do you accommodate the interests of nephews, nieces 
and sisters? How do you include all of them in the application form for 
the certifi cate? You exclude some of them, yet they could be included in 
the customary sense.

 Going by the customary landholding mindset, it would be ‘illegal’ to buy the 
lands that I purport to have bought unless people begin to accept the principle 
of commodity land. As it is, it appears that landholding is something that is to 
be constantly negotiated and accommodative of other interests. My attempts to 
buy and privatize land, therefore, amount to attempts to create outsiders who feel 
they are insiders. It is, in fact, a deception that I can acquire ‘private’ land that 
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I can pass on to my children – free of encumbrances. My nephew may be quite 
correct in stating that my ‘real land’ is the size of the grave that he traced.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Stephen Langole’s unusual and thought-provoking autoethnography of land 
claims counters the usual image of landholding in northern Uganda: that a per-
son or a family has but one piece of land or one claim. Stephen has six and makes 
the point that having land in diff erent locations provides insurance in the face of 
the land greed that is widespread in Acholiland. We may ask, in Christian Lund’s 
(2014) words: ‘Of what is this a case?’ Part of the answer is that we have found 
this to be a specifi c case of a general pattern of multiple claims. Persons and fam-
ilies often have land claims in several places, even if they only have rights to use 
the land for a season or two. Shipton (2009: 118–20) found a similar pattern of 
multiple plot landholding among Luo people of western Kenya. He argued that 
this should not be seen as ineffi  cient ‘fragmentation’ but rather as a deliberate 
strategy of diversifi cation for ecological and social reasons.

Aside from empirical generalizability, Stephen’s case raises another more con-
ceptual issue that is another part of the answer. All his land claims were con-
tested. As Shipton (2009: 120) also noted, the disadvantage of the strategy of 
multiplicity is that dispersed landholdings mean ‘increased likelihood of bound-
ary disagreements with neighbours (since there are more boundaries with more 
neighbours)’. In detailing the confl icts, Stephen shows how each concrete dispute 
involves diff erent relationships. Moreover, these relations change over time. He 
takes diff erent positions vis-à-vis the contenders but always sticks to the same po-
sition with regard to the land – that it is his alone, except for Land 6 where he ad-
mits his siblings have stakes. More abstractly, we can say that people with several 
land claims take a multiplicity of relational positions, each grounded in a given 
context. Th ey are multiply embedded in social relationships. It follows from the 
notion of relational positions that the parties involved might have diff erent per-
ceptions of the situation. Stephen makes it very clear that his neighbours and 
relatives feel they have claims and that he should not press them because he has 
more resources than they do.

Recent research on land issues in Africa points to the variety within what 
is glossed as ‘customary tenure’. Summing up this research, Peters (2013: 547) 
writes of ‘overlapping and multiple rights and uses of land’ . . . and of ‘the rise of 
multiple forms of land transfers (rentals, leasing, sales)’. In this chapter, we ad-
dress multiplicity of three diff erent kinds: of acquisition and tenure; of location 
and use; and of relational positions. It is not merely our point that landholding 
is complex. By attending to multiplicity within this threefold framework, we 
attempt to make it more manageable and more amenable to analysis. In some 
instances, multiplicity refers to diversity, as when a variety of landholdings serves 
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diff erent uses. In other instances, multiplicity simply means plurality, as when the 
same land is embedded in many relationships.

Multiple Tenures and Modes of Access

Stephen’s hope is to acquire freehold titles for all of the land he claims, but so far, 
he has only set this process in motion for the land where he resides in Gulu town. 
Freehold would give him the greatest legal individual control over the land. As 
stated in the Land Act, freehold tenure:

(a) involves the holding of registered land in perpetuity or for a period 
less than perpetuity which may be fi xed by a condition;
(b) enables the holder to exercise, subject to the law, full powers of own-
ership of land, including but not necessarily limited to – 

(i) Using and developing the land for any lawful purpose;
(ii) taking and using any and all produce from the land;
(iii) entering into any transaction in connection with the land, in-
cluding but not limited to selling, leasing, mortgaging or pledging, 
subdividing creating rights and interests for other people in the land 
and creating trusts of the land;
(iv) disposing of the land to any person either as a gift inter vivos or 
by will.
(Th e Land Act 1998 with amendments in 2001, 2004, 2010, Part 
II, section 3)

In other words, the freehold owner is free to do what he likes with the land. He 
(the male pronoun is intentional, since far fewer women hold freehold title) is 
not encumbered by obligations to others.

Individual registered ownership under freehold title was promoted by colo-
nial governments from the 1930s as a way of strengthening agricultural effi  ciency 
and economic development through providing security of tenure. In many Afri-
can states, land reform policies of the 1960s and 1970s were based on the same 
logic. Since the late 1980s, the rhetoric of donor agencies, including the World 
Bank, has changed somewhat, with more emphasis on pro-poor land security and 
other forms of registration including communal rights (Peters 2009: 1318). De 
Soto’s (2000) trumpet call for individual titling has been criticized on the basis of 
empirical evidence and concerns for equity (Musembi 2007; Shipton 2009). Yet 
despite the shift of rhetoric and the diff erences in land reform policies across Af-
rica, independent states have generally pursued policies that liberalize land tenure 
to allow individual rather than communal landholding (Manji 2006: 46).

Uganda is no exception. Th e Constitution of 1995 and the Land Act of 1998 
favour freehold, especially with provisions for converting customary tenure to 
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freehold (Manji 2006; Okuku 2006; Joireman 2007; Batungi 2008). However, 
in most parts of the country, freehold title is rare. As Joireman suggests, chang-
ing the law on property rights makes little immediate diff erence if institutions 
for implementation and enforcement are neglected. Impediments to the imple-
mentation of freehold include bureaucratic obstructionism, underfunding and 
understaffi  ng of Land Boards, and corruption.

In Uganda, the government bureaucracy is infamous for its corruption and 
the additional ‘fees’ that are necessary to obtain proper documentation of land-
ownership or land transfer, unless one is willing to wait years for access to a cer-
tifi cate of title. Th ere are multiple instances of citizen complaints regarding delays 
of up to fi ve years in the titling of land or requests for bribes from bureaucrats 
responsible for fi ling the title (Joireman 2007: 473). Against this background, it 
is understandable that Stephen’s fi rst attempt to obtain freehold title has still not 
borne fruit after three years.

Another hindrance that Joireman does not mention is the cost of the survey 
that is necessary in order to obtain title. One of Stephen’s antagonists derided 
him as too poor to aff ord mark stones. Indeed, surveys and the placement of 
mark stones are expensive, a fact that contradicts the claim that individual titling 
is pro-poor. Moreover, they arouse suspicion in some quarters. Th ey seem to in-
dicate a lack of trust, and ambitions to acquire land for investment. Th e Nwoya 
District Land Board Chairman explained:

In the past, giving was without documents. It was giving in an Acholi 
way. Th ere was a certain guy in Koro who was given land by an old 
man. Th e guy called a surveyor. Th e giver asks why. People who bring 
surveyors are the ones who will take other people’s land. Th e guy said 
I’m only going to survey the portion you gave me. Th e old guy said now 
you are becoming greedy. I don’t trust you. Th ey don’t understand what 
surveying means. Th ey think a survey will always include more land. You 
can put a permanent building, but don’t survey. People who are illiterate 
know that surveying is for 500 acres, or 1000, for big farms. And yet he 
has only given one acre. You cannot survey that. Th ey don’t understand 
what you will do with the survey and that the survey has excluded theirs. 
Th ey fear that much more land will be included than the piece given.

Surveying is sensitive; Stephen remarks that his rich neighbour at Land 5 sur-
veyed his land and put mark stones at the edge of Stephen’s land without consult-
ing him as he should.

All of Stephen’s holdings fall legally under the category of Customary Tenure, 
which means that they are regulated according to local practice. Th is includes 
land considered to belong to individuals or households as well as land held col-
lectively by lineages or clans. Th e Land Act states that customary tenure includes:
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applying local customary regulation and management to individual and 
household ownership, use and occupation of, and transactions in, land; 
providing for communal ownership and use of land in which parcels of 
land may be recognised as subdivisions belonging to a person, a family 
or a traditional institution.

In terms of legal tenure, Stephen has only one kind of land. But within the statu-
tory category Customary Tenure, multiplicity reigns. Customary regulation rests 
largely on what is considered valid as a claim, whether it be inheritance, purchase, 
borrowing, hiring, bestowal, marriage or sustained use. Stephen obtained land 
through inheritance from his father, who in turn had been given Land 2; his 
claim to Land 6 was through membership in a patrilineage that held ancestral 
land. However, most of his land was purchased. In his autoethnography, Stephen 
initially puts ‘land sales’ in scare quotes to mark that such transactions are not 
formally recognized in the land registry even though they are usually witnessed 
and recorded on paper. Given that this ‘sold’ land does not fall within any of 
the other three categories of land tenure, it must be considered ‘customary land’ 
subject to local recognition and regulation.

It is striking that the broad category ‘Customary Tenure’ although statutory 
in that it is recognized in the Constitution is seldom certifi ed by government. 
Attempts to introduce Certifi cates of Customary Ownership have not as yet been 
widely accepted in northern Uganda. Th at would be a kind of state authorization 
of ownership over a delineated piece of land. But as the Nwoya District Land 
Board Chairman said, it is diffi  cult to reconcile such certifi cation with the many 
potential stakeholders. Some organizations have spoken very critically of Certifi -
cates of Customary Ownership (Adoko 2017).

Th e ‘sale’ and lease of customary land is not a new phenomenon, but it is 
increasing rapidly across Africa, as documented in a special issue of the journal 
Africa on ‘Interpreting Land Markets’. Th e editors review the literature on what 
is variously called ‘vernacular’, ‘informal’ or ‘clandestine’ markets and point 
out that there is often recourse to ‘informal formalization’, where witnesses 
and written records mimic formal procedures for land sale registration (Colin 
and Woodhouse 2010: 7). ‘Th ese “informal” documents and other means of 
recording land transfers . . . depart from the oral methods prevalent among 
customary systems, and represent more defi nite signs of boundaries and exclu-
sion’ (Peters 2013: 552). While much of the research on vernacular markets 
concerns pioneer areas of newly opened land or parts of West Africa where 
migrants from outside are acquiring property, it is evident that informal sales 
of customary land are also common in Uganda, in areas where these conditions 
do not obtain.

Two other modes of acquiring land – borrowing and renting – are very com-
mon but seldom documented.1 According to Stephen, he had lent (‘temporar-
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ily’) parts of Lands 1 and 3 to relatives, who later refused to leave. He was also 
hiring out a building on Land 3. Other examples from our TrustLand research 
showed that women and young people who had diffi  culty accessing family land 
borrowed or rented elsewhere (Chapters 4 and 5). Families forced to leave their 
ancestral land because of ravaging elephants rented places in a nearby trading 
centre (Chapter 9). In most of these cases, people did not give up their claims 
to one piece of land in favour of another. Th ey maintained multiple land claims 
(Obika et al. 2018).

Again, this pattern is increasingly widespread across Africa. Colin and Wood-
house (2010: 4–5) draw attention to the variety of rental and sharecropping 
arrangements and note that this temporary transfer of rights may off er better 
prospects for improved effi  ciency in land use than freehold title. It is fl exible 
and avoids the sensitive move of selling land. However, this very fl exibility al-
lows problems of interpretation (Peters 2013: 552). Diff erent parties may have 
diff erent perceptions of the conditions of an arrangement, especially in northern 
Uganda, where borrowing land is common as well as renting and sharecropping. 
Are gifts of produce after harvest payment or appreciation? What happens, as in 
the case of Stephen’s Land 2, when a man allowed to cultivate the land does not 
grow crops for the owner as stipulated in the agreement? Th e fl exibility of such 
arrangements is benefi cial and sometimes problematic in the parts of northern 
Uganda hosting refugee settlements. Members of the host community lend or 
rent agricultural land to the refugees but sometimes withdraw it after one season 
so that the refugees do not continue to profi t from the labour they invested to 
clear it. Some members of the Adjumani Elders Forum suggest making written 
agreements about the nature and duration of refugee rights to use the land (Pau-
lino Vusso, personal communication, 2019).

If landholding and access are thought of in terms of ‘bundles of rights’, then 
freehold would entail having virtually the entire bundle. Under customary ten-
ure, the multiple rights are disaggregated. Th e right to use, to sell, to give away, to 
harvest tree crops or to gather fi rewood are not necessarily held by the same party 
(Shipton and Goheen 1992; Doss, Meinzen-Dick and Bomuhangi 2014). Nor 
do the parties always agree on who has which right and for how long.

Multiple Locations and Uses

In describing his six pieces of land, Stephen states where each plot is located and 
what it is used for. His land claims are spread out geographically, in part because 
he wants land for diff erent purposes, and he has the resources to pursue both 
rural and urban projects. He mentions land for residence, business, and rental 
in town, and for agriculture, grazing, a pine plantation and burial in various 
country locations. But having land for diff erent purposes turns out to be not 
uncommon even for rural people.
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Distinguishing kinds of land according to use is well established in Acholi 
discourse and practice.

Ngom kwaro, which relates to patrilineal descent, may be contrasted with 
a family of Acholi terms for diff erent kinds of land-in-use. Words such 
as tim dwar (hunting grounds) and olet (grazing land) point towards use 
as a fundamental characteristic of an area. While hunting and grazing 
are traditionally male occupations, two terms are particularly important 
for understanding women’s land use. ‘Garden’ (poto, pl. poti) is used by 
Acholi when speaking English to indicate a fi eld used for cultivation in 
one season or over years. . . . women have a strong attachment to the 
gardens where they invest their labour and grow food. Okang, on the 
other hand, refers to garden use-history and denotes a garden opened by 
a particular woman on virgin land. Creating a new garden out of bush 
is demanding, and when people speak of a piece of land as the okang of 
their mother or grandmother, they implicitly recognize the work she did 
to establish a new garden. (Obika et al. 2018: 208)

Use is a more dynamic, processual criterion than ownership, which suggests 
continuity until an intentional transfer occurs. Maintaining multiple land claims 
involves keeping them active. Th is is why Stephen invites people to stay on his 
land and use it, with the understanding, of course, that they will vacate it when 
he is ready to use it himself (for example, on Land 2 he allows a man to stay and 
farm ‘for the purpose of securing the land boundaries’, in the same way mothers 
keep the land claims of their sons credible by farming the land).

Th e crucial element of use in relation to land claims emerges during attempts 
to resolve disputes. Th e evidence brought forward at in situ gatherings of local 
authorities is usually a combination of physical marks in the landscape and oral 
testimony about their history. For example, in 2014 the chairman of the Awach 
Sub-county Court Committee told Susan Whyte, Mette Kusk and Alice Adong-
piny about a case the committee had recently heard:

Th e evidence that made Ojok win were mango and pine trees planted by 
his father, his [the father’s] grave and the brothers’ graves, and a drainage, 
wang kigingi. An old foundation of a house, wi obu, was also there. Th e 
Sub-county Court Committee moved around in the area to see this, 
and the neighbours confi rmed it. If two persons claim the same tree, the 
neighbours will confi rm who is right. People will point fi ngers if some-
body tries to claim land that did not used to be theirs.
 . . . Th e wang kigingi are made because people throw weeds to one side 
of their fi elds. Th is makes a ridge and a natural drainage along the side 
of the ridge when rain comes. Neighbours with adjacent fi elds do not 
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throw weeds on the same kigingi; if one throws to the east, the other does 
the same. It now helps as proof when people are in confl ict over land, but 
it has not been created purposefully as a boundary.

Th e wang kigingi were not boundary indicators like the mark stones of the sur-
veyor. Th ey were built up organically through use – by people weeding their 
gardens. Memories of use fi gured in considerations of land claims in many of the 
narratives we heard: ‘yes, we used to eat mangos from that tree of Okumu’s on 
our way to school’; ‘Tito had a sweet potato garden there – I remember that it 
was a problem for him that men drinking at the nearby market used to urinate 
in his sweet potatoes.’

Graves are the most common marks of use adduced in land disputes, given 
that the dead are not buried in churchyards or public cemeteries but rest in fam-
ily land. Graves are evident as mounds, often with a few stones or bricks to mark 
them. In the past, people used to plant kituba trees at graves, which signalled the 
burial for many years after the mound of earth had disappeared. Today, those 
who can aff ord it make graves permanent as rectangles of cement; the ancestral 
residents of ‘the long home’ (Land 6) are identifi ed by names and years of birth 
and death that were scratched into wet cement. While graves are established nat-
urally as part of life courses and not as mark stones in land claims, there is a grow-
ing awareness that they affi  rm a family’s link to the land. Perhaps the marking of 
graves is taking on greater signifi cance in light of growing worries over land, as 
Shipton (2009: 96) has argued for the Luo of western Kenya.

Stephen hopes that Land 6, his ancestral land, will be his ‘long home’ some-
day, but for now he is thinking of diversity in agricultural and income enterprises 
on diff erent kinds of land. Th is logic is evident more widely in people’s livelihood 
strategies. Income diversifi cation is common. Bryceson (2002) writes of ‘the 
scramble in Africa’ for non-agricultural sources of livelihood as exports of agri-
cultural commodities decline. At the same time, she notes that agricultural foun-
dations and the production of subsistence crops remain important for household 
economies. Th e pattern of diversifi cation in northern Uganda encompasses both 
agricultural and non-agricultural activities. People like Stephen who have a regu-
lar salary invest in livestock and tree plantations and renting out buildings. Atim 
and Awor (Chapter 5) are trading fi sh in the market as well as cultivating land 
where they can. Daniel (Chapter 4) raises pigs and cabbages and worked for an 
oil company for a period. Brickmaking and charcoal burning are often combined 
with subsistence agriculture, as is distilling and selling snacks. Th is kind of multi-
plicity means that it is useful to have diff erent kinds of land in diff erent locations.

Rural land serves many purposes in addition to agriculture, as Ferguson 
(2013) has emphasized. A rural homestead is a base for migrants and people 
who have retired after working elsewhere. It is a platform for trade and small 
businesses, often with links to urban centres. It is a place where sick and disabled 
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family members can be cared for. Importantly for our arguments in this book, 
it is an anchor for belonging, as shown in Chapter 6. Ferguson argues that rural 
land is a basis for distribution as well as production; rural homesteads are where 
resources are shared and where those who have more will assist those who have 
less. Th is is certainly true in Stephen’s case.

Multiple Relational Positions

Karl Marx is often credited with the insight that property is not a thing but a 
social relation between an object and an ‘owner’ and a group willing to recognize 
the relation between them. But it was Sir Henry Maine (1861), writing around 
the same time about property as a ‘bundle of rights’, who more directly infl u-
enced anthropological approaches. Th e appreciation of multiplicity captured in 
the ‘bundle’ metaphor has been evident in anthropological writings on property, 
law and social relations for many decades (F. von Benda-Beckman, K. von Benda-
Beckmann, and Wiber 2006: 32, note 16).

Th e notion of property as bundles of rights can be a way of analysing social 
relations. Hann (1998: 7), for example, proposes that we should analyse prop-
erty as ‘the distribution of social entitlements’, inviting us to consider who has 
which kinds of entitlements vis-à-vis whom. For him, the notion of social ‘em-
beddedness’ is key. Here he is inspired by Karl Polyani (1944), who fi rst used this 
concept to underline the ways in which, historically, property and economic pro-
cesses were deeply entwined with social relations and cultural practices. Th e idea 
was elaborated by Granovetter (1985) and adapted by anthropologists studying 
changes in land tenure in Africa (Colin and Woodhouse 2010; Chauveau and 
Colin 2010). In relation to land, social embeddedness is the opposite of freehold; 
land is not free of the claims, entitlements and encumbrances of socially signifi -
cant others. It cannot be separated from social life and transacted as an indepen-
dent commodity with absolute property rights (see Chapter 2).

We would like to take these notions of bundles and embeddedness a step 
further by looking at the practice of negotiating entitlements. Privileges regard-
ing land are not just distributed in some set way according to the elements in an 
agreed bundle. Th ey are fi rmly asserted, obliquely denied, grudgingly allowed or 
generously shared. Access to land, whether by purchase, inheritance or loan, is 
through social relations, often intimate ones. It is worked out through interaction 
with multiple others. In this approach, we follow the direction of Cockburn and 
colleagues to move from thinking about bundles of rights to bundles of relations 
to performative property practices. Th ey write of ‘. . . a processual or performa-
tive perspective on ownership: property relations are not static but need to be 
communicated, performed or claimed – actively made and repeated – in order 
to function’ (Cockburn et al. 2018: 8). As their collection demonstrates, these 
processes are often most visible in contests over property claims.
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Th e conventional image of Acholi society is that patrilineages have land in 
a given village to which sons, and to some lesser extent daughters, have entitle-
ments. While this picture is generally a fair representation, it does not capture the 
multiplicity of possibilities that are being worked out by people in diff erent po-
sitions and situations. Stephen is a recognized member of a landholding patrilin-
eage, but when he attempted to assert his entitlement, his father’s cousin-brother 
told him that since he was educated and had a good income he could aff ord to 
buy land elsewhere. As we will see in Chapter 4, some potential members of a 
patrilineage are not able to realize their claims because their paternity has not 
been recognized. Moreover, people can obtain access through links other than 
membership in a patrilineal descent group. Th ey may mobilize some kind of en-
titlement through maternal relatives, or because a father or grandfather was given 
land by a member of another patrilineage, such as an in-law. Stephen mentions 
that Land 2 was a gift to his father. Among the cases in the chapters to follow, 
there are similar examples. Atim and Awor (Chapter 5) were living on a plot 
given to their father’s brother by a friend. Daniel and his brothers (Chapter 4) 
were staying with their mother on her brother’s land. 

A study on changes in landholding in formerly rural areas around Kampala 
found an increase in freehold tenure (through conversion from mailo land – see 
the appendix on land legislation), with people with resources buying land for 
housing developments or large commercial farms. At the same time, those who 
have continued with smaller scale agriculture have activated multiple forms of ac-
cess. Th e researchers identifi ed twenty diff erent types of access mobilized through 
social connections.

To negotiate land access, it is essential to have a network of acquaintances, 
even though mutual aid is today more restricted. An accumulation of 
forms of land access appears to be the rule more than the exception and 
it is instructive to relate it to marital or family trajectories (for example, 
the arrival of a new wife may motivate the acquisition of an extra plot 
or extra plots might be acquired through wives’ acquaintances). (Chalin, 
Golaz and Médard 2015: 566)

Th e ‘bundle of rights’ is large, and the ‘distribution of social entitlements’ is 
broad, but they must be negotiated and readjusted as time passes.

People assume a multiplicity of relational positions in pursuing, maintaining, 
accepting and denying land claims. Th ey engage specifi c others on grounds that 
have moral, practical and micro-historical dimensions. Stephen’s case illustrates 
this very well. He interacts as a neighbour with the blind lady, who refused to 
accept the ruling of the Local Council concerning their boundary on Land 1. 
His generosity in conceding to her demand might be taken as an example of the 
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moral good of harmonious living (ber bedo), which features in several of the other 
cases we studied (see ‘Th e Land Confl ict at Ogul’ in Chapter 6 and Obika et al. 
2018). Concerning the same land, Stephen interacts as sibling with his brother 
and sister-in-law who make claims because of the work they have invested in 
building the house. He positions himself as senior family member towards the 
cousin’s daughter whom he allowed to put up a small building for his sister on 
the land. On Land 2, Stephen takes the position of employer towards a man he 
contracted to farm for him, but the man realizes his entitlement to use the land 
without fulfi lling the agreement to grow crops for Stephen. On Land 3, he in-
teracts as business partner with a man who attempts to expand the entitlement 
beyond their metal fabrication workshop to include use of the land for a kiosk. 
Th is development leads to the end of the partnership and the man’s entitlement.

Stephen allows people to realize entitlements to use land even as he laments 
that they are taking advantage of him. Land 4, the grazing land, is a good ex-
ample. His relatives are keeping as much livestock there as he does but without 
contributing to the expenses. Th ey have negotiated a social entitlement to use 
the land (and herdsman) of their kinsman, but Stephen has now grown unhappy 
about the situation, and his wife, with whom he assumes another relational posi-
tion, is advising him to end the arrangement.

To say that land claims involve multiple relational positions is to acknowl-
edge that land is embedded in social relations, which in turn involves elements 
of trust, morality, interest, sentiment and interpersonal history. Relations change 
over time and thus aff ect the status of land entitlements. In some cases, it is not 
that relations become tense because of land confl icts but that relations have al-
ready been damaged by tensions that have fl ared up over other confl icts. Several 
of the actors in this volume recognize this. In Chapter 3, the land confl ict be-
tween Sylvia and Lanyuru is linked to Lanyuru’s bitterness that Sylvia refused to 
be inherited by him when her husband died.

Specifi c confl icts between men and women over gardens and land rights 
are often about more than boundaries. Th ey are disputes about status, 
identity, even legitimacy . . . It was a premise of the Contested Property 
Claims Project that contesting claims can compel social actors to ‘reason 
about the institution of property.’ Our cases suggest that what our inter-
locutors ‘reason about’ are the social and historical links that mark their 
ability to have access to property. (Obika et al. 2018: 209)

Th e reasoning employed in relation to land access shows that the links are some-
times uncertain and undependable, rendering access insecure.

Sara Berry found a similar multiplicity and uncertainty in relationships 
among Yorùbá farmers:
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kin-based relations do not provide much security either. People cling to 
them because trade and politics are risky too . . . Most of my informants 
said that their primary strategy for surviving or getting ahead has been 
to keep their options open, which implies both supporting one’s kin and 
exploiting them. . . . Th e multiplication of options served, in turn, to in-
crease uncertainty and inhibit productive investment. (Berry 1985: 83)

Stephen writes that his experience demonstrates the diffi  culty in trusting anybody 
on matters of land. Th erefore, he wants multiple pieces of land for insurance; if 
he loses some to his untrustworthy relatives and neighbours, others will remain. 
Here he seems to link multiplicity with the risk of duplicity. In a similar vein, 
the chairman of the Awach Sub-county Court Committee pinpointed mistrust 
as a constant, when recounting a land dispute where the two parties had seem-
ingly accepted a reconciliation. ‘Are they now on good terms?’ we asked. Our 
interlocutor replied: ‘Th ey stay well, but you do not know what is inside, deep in 
the heart. In Acholi: Gibedo maber, ento pe ingeyo ngo ma i cwinygi – you never 
know another person’s heart.’ Th e multiple relationships in which land claims are 
embedded must be activated and considered, not to know their nature for certain 
but to maintain or revise working assumptions about their viability.

Trust entails a degree of certainty about persons, relationships and situations. 
Stephen does not feel certain about the present or the future. He cannot count on 
his family and neighbours; even conditions may change as when neighbouring 
land is sold or land is subject to compulsory acquisition by the railways. Stephen’s 
strategy is one of insurance rather than assurance; in the face of contingency and 
uncertainty, he seeks security through multiplicity rather than relying on one 
trusted and certain relationship (Whyte 2009).

Conclusion

In this chapter, we started with the straightforward point that many people, like 
Stephen, have claims on more than one piece of land. We used his case to discuss 
three kinds of multiplicity in landholding. Under multiple forms of tenure and 
modes of acquisition, we showed that even though the great majority of land in 
northern Uganda is held under Customary Tenure, multiplicity reigns within 
that one category. Contrary to the exclusive focus on descent and marriage as 
the channels through which people access land, we emphasized informal sales on 
the vernacular land market and the importance of lending, renting and giving as 
modes of land transaction. A second kind of multiplicity concerns locations and 
uses. While agriculture in rural areas is the most demanding in terms of extent, 
land is also important for residence, burial and business. It provides the basis for 
social life and enterprise in urban centres and country settings. Here multiplicity 
permits diversity. Finally, we considered the multiplicity of relations around land 
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that follows from its social embeddedness. Even freehold land, which should in 
principle be less entangled with obligations to intimate others, is not free of social 
relations, as we saw in ‘A Disputed Land Sale’, which opened Part I of the book. 
Th e land in question was freehold, but the confl ict was seen as a betrayal of the 
trust that should obtain between a mother and daughter.

Stephen Langole, Ph.D., is a Senior Lecturer and former Director of the Insti-
tute of Peace and Strategic Studies at Gulu University.

Susan Reynolds Whyte, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Copenhagen.

Michael Whyte, Ph.D., is Associate Professor Emeritus at the Department of 
Anthropology, University of Copenhagen.

Note

1. Of course, encroachment and theft are also modes of acquiring land, but here we only 
consider those recognized as licit.
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Chapter 2

Transactions
Lotte Meinert and Mette Lind Kusk

Selling Land to Foreigners for a Wind Turbine

It was an afternoon in August 2015, and just outside the village, which overlooks 
a green valley in the mountains in Ik County, Kaabong district, Komol and two 
other Ik elders were waiting on their small wooden stools in the shade of a tree. 
Lemu, his adult daughter Elizabeth and granddaughter Martha arrived on a mo-
torbike. Lemu, a local farmer, wore a large suit jacket over his T-shirt, and the 
two women were also dressed up for the occasion. Komol got up and introduced 
Lotte, who was doing fi eldwork in the area with Daniel, a local farmer and re-
search assistant. Komol asked if we could all walk to the site in question. As we 
walked up the hill, Komol told us about the ongoing issue of selling land for 
building a wind turbine near the village.

In July 2014 representatives from an Asian company had come to survey a 
piece of land together with a local broker called James from the Ik community. 
Th ey said they were going to buy a plot of land and build a pilot wind turbine to 
test if this would be a feasible site for producing electricity. James, a member of 
the local educated elite, had acted as a middleman (see Chapter 8) between the 
investors and Komol, who was asked to identify ‘the owners of the land’. Komol 
was approached as an elder and a clan leader and because he was considered a 
custodian of the land, Amazeya jumui, which in the Ik language means ‘leader 
of the soil’. Komol was one of the local traditional authorities who would show 
people what land they could use if they had moved from another area due to 
confl ict or other issues. Identifying ‘the owners of the land’ was a tricky task, 
according to Komol, since many families had been using the land in the past due 
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to the semi-nomadic settlement patterns and recurrent confl ict in the area. Th ere 
were no ‘offi  cial owners’ of the land in terms of land titles or documents but long 
lines of intimate entanglements of families who had been using the land and 
who made claims to it. Th e elders, represented by Komol, had decided that the 
families of Chilla, Lochol and Lemu were those who were going to be presented 
to the buyers as the owners. Th ey were from three diff erent clans, and not from 
the poorest families in those clans.

Lemu explained that a representative from the Asian company had come for 
a meeting with the sub-county chief, the local broker James, Komol and the three 
family heads. At the meeting in the sub-county offi  ce, Komol and the family 
heads thought they were going to discuss the terms of the land transaction and 
negotiate the price, but in Lemu’s words they were simply ‘presented with money 
and asked to sign papers’. Th is was a land sale, not a lease or rental agreement, but 
none of the local families had been involved in a land sale previously, so they did 
not know what to expect or what they could possibly ask or demand.

Th ey were told by the company representative that the price, which the com-
pany called compensation, had been set at 7.8 million UGX (around 2,200 USD 
at the time) for the plot of land measuring 150 x 150 meters. In this local context 
where the cash economy is limited, this appeared to be a signifi cant amount of 
money. Th ey were told that the division of money was going to be even among 
the three so-called ‘original owners’: each family head would get 2 million UGX. 
A land sale fee to the sub-county was set at 350,000 UGX, and Komol, the elder, 
was given only 20,000 UGX as a transport refund. On our way up the hill, we 
did not fi gure out how the balance of the money, 1,430,000 UGX, was divided 
or spent. Later Lotte asked others about this again, but they did not know about 
the balance and did not expect to be able to fi nd out.

When news about the money being paid to the three families reached other 
members of the community – probably through hearsay and families’ suspicious 
monitoring of others’ spending – there was dissatisfaction with the process and 
the creation of ‘original owners’. Other families claimed that they too used to 
farm in that particular area and lamented: Why were those families given money 
and not us?

Lemu was upset about the reactions from other community members, and 
the reason he had travelled with his daughter and granddaughter was to have a 
discussion with those who were dissatisfi ed. Th e families who had claimed they 
also used to farm on the land were not present, but Lemu spoke as if they were 
listening. As we reached the sold plot of land on the hilltop, Lemu and his daugh-
ter eagerly pointed out trees in the landscape and talked about the crops they 
had grown over the years. Lemu said: ‘My father Aperit was instructed by his 
grandfather Isiokalem and by his great grandfather Longok to use this land.’ 
Lemu recognized that there had been other users too but claimed ‘we were the 
original owners of this land’. Komol, the elder, backed him up and confi rmed his 
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authority by saying: ‘I remember who used this land, and I contacted the right 
people – others should respect that and not claim they were all here.’

After the debate had cooled down, the parties agreed that the process of sell-
ing the land had not been good. Komol explained: ‘Th ey [the company and the 
LC3] convinced us to sell the land by saying that the whole place will be bright 
[i.e. receive electricity]. Th at is why we accepted to sell.’ Elizabeth, Lemu’s daugh-
ter, was annoyed about the way the sale was done and regretted that they had not 
proposed the option of rent or lease of the land: 

Th is was not proper selling. We were just told ‘this is your money’. We 
were not given a chance to negotiate or to understand what was involved 
. . . Th ey [Th e company] should have called for a community meeting 
. . . Th ey did not explain how they divided the money, and they did not 
tell about the size of the land or the plan for the wind turbine. 

Th e sub-county chairman, who had hosted the meeting, was less critical of 
the process and thought that the families should be grateful because they had 
received compensation. Th e chairman’s perspective was that: ‘Th is area needs de-
velopment, and electricity will help that.’ Th e chairman had not been informed 
about the detailed plans to provide power, and it was unclear whether the power 
would be joining the main grid hundreds of kilometres away or provided locally 
to villages, and whether families would be expected to pay for it. Th e chairman 
was satisfi ed because at least the company had gone through the offi  cial channels 
to buy the land. Th ey had fi rst contacted the district chairman, then the sub-
county chairman and they had the meeting and the land transaction in his offi  ce, 
the sub-county offi  ce. Th e chairman’s point of reference was that other outsiders, 
such as the missionaries who had arrived recently, as well as a foreign couple, 
had just bought or acquired land locally without involving district or sub-county 
offi  cials.

Th e land was located very near the border to Kenya and also near the Timu 
Forest Reserve. Th e chairman explained that he had had many questions about 
the size of the land but there had been no time to answer these questions in the 
meeting with the company. It turned out that the land that had been sold was ac-
tually inside the Timu Forest Reserve, in breach of regulations. It is not unthink-
able that Komol and perhaps the families knew this all along. Ik families had 
been farming, gathering and hunting in the area for generations and had never 
entirely agreed with the forest authorities about the boundaries of the reserve or 
which activities were allowed to take place in the forest (see Chapter 9).

Th e district forest offi  cer, Patrick Nyeko, from the Department of Environ-
ment, had not been informed about the wind turbine project and was not aware 
that the plot that had been sold was located inside the forest reserve. It would 
obviously not be possible to build a wind turbine inside the forest reserve, since 
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this would be against the law, and it would aff ect the trees, biodiversity and wild-
life. Patrick said that the forest authorities were trying to develop good relations 
with the local communities and explained how they were trying to bring projects 
that were compatible with the forest and the people living in the area. Th e forest 
offi  cer was obviously less than impressed with how the private company had 
worked its way through offi  cial institutions and procedures because it had not 
gone through the Department of Environment.

At the beginning of 2016, a new site – also with plenty of wind for building 
the test turbine – was identifi ed near Lokinene village, close to the main road. 
Th e company did not bother to ask the families to pay back the money for the 
fi rst site in the forest reserve. Th e company simply wanted to get started on build-
ing a fence around the new plot as soon as possible. Th ere were seven other pilot 
sites for testing the feasibility of producing wind turbine electricity in Kaabong 
district, and at these sites the test equipment had already been set up. At the new 
site near Lokinene village, it was agreed between the local broker, the sub-county 
chief and the local leaders that it would create too many problems if the money 
was only paid to a select number of families. Th us, the local leaders in the nearby 
villages, the sub-county chief, the local elders and the same local broker agreed 
that the compensation money should be paid to the community at large because, 
as the broker put it, ‘land in this area is not really owned by individuals, and the 
new site is defi nitely on communal land’. Th ey had to come up with a way of 
giving the money to the ‘community at large’. It was agreed that the money be 
spent on repairing the community road. Th us 200 inhabitants from the nearby 
villages who were willing and able to work on the community road were paid 
5,000 shillings per day for fi ve days and the road was repaired.

Again, the compensation for the land was set by the company at 7.8 million 
shillings. Th is time, the sub-county took a fee of three million. Th e reason for the 
change in fee was apparently that a new sub-county chairman had been elected, 
and furthermore the sub-county was short of funds. Still, the story about the 
total fi gure was perplexing. It said that fi ve million was paid to those who worked 
on the road and three million remained at the sub-county, which makes eight 
million – so the calculation was 200,000 shillings short. Th ere were disapproving 
voices saying that this time the money was simply taken by the sub-county, since 
the sub-county was responsible for repairing the road in the fi rst place, and they 
were short of funds. Yet the general atmosphere around the second transaction of 
land was less critical than the fi rst one in which money was given to only three 
individual families.

In 2017, a team of workers from a Ugandan contractor built cement pillars 
and put up a barbed wire fence around the new site where the test wind turbine 
was going to be placed. Th e team was made up of about fi fteen young men, 
assembled from all over Uganda, who were camping inside the fence during the 
months when they did the building. Th e foreman was a young Ankole man, 
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who had been working for the company for eight years. He explained that the 
wind turbine, together with seven others in Karamoja, was projected to produce 
around 60 megawatts. After eighteen months of testing the wind turbine, elec-
tricity would be available for selling – even to Kenya, the foreman explained. Th e 
locals would get free access to power in the beginning and later on they would 
have to pay for it, but not much, according to the foreman: ‘Electricity is now 
paid like airtime on the phone. You get a card and load your power on it.’

Th e foreman related how a number of local Ik and Dodoth men had been ap-
proaching him to ask for work, but he was not responsible for employing people. 
Th is was done centrally by the company. He wished he could hire some of the 
local people because he could see that they had very few options to earn money. 
Some of the local older men from Lokinene were complaining too: ‘We did not 
know they were going to put up a big fence like this inside our land – they said 
they were going to build a wind turbine and provide power to all.’ Given their 
expulsion from the area that was made into Kidepo National Park in 1959 (see 
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Chapter 9) and continuous threats of being expelled again from the Timu Forest 
Reserve, it was no wonder that people became worried when massive cement 
pillars and a barbed wire fence were put up on their land.

After the fence had been fi nished and the test mast had been put up to mea-
sure the wind, nothing much happened, according to the local broker. A soldier 
was hired by the company to guard the fence and the test mast. In January 2020, 
the community had still not heard any news about the prospect of building a 
wind turbine for producing electricity. But the land had been sold, and the fence 
and the soldier were clear markers of the land transaction.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Th e sale of land in Ik County was a complicated aff air, not least in its con-
sequences. It spurred new creations: of owners, of fences, of arguments for or 
against land sales, of regulations for transactions, and of ideas about how money 
gained from a land sale should be spent. It did not end with a signature on 
a paper and handing over money. Rather, those acts were a starting point for 
ongoing negotiations and arguments. On the face of it, this is a specifi c case of 
the more general pattern of selling communally held land and transforming it 
from customary to freehold tenure (Wily 2011). It is also a concrete example of 
dispossession of indigenous land (Laltaika and Askew 2021) and divergent un-
derstandings about what a land transaction entails (Colin and Woodhouse 2010; 
Lund and Boone 2013).

Transactions of land include selling and buying but also lending and borrow-
ing, renting, inheriting and being shown where to use land. Th ese diff erent kinds 
of transactions and transfers of use rights are not always experienced as clearly 
demarcated, and what is understood to be their duration and degree of fi nality 
may vary among the actors involved.

In the remaining part of this chapter, we fi rst consider some fundamental as-
sumptions about what is transferred in land transactions, building on the discus-
sion in the previous chapter about forms of tenure and modes of acquisition. We 
then proceed to examine three aspects of transactions as social actions in relation 
to trust. First, we look at their embedded and embodied nature: the diff erence 
between transferring access while physically standing on the land together with 
other knowledgeable people and transferring a representation of land in the form 
of papers, data, maps and surveys. Second, we consider the actors involved: indi-
viduals, groups or institutions, who can claim that they have the right or power 
or authority to make the transaction. Who can represent whom, and how much 
say should others have? Th ird, we discuss the temporal aspects of land transac-
tions as processes, attending to the ways in which people may disagree on the 
time perspective of a transaction.
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What Is Transferred in a Land Transaction?

As we saw in Chapter 1 on Multiplicity, land tenure may be understood as bun-
dles of entitlements vis-à-vis other persons. Freehold tenure entails the most 
comprehensive bundle, while customary tenure may involve diff erent kinds and 
extents of entitlements to use the land. So when land access is transferred, the 
question is: what entitlements does the recipient gain and what if anything does 
the giver receive? As Colin and Woodhouse (2010: 8) point out, we must at-
tend to the content of land transactions, especially the rights and obligations 
exchanged. Th ere is a great variety of arrangements: land transfers entailing par-
ticular obligations and rights for the buyer, temporary transfers, and transfers 
entailing rights to use but not to sell the land in question, and so on (Colin and 
Woodhouse 2010: 3–4).

In the case of the wind turbine sale, we saw how a large bundle of land 
access rights were exchanged for money – a common global measure of value. 
Interestingly, there was no discussion or disagreement about the monetary price 
of the land – no negotiations, haggling and bargaining about the amount. Th is 
is unusual but was probably due to the fact it was the fi rst instance of selling 
land in the county, and thus there were no points of reference for comparison. 
Furthermore, the price seemed extraordinarily high to the local sellers, so they 
had no quarrel to make. Th e price was presented as ‘compensation’, a term gov-
ernments use when expropriating land for a public works project. People being 
compensated do not have a say about the amount of compensation. It seems that 
those who transferred the land to the company did not understand the extent 
of the access entitlements they were providing. Elders complained that they did 
not know that a big fence would be erected on their land so that they could no 
longer access it. Moreover, social relations between the parties to the transaction, 
minimal in any case, ceased once the compensation was paid. Th ere were no jobs 
for local people at the wind turbine site.

Such a land transaction contrasts with the more common type of transfer, 
where entitlements are socially embedded and subject to adjustment. Th ese are 
based in values of cooperation, reciprocity, harmony, sympathy and entrustment 
for the future. Money can be exchanged for a given entitlement (for example 
to dig clay for bricks or grow crops for a season), but the presence of money 
in a transaction does not necessarily excise land access from social relations. Of 
course, there may be disagreement about the entitlements transferred. As we saw 
in the case of Stephen’s multiple landholdings (Chapter 1), his intimate others 
did not always accept his defi nition of the transaction.

Land that is sold in a manner that alienates the entire bundle of rights may 
later be subject to a reassertion of social embeddedness if family members at-
tempt to reverse the sale. As was the case in Côte d’Ivoire, a sale may be disputed 
on the grounds that ‘my father should not have sold the land’ (Chauveau and 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



64  Lotte Meinert and Mette Lind Kusk

Colin 2010: 98). If it is not possible to cancel the sale, the proceeds can at least 
be shared, thus recognizing the embeddedness that has been denied, as happened 
in the second sale of land to the wind turbine company.

(Dis)embedded and (Dis)embodied Transactions

Deterritorialization – that is, a process whereby distance and place become irrel-
evant – is part of global modernity (Eriksen 2007: 16). When it does not matter 
where something was made or takes place, it has been physically disembedded 
(ibid.). Disembedding also has a more comprehensive social meaning, according 
to Giddens, who defi nes disembedding as the lifting out of social relations from 
local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefi nite spans of 
time-space (1990: 22). Th is gradual movement from concrete and tangible to the 
abstract and virtual is also highly relevant in land transactions.

Unlike most other kinds of physical property, land is fi xed in space. In a 
land transaction, land is not moved. Rather, it is people who willingly move or 
are compelled to move, or their entitlements change. In that sense, land is not 
property (Lund, this volume). We may refer to land as if it was a ‘thing’ that is 
transacted, but in reality it is the bundle of rights to use and settle on the land 
that is transferred though recognition. Th e fi xity and materiality of land does not 
mean that its social characteristics are obvious. Its units and borders are often 
not visible to the unknowing eye because very little land is fenced or demarcated 
with clearly visible signs. When land is transacted, as we saw in the case from Ik 
County, the embodied knowledge of people is brought into play. Th ey are aware 
of the extent of the land being transferred, its history and the kinds of rights to 
use the land. Th at is why when a piece of land is entrusted from father to son in 
the Ik tradition other family members and neighbours ideally have to be present 
to witness the process, and they often physically walk around the plot and mark 
or touch trees and stones to show and witness that this is the unit for which 
rights are being transferred. In this way, a transaction is both physically embed-
ded (happens in situ), socially embedded (takes place with the involved parties 
present) and it is embodied (with footsteps, touch and sight). Land transactions 
in northern Uganda almost always involve some action on the ground, some of 
the involved parties, and some form of embodiment.

Yet in some cases (and for some of the parties) a land transaction is also, or 
even only, an abstracted process where actors make use of representations of the 
land: a map representing the landscape, cadastral measurements and numbers, 
a land title document. When land is represented by papers and measurements, 
it is not necessary to engage the land physically. Th e transaction may take place 
in an offi  ce where a limited amount of information is registered and key poten-
tial stakeholders are not present. An extreme example is given in Chapter 7 on 
Aspirations. Th e sub-county authorities sold plots of land in the Town Board to 
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buyers who had not yet seen the plots they were purchasing. Th e general location 
and the measurements of the plots were known, but it was not until later in the 
process that the buyers were shown the specifi c plots that they were acquiring.

When the plot of land in Ik County that was sold to the Asian company 
turned out to be located inside a forest reserve, this made some of these basic is-
sues about land transactions clear. Even though some protocol followed – money 
was transferred, signatures were put on paper, meetings were held – the transac-
tion was not successful because in the end it turned out that another authority 
claimed rights to the land – Th e National Forest Authority; and this trumped 
other authorities. Because of the fi xed nature of land, the company could not 
simply take what they had paid for and leave but had to give up the fi rst trans-
action and embark on buying a new plot, because land, even when turned into 
a commodity, is physically embedded, grounded – it is the ground. Land trans-
actions make power relations and institutions manifest (Lund 2008), and they 
point to the role of the state and the diff erent actors as citizens (Lund 2016), 
foreign investors and clan elders and the authority they hold (Lund and Boone 
2013).

Th e knowledge about the land in the Ik case was embedded in memories and 
relationships between people, as well as in maps and documents. Th e middleman 
and the clan elders had given their perspective on the land, which they had used 
for many generations. Th ey had stories about the land, and they could tell on the 
ground how the land had been used and say who had used it. Th is was in line 
with indigenous Ik ideas about land as an embedded and embodied resource to 
be used and entrusted to others. Th e middleman and the elders embodied the 
history of the land and may not have walked around the plot together with the 
buyer but were physically present and could point to trees and stones that marked 
boundaries. Th is embodied practice of being present on the ground in question 
was considered appropriate by the local actors, and it was accepted by the foreign 
buyers, who on these terms could proceed with a meeting in the sub-county of-
fi ce. Th e meeting in the offi  ce, however, was somewhat foreign to the local elders 
and families. It was characteristic of modern land transactions as disembedded, 
mediated and disembodied. Th e transaction took place far away from the land 
in question, by means of representation: a map represented the land, the three 
heads of households represented families and clans, a piece of paper represented 
the agreement between people, signatures represented individuals, and money 
represented the value of the land. Th e role of the middleman was largely to assure 
the parties that they could trust each other’s ideas about the transaction and the 
forms of representation. Th e foreigners too had to trust the embedded and em-
bodied practices of transaction.

It was only when the abstract, mediated elements of the process proceeded 
that the company discovered other information about the land. Not until the 
company wanted to have the purchase registered with the offi  cial authorities in 
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the capital did they discover the coordinates were located inside a government-
owned forest reserve. When they did the second purchase of a plot of land, they 
made sure to check the offi  cial maps ahead of the transaction.

Embodied knowledge and a physical meeting on the land are considered 
important for transparency and trust in transactions in northern Uganda. Land 
transactions should not be hidden. As one man selling portions of family land in 
Awach remarked: ‘Land is not sold at night.’ When transactions are questioned 
in a forum for confl ict resolution, a new transaction may be made if the parties 
accept mediation and the decision of the forum. Here too disputants and wit-
nesses often walk the boundaries of a plot and remark on evidence of use. In the 
case of ‘Th e Land Confl ict at Ogul’ reported in Chapter 6 on Belonging, people 
stood on the boundaries of their farmland while a knowledgeable elder, who 
was unable to walk, was rolled past them on a bicycle. Th e chairman of the Sub-
county Court Committee in Awach explained that land disputes were always fi rst 
heard in situ so the Committee members could walk the land and listen to the 
explanations of immediate actors.

In the entrustment practice (Shipton 2009), land transactions are embodied 
and ideally witnessed during ‘daylight’ through the physical presence of all par-
ties involved (social embodiment) at the site in question in question (physical 
embeddedness). Th e trust invoked is of a very tangible and personalized kind. 
Transactions in the cadastral, mediated and disembodied system take place far 
from the land – they are physically disembedded – through the means of pa-
pers, measurements, signatures and stamps. Th e transaction is based on a more 
abstract form of trust in institutions and an acceptance that land can be disem-
bedded from immediate social relations to familiar others. When people hold 
diff erent ideas about a land transaction, as the company and parties in the case 
from Ik County did, this often creates confusion and potential confl ict.

Actors in Land Transactions

Land transactions involve, at a minimum, a giver or seller, a receiver or buyer, 
and an authority who can approve the transaction. Th e person transferring rights 
to access the land must be recognized as having the right to do so. Power and 
authority are more or less explicitly at play. Doubt about a party’s competence to 
make a transfer throws the transaction into uncertainty. A woman living on the 
land of her father’s clan may allocate the right to build a house to her grown son. 
But this transaction could be challenged by clan members, who may question 
her authority. In contrast, successfully conveying or overseeing land transfers en-
hances authority (Lund 2007).

Establishing the rightful inheritor, owner or representative of a group can 
make the transfer a confl ictual issue and a question of trust. Who has the qual-
ifi cations to be a buyer, who can veto a sale? Who will be accepted to act as a 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Transactions  67

middleman? Who, or which institution, can approve and confi rm a transaction? 
Who has the position to cancel a transaction retrospectively? Th ese questions all 
relate to matters of power and trust, in terms of actors’ ability to position them-
selves as authoritative when it comes to land matters among locals as well as in 
connection to outsiders.

Th e case of the wind turbine land sale is unusual, but it raises these questions 
very explicitly. Th e company buying the land needed owners whom they could 
buy it from, and they needed a recognized authority in order to make it a formal 
and rightful sale. Th e Oxford English Dictionary defi nes ‘owner’ as: ‘A person 
who holds something as his or her own; a possessor or proprietor; a person who 
has the rightful claim or title to a thing.’ Following from this defi nition, to be 
an ‘owner’ is tightly connected to an individual’s possession of a thing. Th e term 
‘rightful’ indicates a relationship between an individual and the thing that is 
formally recognized by law. As such, it indicates a straightforward relationship 
between an individual person and his or her rights to a thing. In relation to land 
ownership, it leaves the impression of a person possessing full rights to a clearly 
defi ned physical area.

In northern Uganda, indeed in many parts of Africa (Lund 2008: 15), people 
rarely use a word that would translate as ‘owner’ when describing their relation-
ship to land they use or have authority over. As further discussed in Chapter 6 
on Belonging, words such as ‘custodian’ or ‘caretaker’ of land are used (Amazeya 
jumui in Icetot – the Ik language – means ‘leader of the soil’ and won ngom in 
Acholi could be translated as ‘father of the soil’). According to the OED, ‘cus-
todian’ is defi ned as follows: ‘A person or organization which has custody or 
guardianship of something or someone; a guardian.’ A caretaker is defi ned as ‘one 
who takes care of a thing, place, or person; one put in charge of anything.’ It is 
obvious that there is a signifi cant diff erence between being a custodian, caretaker 
of land or leader and father of the soil and being a landowner. Two diff erent 
understandings of the relationship between people and land are at play here, 
which are expressed in the vocabulary used. Th e wind turbine company holds a 
conventional, capitalistic approach to land, viewing it as property owned if not 
by any single individual then by a few individuals; thus the company depended 
on identifying the owners in order to purchase land.

In Ik County, ‘landowners’ as such do not exist; rather, long entangled lines 
of users, custodians and caretakers have engaged actively with the land in the 
area over time. To be a custodian or caretaker of land does not imply exclusive 
rights; rather both terms indicate a degree of responsibility for the land. Likewise, 
in parts of the Acholi sub-region, people say that traditional land (nyom kwaro) 
belongs to the ancestors; it is borrowed by people who use it and keep it in trust 
for future generations. Being custodians or caretakers of land in northern Uganda 
does not only entail responsibility for the land per se but also for the complex 
relations – current, past and future – that are connected to the land.
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It is of little surprise that it requires some inventiveness and work when in-
vestors request owners in order to buy up land. Th e complexity of indigenous 
entrustment systems creates a problem for buyers in a conventional capitalis-
tic transaction system. However, in the Ik case the sub-county chief responded 
pragmatically to the company’s request for owners by asking a respected elder to 
identify the ‘original owners’. He was probably well aware of the illusion it in-
volved but eager enough to witness ‘good development’ in the area to go through 
with it. At the same time, the sale also confi rmed the authority of the sub-county 
chief and in this way helped to create the need for this institution. As Christian 
Lund (2007, 2008) has shown, the competition for authority over land matters is 
often great between local actors in African and other contexts, where institutional 
multiplicity is in place, and where jurisdiction over land matters is diff erent de-
pending on the situation. When, for example, a land sale is conducted for the 
fi rst time, as was the case with the wind turbine in Ik County, it off ers an apt 
opportunity for actors to cement their jurisdiction within the realm of land.

Th ere was something intrinsically curious about the creation of ‘original 
owners’ in the case. It worked to the extent that the land was actually sold and 
money paid to the ‘original owners’ as well as the local authorities. But as soon as 
the news seeped out into the community, most people viewed the move to create 
owners and individualize what is usually considered a common resource poten-
tially available to more people as unjust and short-sighted. It spurred tensions 
and debates. Th us, in the second land purchase, the creation of original owners 
followed a diff erent tack and resulted in a collective payment to the community, 
through the repair of the common road. In this instance, ‘the community’ was 
created as the original owners of the land, which is more in line with indigenous 
Ik ideas about land. But still the conception of ‘owners’ rather than caretakers is 
diff erent.

Furthermore, the process of selling the land created a set of relationships and 
hierarchies that the families involved did not necessarily agree with, such as the 
higher status of the middleman and the authority of the sub-county chief. Th ey 
were dissatisfi ed with the fact that there was no public community meeting where 
those who felt they should be included could be present to hear with their own 
ears and ask questions about the sale, if they wished so.

When one person takes on the authority to sell or transact land without 
consulting others with whom the rights to the land are also embedded, it is taken 
as a betrayal of trust. Th is was abundantly clear in ‘A Disputed Land Sale’, which 
opened Part I of the book. Elisabeth felt that her daughter Grace had arrogated 
to herself the position of landowner by selling the land. Th e Local Councillor 
apparently believed that Grace was the owner and thus lent the authority of the 
political structure to the sale. But a higher level of authority, the assistant to the 
Resident District Commissioner, recognized the rights of Elisabeth, who claimed 
that she was holding the land in trust for her grandsons. Here, as elsewhere, the 
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failure of communication went hand in hand with a failure of trust. Elisabeth 
felt that the sale had been done ‘by night’, as it were, thus keeping her in the 
dark by excluding her from involvement. Th e transaction was re-opened with 
the agreement that a portion of the money realized in the sale should be given to 
Elisabeth. It was completed when the buyer (not Grace the seller) paid Elisabeth. 
But trust was never re-established between mother and daughter and commu-
nication came to an end. Elisabeth remained bitter even after she received the 
money because the land was out of her hands for good. Th ere was no possibility 
of reversing the transaction.

As we saw in the Introduction of this book, the mysterious ‘Not for Sale’ 
signs posted on buildings and land indicate this same mistrust. People holding 
property collectively are suspicious that one among them may claim the right of 
‘owner’ by selling the property behind their backs.

Land Transactions as Temporal Processes

In the case of Stephen’s attempt to gain freehold on his land in Gulu (Chapter 
1 on Multiplicity), we saw how land transactions that are registered often take 
a long time due to the process of acquiring cadastral measurements, documents 
and land titles. Yet, the process is meant to have an end point; a fi nality is built 
into the trade relationship. When it is over, the involved parties are supposed 
to be equal and done with each other; the former landholders are no longer 
embedded in relations around the land. Th e importance of time minimization 
for closing transactions is testifi ed in the World Bank project on land tenure in 
Uganda, where success is measured in the number of days it takes to access land 
records and make transactions. Th e project states that in 2006 it took 435 days to 
access records, but in 2018 it was instant, due to digitization. Registering a land 
sale took 52 days in 2013, and in 2018 it took only 30 days (World Bank 2018). 
Th e idea that speed and acceleration in transactions are positive features may 
be characteristic of late modernity; the price for acceleration is alienation (Rosa 
2021). Acceleration in land transactions was a common feature in the global land 
rush that followed the fi nancial and food price crises in 2007 and 2008 (Gabbert 
2021: 4). Yet among the agro-pastoral Arbore in Ethiopia it is said that ‘land 
cannot be rushed’ – cultivation cycles and movement of cattle have to be timed 
and tuned, and decisions about land transactions should likewise not be made in 
a haste (Gabbert 2021: 5).

In the case with the wind turbine, the fi rst transaction was made in haste, 
from the point of view of the local stakeholders. Th e transaction was supposed 
to have ended with the transfer of money, the signatures on the contract and the 
registration of the sale. But as is often the case, this became the starting point of 
a confl ict and further negotiations that eventually led to a new transaction. In 
the end, after the second plot was bought, the transaction was concluded, and a 
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fence was put up around the plot to confi rm this. Yet the permanence of the land 
transaction was perceived as a provocation by some of the inhabitants, who did 
not approve of this way of governing land. Lemu’s daughter Elizabeth expressed 
her disagreement with the tempo and terms of permanence in the sale. She said 
that ‘this was not proper selling’ because the landholders did not get a chance in 
the rushed sale to understand that the land was gone for good. As mentioned, 
Elizabeth wished they had suggested that the company rent or lease the land, so 
that eventually it could be returned to the community.

When land is transferred as part of the entrustment system, there are other 
temporalities at play. If a father shows a son or wife where to plant their gardens, 
there is an aspect of duration that depends on need and actual use as well as the 
social relationship between the involved parties; but the transaction is not per-
manent as it is when the entire bundle of entitlements is transferred upon sale. 
When a clan leader like Komol shows people from other clans a piece of land 
‘they can use for now’, it is meant to be temporary, and it is meant to create an 
ongoing relationship of reciprocity and sharing. It is like the temporality of gifts; 
they are not expected or supposed to be returned immediately, nor with the exact 
same value (Mauss 1990 [1923]; Bourdieu 1977, 1997). 

First and foremost, gifts cement a relationship of reciprocity between giver 
and receiver that stretches out over time. In this sense, entrustment transactions 
of land resemble some aspects of the payment of bridewealth, a process that takes 
place over many years, and rather than ending a relationship is supposed to open 
and continue it over time through the continued exchange of gifts. Lentz (2010: 
63) found an explicit analogy between marriage with bridewealth and transfers of 
land among Sisala and Dagara people in northern Ghana and Burkina Faso (and 
notes a similar parallel among Kikuyu in Kenya). Land, like a daughter or sister, 
is never totally alienated; transferring rights while retaining a connection is the 
basis for an ongoing relationship with the other party. Yet as Lentz also shows, 
the temporal aspects of marriage and affi  nal relations, like those between land 
givers and receivers, are liable to diff erent interpretations as years pass. When clan 
leaders or families show a guest or nephew where to farm in the understanding 
that this is temporary and with a fl exible time horizon, the guest and host may in 
time come to disagree on how temporary and fl exible it is. Th e guest may refuse 
to leave, and the transaction thus gains a temporal quality of fi nality, from the 
guest’s perspective, that may not have been the intention of the clan leader. As 
Woodhouse and Colin emphasize, referring to studies from Côte d’Ivoire (2010: 
3), land transactions sometimes go awry partly because people do not agree on 
the temporal aspect. Is a transaction a permanent deal or a temporary agreement? 
Is a transaction a loan with some compensation or is it buying?

Th e wind turbine company probably wanted a transaction that was fi nal be-
cause they had no interest in a longer exchange relation with the local population. 
From their perspective, this could make their investment seem insecure.
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Conclusion

Th e wind turbine case may be seen as marking the beginning of a (partial) tran-
sition from entrustment systems of land transactions, where land rights are em-
bedded in social relations, to market-based transactions, where the whole bundle 
of land rights is alienated for good. Th e values involved seem to have shifted 
from ideals based on trust and reinforcement of social relations to the worth of 
cash and contracts and a move from collective ownership and transactions to the 
privatization of resources. But as we have shown in this chapter, such contrasts do 
not exhaust the issues at play. Chauveau and Colin (2010) point out that we of-
ten assume a unilineal evolution from embedded to disembedded land transfers, 
but in reality both kinds of characteristics exist at the same time, as in the Ik case. 
Here the transaction was partly embedded, as people could stand on the land and 
talk about its history and marks of use, and partly disembedded, as information 
was mediated on paper and even sometimes registered in a government offi  ce. 

Th e involvement of potentially interested actors is key to studying transac-
tions. Th e nature of communication and perceptions of exclusion and secrecy 
generate mistrust in a transaction and can lead to re-negotiations. Here and in 
the chapters to follow, we see how power, authority and legitimacy are invoked 
and sometimes changed in the course of a transaction. Th e temporal aspects of 
transactions are particularly important because of the socially embedded and 
bundled nature of land rights. Insofar as land transfers are part of continuing 
social relations, their temporal horizons are not fi xed, and possibilities for con-
tinuing negotiations about specifi c entitlements remain open. However, in the 
wind turbine case, the local sellers permanently lost access to the second plot 
that they transacted to the international company. Th e transaction of the fi rst 
plot, inside the forest reserve, was undone by the authorities, but the company 
had the fi nancial power to simply purchase another plot and close the deal. Th is 
points to the issue of inequality in transactions. When parties in a deal are more 
or less equal, they may be more open to bargaining and keeping the transaction 
open-ended. When a fi nancially powerful company enters the scene, the rules 
of the game change, and potentially, if resources are found and something turns 
out to be profi table, companies can in principle buy the land and make locals 
landless.

In this situation of multiplicity and potential, the general question remains: 
what kind of values and moral economy will guide land transfers and to the 
benefi ts of whom?

Lotte Meinert, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, Aarhus 
University.

Mette Lind Kusk, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor at Via University College.
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Navigating Legal Pluralism

I know everybody here has mentioned that they prefer to use the Rwot 
Kweri because they know the land boundaries and resolve the cases faster 
and more cheaply . . . but for me I would prefer to consult the resolution 
bodies according to the help they can off er. If local leaders are the ones 
who say that women have no rights, then I would rather go to people 
who respect and understand me . . .

Sylvia caught Irene’s attention when she disagreed with other participants during 
a focus group discussion on land confl icts organized in Amuru sub-county. By 
coincidence, on the way to the market the same day, Irene had met Lanyuru, who 
is Sylvia’s brother-in-law and the person with whom Sylvia was having the land 
confl ict. Lanyuru had just been elected as a member of the Area Land Committee 
for Amuru sub-county and was about to undertake training in the roles of ‘Pro-
tecting the Rights of the Vulnerable’ (including widows, orphans and people with 
a disability), provided by the NGO that Irene was working for. 

A bit careful and reluctant at fi rst, Lanyuru later opened up to Irene and 
started giving his point of view on the confl ict. According to him, Sylvia married 
Acaye Peter (Lanyuru’s brother) in 1979 and had six children with him (two sons 
and four daughters). Acaye was a police offi  cer; he worked in towns outside of his 
home area most of the time. In 1990, while they were living in Gulu town, Acaye 
became sick and violent, and Sylvia’s family withdrew her from Acaye. Sylvia 

Chapter 3

Confl icts
Irene Winnie Anying and Quentin Gausset
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was taken to her natal home, which is only about 4 kilometres from her marital 
home, together with all six children. She continued to receive fi nancial support 
from Acaye and returned for his burial when he committed suicide in 1992. She 
also processed Acaye’s gratuity as his widow, which she used to look after the 
children and herself from her natal home. In about 1996, as everyone moved to 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camps, Sylvia moved into a camp near her 
natal home. Th e impression Irene had was that Lanyuru, Acaye’s eldest surviving 
brother, who used to live with Acaye while studying in Gulu (Acaye was paying 
for his school fees), resented the fact that Sylvia had taken his late brother’s prop-
erty after abandoning him.

When Irene asked Lanyuru about the dispute with Sylvia, he declared that 
the issue had already been settled in early 2014 with the help of a Non-Govern-
mental Organization, which had also promised to provide further assistance in 
planting boundary trees between him and Sylvia. When Irene prompted Lanyuru 
on whether this was necessary, since they were in-laws, Lanyuru explained that 
Sylvia is never satisfi ed. ‘It is her who wanted this,’ he said. Lanyuru has accepted 
this idea of planting trees to avoid further problems with Sylvia, whom he de-
scribed as a very ambitious woman. At this point, Lanyuru informed Irene that 
Sylvia had wrongly accused him twice before of destroying her huts, but the 
police had found no merit in the case and simply requested them to settle the 
matter from home as a family.

Th ree weeks after talking to Lanyuru, Irene scheduled an interview with 
Sylvia. Sylvia fi rst told the story of her marriage, which confi rmed Lanyuru’s 
account. She then explained that in her land dispute with Lanyuru she had asked 
the help of almost all the leaders including the Rwot Kweri, clan elders, the Local 
Council chairperson and the Non-Governmental Organisation. Sylvia noted that 
the dispute with Lanyuru started way back in 2007. She said that when most 
people in IDP camps started returning to their pre-displacement homes, she in-
formed Lanyuru that she would be returning to her late husband’s home and not 
her own father’s home, where she had lived prior to displacement after having left 
her husband. Sylvia observed that she faced a lot of resistance from both Lanyuru 
and his mother, who were hesitant to allocate her space for her hut and a garden 
to dig. Sylvia decided to involve some clan elders and the Local Council 1 in 
2008. Both of these advised Lanyuru to provide space to Sylvia.

In 2009, when Sylvia fi nally returned with the hope of resettling on her late 
husband’s portion of land, Lanyuru was loath to allow her into the family home. 
Lanyuru had already put up his home on a piece of land where Sylvia and her late 
husband had had a hut in the late 1980s, which they used whenever they came 
for holidays in the village. Lanyuru used to live with them in Gulu and would 
also come back and stay with them during holidays, in the same compound that 
he was now claiming to be his. Despite Lanyuru’s resistance, Sylvia started to put 
up a hut about 80 meters from Lanyuru’s compound without his consent, on a 
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piece of land that she claimed belonged to and was used by her late husband. 
While she was putting up the hut, Lanyuru verbally insulted her, accusing her 
of bringing back the same witchcraft that she had used to kill his brother Acaye 
(Sylvia’s husband). A week later, before she thatched the hut, she found her hut 
broken, an issue she reported to the police, accusing Lanyuru. Sylvia rebuilt the 
hut and followed up this case with the police until 2010.

At the same time, the Catholic church off ered to construct a hut for Sylvia 
(who was an active member of the church) on part of the church land where 
they build huts for the vulnerable. Sylvia rejected this off er and preferred to stay 
amidst Lanyuru’s disturbances. Sylvia felt that if she accepted the church’s off er, 
then she would never get back her husband’s portion of the land. She felt she 
needed to stand and defend this land for her children. In Sylvia’s words, ‘If I don’t 
stand strong, where will my sons fi nd land? I am fi ghting because of them.’ Sylvia 
also brought up this issue during one of the main clan meetings held in late 2012.

At that clan meeting, Lanyuru asked Sylvia to refund the bridewealth because 
she had abandoned her husband. Th e elders resolved that she did not have to re-
fund bridewealth and could stay on her late husband’s land. Despite this dispute 
resolution, Lanyuru continued to disturb Sylvia. Lanyuru would farm up to 10 
meters from Sylvia’s hut and continued to insult and threaten her, claiming that 
Sylvia had killed her husband and was bringing witchcraft to the family. Lacking 
farming land around her, Sylvia used land at her natal home, and she also borrowed 
land from an elder of her husband’s clan. According to Sylvia, both judgements 
made by the clan elders and by the big clan meeting had advised that she should 
not be chased away, but she was not satisfi ed with these rulings, because there was 
no boundary settlement indicating the limits of the land she would be given.

Th e clan meeting had advised that Sylvia and Lanyuru should work with the 
Rwot Kweri to fi nalize the details of the land demarcation, but Sylvia said that she 
had no trust that the Rwot Kweri would be fair to her, as he was closely related to 
Lanyuru. After some preliminary meetings with the Rwot Kweri, and sensing that 
his decision would not be in her favour, Sylvia decided to report the case to an 
international NGO (Action Aid) with a fi eld offi  ce in Amuru as a case of domes-
tic violence. Action Aid referred her to Ugandan Land Alliance, a national NGO 
in Amuru, which specializes in land dispute resolution. A meeting was organized 
in which the NGO, the LC1 and some of the elders were present. At the end of 
the meeting, the land was divided equally among all the brothers in the family, 
including those who had passed away but had had children. Notably, land was 
allocated to two daughters of Acaye’s late brother in case they ever returned from 
their maternal home (Sylvia is currently digging on this land). Th e two daughters 
were not present during this division; they were still young at the time, between 
15 and 17 years of age.

As Irene was walking back late one evening to fi nd a place to eat at a local 
restaurant, she met Lanyuru and the Rwot Kweri. As they chatted casually and 
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the discussion drifted to Sylvia’s case, Lanyuru and the Rwot Kweri told Irene that 
they did respect the rights of women, but that some women, like Sylvia, liked 
to take advantage of being women and ran everywhere with false accusations to 
get support. (Having been trained by Irene through the NGO she worked for, 
Lanyuru may well have wanted to assure her about his commitment to women’s 
rights.)

Th e following day, Irene visited Lanyuru’s compound for the fi rst time. 
Lanyuru’s home is located along the highway about two kilometres from the sub-
county headquarters and 10 kilometres from the Town Council. While this place 
used to be of little signifi cance in the past, the value of land along the highway 
has skyrocketed since the return phase commenced in 2006 and since Amuru 
was declared a district in 2007. Lanyuru showed Irene Sylvia’s hut and said: ‘If 
I had chased her away, would her hut still be standing there?’ Irene’s impression 
was that Lanyuru did not want to disobey the clan elders but also did not want 
to give Sylvia space beyond the hut. Lanyuru wanted to remain in control of the 
land. He had planted cassava up to 10 meters from Sylvia’s hut and Sylvia only 
had a hut and no garden. Lanyuru claimed that he had allocated farming land 
elsewhere to Sylvia but that she had rejected his off er.

Up until this point, both parties had had a very good rapport with Irene. 
Th ey knew that Irene was talking to both of them. In November of 2015, after al-
most a year, Irene met with Sylvia again. Th e demarcation trees had not yet been 
planted; the NGO was still waiting for funding. Sylvia was still complaining that 
Lanyuru was insulting and threatening her. However, Sylvia was excited about 
her daughters’ impending marriage. She mentioned that two of her daughters 
would be married soon, and to Irene’s surprise, she said that Lanyuru was helping 
with the organization and would be standing in as the father to her daughters, 
since he was her husband’s eldest surviving brother. Sylvia’s daughters had started 
to construct a permanent house for her on part of the land that was allocated to 
her. Th e house was at the foundation level.

Sylvia was quick to note that she did not in any way hate Lanyuru; it was 
just Lanyuru who had problems that Sylvia did not understand. She said that 
Lanyuru did not like her last-born son, a 15-year-old boy called Reagan, and 
always shouted at him. Noticing Irene’s surprise at the age of the boy, she seemed 
a bit uneasy. She then said that Reagan is the son she had from Ocaya, a clan 
brother to her late husband, who inherited her after her husband’s death. 

Madam, I don’t like bringing this up, but I think Lanyuru still holds a 
grudge against me because I refused to be inherited by him. . . . It would 
have seemed really wrong to be inherited by him because Lanyuru is like 
a son to me. He used to live with us when my husband was still alive, we 
paid his school fees, and when he got his wife he stayed in my house . . . . 
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Despite the confl ict with Lanyuru, Sylvia seemed to recognize his traditional 
authority as the legal heir to her late husband’s family. Yet, she despised Lanyuru 
as an irresponsible drunkard who had done nothing with his school education 
except get wasted. She alleged that Lanyuru did not even look after his wife let 
alone himself.

A follow up visit in early 2016 revealed that Sylvia now had fi ve new huts in 
her compound: three for herself and two for her last-born son from her marriage 
with Acaye. Th e boundary trees had not yet been planted; she complained that 
Lanyuru and her mother-in-law continued to be indiff erent towards her. Sylvia 
then started talking about her relationship with Ocaya, the clan brother of her 
late husband, who had inherited her. In Sylvia’s opinion, Lanyuru and his mother 
thought that Sylvia was taking Acaye’s wealth further from the family to transfer 
it to Ocaya, although she only stayed with Ocaya from 1998 to 2004 and the 
relationship ended there. (Sylvia was not comfortable talking about the reasons 
why the relationship ended.)

Sylvia continued to complain of the unfairness in the land division and in-
sisted that the land that was divided was the portion she and her late husband 
utilized. Sylvia was now calling for another clan meeting to plant trees on the 
boundary between her and Lanyuru, to make sure that no one would be tres-
passing boundaries in the future. Prior to Irene’s visit in early 2016, Sylvia had 
reported Lanyuru for trying to bewitch her, and her accusation had been taken 
up in a clan meeting.

Later, in another interview, Lanyuru openly talked to Irene about his feelings 
on Sylvia’s relationship with Ocaya. He had no kind words for Sylvia: ‘She should 
be ashamed of herself to even want to have a voice here . . . She disappeared with 
all the wealth my brother left, moved out with so many men, and now comes 
back after 20 years as a wife in this home.’ Lanyuru noted that he was merely 
respecting the clan’s decision that Sylvia be allowed to return because of her sons. 
However, he thought that Reagan, the son Sylvia had with Ocaya, should be 
looked after by Ocaya and be allocated land at Ocaya’s place. ‘I want him to take 
responsibility; he should give the boy space for digging. It feels like he benefi ted, 
and he is now bringing back all the burden to us.’ On the other hand, he had no 
problem allocating land to Sylvia’s other sons.

Irene then paid a visit to Ocaya (more than 30 km away from Lanyuru’s 
home) to get his point of view. Ocaya was about three years older than Sylvia and 
looked in a much better fi nancial position than Lanyuru; he was a retired soldier 
who had returned home from Kampala around 1997. His land was about three 
hundred hectares, and he lived there with his two wives. In Ocaya’s opinion, Syl-
via and Lanyuru were not really disputing land ownership; the matter was that 
Lanyuru still held a grudge against Sylvia for refusing to be inherited by him. 
Ocaya also off ered Sylvia digging space at his home, but she declined the off er. 
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He off ered the same for his son Reagan, as he had no problem taking full custody 
of him, but Sylvia was unwilling to let Reagan live with him.

When Irene had a chance to speak to the Local Council 1 chairperson later in 
the evening at the trading centre, she found out that Lanyuru and Sylvia had long 
had disagreements from the time when Acaye was very ill and immediately fol-
lowing his death. Th ey also had a dispute over Acaye’s gratuity payments. Lanyuru 
felt that Sylvia had no right to take this gratuity, since she had abandoned her 
husband while he was sick and gone to stay at her natal home. However, the 
administrative authorities ordered Lanyuru to leave this gratuity for Sylvia as 
Acaye’s widow. Irene also understood from the Local Council 1 chairman that 
the family land stretched over 3 to 4 kilometers off  the roadside but that only the 
land along the roadside was divided (Lanyuru and his other brothers continue 
to farm on the undivided land). Th e LC1, who took part in dividing the land, 
thought that both Lanyuru and Sylvia were specifi cally interested in the land near 
the roadside because of its speculative value.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Post-war northern Uganda is characterized by numerous and serious land con-
fl icts. It is also characterized by many competing institutions involved in confl ict 
resolution. In this chapter, we take as a point of departure the case of Sylvia, a 
woman who has been involved in a long land confl ict with her in-laws, and who 
has succeeded in gaining what she wanted, against all odds (see also Anying and 
Gausset 2017 for another discussion of this case). Hers is a specifi c example of 
the general practice of forum shopping – that is, selecting from among a vari-
ety of confl ict management institutions, according to an actor’s assessment of 
convenience, fairness or advantage, and trustworthiness. We discuss some of the 
weaknesses of the current forum shopping practice (located mainly in the strong 
focus on mediations, an approach that is cynically manipulated by some to gain 
undue advantages). Sylvia’s case illustrates how those involved in disputes put 
their trust in some institutions above others. Often this has to do with the social 
confl icts found at the root of land confl icts – a point which is often overlooked 
by scholars, who tend to focus primarily on the issue of rights and power. Th e 
existence of underlying social confl icts gives traditional authorities a prominent 
role in confl ict resolution.

We suggest that the diff erent fora are more collaborative than competitive in 
resolving land confl icts. And we conclude by acknowledging the positive role that 
the plurality of fora and the practice of forum shopping have had in successfully 
resolving land confl icts and securing more peace in northern Uganda.

Among the fora that were in play in Sylvia’s case, some are mandated by 
the Land Act to handle dispute resolution. Others deal with land confl icts even 
though they are not mandated to do so. Th is plurality of fora is thus both norma-
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tive and empirical; normative because it is embodied in legislation that recognizes 
diff erent fora and stipulates how they are accommodated within the state and 
interact with each other, and empirical because people experiencing confl ict have 
recourse to a variety of institutions, including some that have no normative or 
offi  cial role to play in confl ict resolution; these fora might not exist de jure, but 
they exist de facto.

Normative Pluralism

Th e Land Act cap 227, which regulates land relations in Uganda, recognizes both 
the Traditional Institutions as well as the land tribunals and mandates the Magis-
trates’ formal courts and the Local Council Courts to manage disputes relating to 
customary land tenure. (See sections 76 and 88 of the Land Act).

Local Council Courts (LCC) System
Th e Local Council Courts (LCC) were established under the Local Council 
Courts Act of 2006, which regulates their jurisdiction and mode of operation. 
LCCs are the lowest units with administrative, legislative and judicial powers on 
behalf of the central government. Th ere are three levels of courts: ‘sub-county’ 
(LCC3), ‘parish’ (LCC2) and ‘village’ (LCC1).1 Appeals from the LCC3 lie with 
the Chief Magistrate, and if the appeal involves a substantial question of law or 
appears to have caused a substantial miscarriage of justice, it goes to the High 
Court.

In Customary Land Dispute Management, the LCCs are only bound by geo-
graphical jurisdiction. Th ey are obliged to handle matters within their geograph-
ical limits (village, parish or sub-county). Th e sitting areas are fl exible; the court 
sessions may be held at any place so long as it is within the designated geograph-
ical limit. Th e procedures are simplifi ed, and hearings are informal, conducted in 
indigenous languages. Th e claims are instituted by making an oral complaint to 
the chairperson of the court, which is committed to writing by the chairperson or 
any other person appointed to do so. Th e court is in no way obliged or required 
to follow any technical rules of evidence or procedure but is guided by principles 
of natural justice.

At the time of this research, the LCCs had no legal mandate to sit as a court 
and pass judgment, as per the constitutional court ruling, until fresh elections 
were held, which occurred in 2019. However, the courts continued to operate at 
the grassroots, receiving cases, holding hearings and charging fees. Th ey also con-
tinued to pass judgments, declaring winners and losers. Th e LCCs were, however, 
aware of their legal status, and in most cases if their decisions were not respected 
they referred cases to NGOs or to the government offi  ces. Th e LCC of Lamogi 
specifi cally claimed they wielded political authority, which is the very reason why 
the other fora such as the Rwot Kweri have to cooperate with the LCC. Th e 
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individuals interviewed for the study paid no attention to the legal status of the 
LCCs. In practice, disputants continued to follow the hierarchy of the LCCs; in 
the fi rst instance they made calls at the LCC1 and followed through the hierarchy 
up to the LCC3. During the hearings, the respective LCCs invited members of 
the Traditional Institutions as witnesses.

Formal Court System
Generally, the state system of confl ict management is based on English models 
introduced during the colonial times (1900 to 1962) and comprises Western-
style laws and institutions. Uganda’s state judicial system is relatively simple: 
Uganda has a three-tier judicial system with the Supreme Court as the apex court 
(Art. 129 Constitution). Below it is the Court of Appeal, which hears appeals 
from the High Court or special tribunals set up by an act of parliament. Below 
the Court of Appeal is the High Court of Uganda, which has unlimited original 
jurisdiction, which means that it can try any case of any value or crime of any 
magnitude. Appeals from Magistrates’ Courts go to the High Court. Below the 
high court are the subordinate Courts, which include the Magistrates’ Courts 
and the Local Council Courts levels 3–1 (sub-county, parish, and village). Th e 
Magistrates’ Courts handle the bulk of civil and criminal cases in Uganda. Th ey 
were legally the fi rst point of contact for customary tenure land cases, since, as 
mentioned above, the LCCs had been declared illegal until fresh elections. Th e 
procedures before the Magistrates’ Court takes a minimum of 60 days before a 
hearing can offi  cially begin. An analysis of Amuru Court Registry made for the 
purposes of this research in 2015 indicates that cases take on average over 5 years 
to be resolved (see also Burke and Egaru 2011).

Th e grade 1 Magistrates’ Courts are situated at almost all district headquar-
ters. In northern Uganda-Acholi sub-region, there are two chief magisterial areas 
with fi ve grade one Magistrates’ Courts. One of the greatest challenges that is 
today facing the Magistrates’ Courts is the backlog of cases. Th e cases take from a 
minimum of one year up to 5 years or even more. Statistical data obtained from 
the land registry (2012 to 2014) of Amuru District court in 2015 indicates that 
out of the 191 land cases fi led between 2012 and 2014, only 33 had been fi nal-
ized. And even then, many of these were dismissed because neither the plaintiff  
nor the defendant appeared before the court when the suit was called for hearing.

Th e trial before the Magistrates’ Court is characterized by many adjourn-
ments and transfers of magistrates. Most of the disputants interviewed for the 
purpose of this study expressed weariness with following up their cases before the 
Magistrates’ Courts. As a result of this, many litigants lose interest and try other 
fora that are faster and less expensive. Th is resonates with the view expressed by 
most individuals interviewed but also stakeholders, who noted that fi ling cases 
before the formal courts is used to compel the other party to cooperate. As one 
litigant expressed during a focus group discussion: if you are tired and have no 
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money to spend, then you just have to abandon your case or seek help from 
somewhere else.

Enforcement of land judgments are particularly challenging. Land issues, 
especially when it comes to evictions, are very sensitive in post-war northern 
Uganda. For an eviction to take place, more than one stakeholder must get in-
volved in the execution of the judgment. Th is includes both those who are legally 
mandated and those who are not.

Traditional Authorities
Th e role of traditional institutions is offi  cially recognized under the Land Act. 
Although there is no uniform composition of the traditional power structure 
in Acholi sub-region, it can be broadly sketched as hierarchical, ranging from 
household level to the level of the chiefdom. Th e region is composed of chief-
doms, which are made up of various clans. Th e clans are subdivided into hamlets 
and further into households. Th e chiefdoms are headed by the Rwot (clan chief ), 
and clans are headed by Ladit Kaka (clan heads). At the hamlet level, one fi nds 
heads of households (Won Ot), followed by heads of families (Won Paco). Th e land 
dispute resolution structure within the traditional institutions emanates within 
its socio-political structure. At the hamlet level, we have the head of household 
followed by the head of family and then the ‘Chief of the Hoe’ (Rwot Kweri, 
formally elected), a position created during the colonial administration. At the 
clan level, one fi nds the representative of the chief (Lawang Rwot) and the clan 
head (Ladit Kaka), and fi nally the clan chief (Rwot Moo), who is a member of the 
‘royal clan’ dominating the region. Despite the hierarchy of traditional leaders/
authority, there is no appeal structure within the traditional institutions. Cases 
are transferred back and forth among the leaders. Disputants therefore have the 
possibility to begin at the lowest level and gradually go higher up in the hierarchy 
if they are not satisfi ed with the outcome, or they can begin directly at the top of 
the hierarchy, or even go to more than one of the leaders simultaneously.

Choosing which traditional leader to approach is determined by several fac-
tors, including physical accessibility of leaders in terms of distance as well as 
fairness and comfort (Anying 2012). Th e other factors also include the nature of 
the confl ict and the parties involved. Th e Chief of the Hoe (Rwot Kweri) is the 
most consulted traditional leader in land dispute resolution, but as emerged in 
Sylvia’s case, he may not be trusted if he is on close terms with the opposing party.

Th e procedure before the traditional institutions is very informal, like that 
before the LCC. It is initiated through a verbal complaint to any of the tradi-
tional leaders within the hierarchy. In most cases, when a complaint is lodged, 
a letter is written to the person against whom the complaint is made, with a 
scheduled date for the mediation meeting. Th e ‘respondent’ in this case does not 
have to reply to the letter; he or she only has to make a physical appearance if he 
or she wishes.
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Generally, the procedure before the Chief of the Hoe is very similar to that 
of the LCC. Th is is attributed to training that has been provided to them mainly 
by the NGOs on concepts such as natural justice and the rights of women and 
persons with disability. Traditional leaders try to work in close coordination with 
the other fora, namely the NGOs, the formal court system, and the LCCs. Th ey 
must adapt to the procedures of other fora and to borrow from their concepts to 
remain relevant in the game of confl ict resolution.

Instead of judging who is right and who is wrong, traditional leaders rely 
mainly on mediation and persuasion to try to fi nd a peaceful solution. A media-
tion is a negotiation in which the third party (the mediator) facilitates the fi nding 
of a consensus among confl icting parties but has no right to decide or settle the 
issue (Nicolas 2020). In mediations that Irene attended while collecting data for 
this book chapter, the opening statements made by the traditional leaders reveal 
their approach. In the words of one of them: ‘we want ber bedo [loosely translated 
as harmonious living]. We are not a court and are not looking for a winner, in 
the past we lived in harmony, blood is thicker than water, and this is what we 
should look forward to.’ Consequently, the parties are often asked to compromise 
by letting go of some portions of the land for the sake of harmonious living. In 
instances where one of the parties is adamant, the practice varies from one Chief 
of the Hoe to another. Whereas some of them nonetheless go ahead and make 
a decision based on the majority views, others prefer to make no decision. It is 
important to point out that they do not just look at the question of ownership 
or land boundaries. Th eir decisions go well beyond legal questions, and they dig 
deep into local history and social relationships, including witchcraft allegations. 
Th is gives the traditional institutions an edge over the other fora such as the LCC 
or even the formal court system, which are more restricted. One offi  cer of an 
NGO explained to Irene that the advantage with the traditional leaders is their 
ability to look at land rights from a social perspective. In his opinion, it is one of 
the reasons why some disputants insist on dealing with the traditional leaders as 
opposed to the courts or the LCC.

Th ere is no provision in the law that stipulates how the decisions of the tra-
ditional institution are to be enforced. Accordingly, the outcome is not in any 
way legally binding on any of the parties. Th e parties are merely under a moral 
obligation to respect the decisions (Anying 2012). In Chapter 1 on Multiplicity, 
we saw how the clan meeting in 2015 attempted to deal with the confl icts on 
Stephen’s ancestral land (Land 6). But the decisions were not implemented, and 
the disputes on the southern and northern boundaries remained unresolved.

Generally, however, whenever the decisions of the traditional leaders do not 
build on consensus and are not respected, the party who does not accept the de-
cision fi les a case with either the Local Council Court, an NGO or even with the 
Magistrates’ Court (Anying 2012). In such a scenario, the case is taken as a fresh 
suit, and the mediation results may be used as evidence in proceedings before the 
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court, but it is not in any way mandatory, and the court can come out with a 
completely diff erent judgment.

Empirical/De facto Pluralism

In addition to the fora expressly mandated under the Land Act, there are a num-
ber of institutions that play a de facto (non-offi  cial) role in confl ict resolutions, 
including elected and appointed government offi  cials and NGOs.

Elected and Appointed Government Offi  cials
Th e appointed government offi  cials that are most consulted for help in solving 
land confl icts are the Parish Chief at the Parish level, the Sub-county Chief and 
Community Development Offi  cer at the Sub-county Level, and the offi  ce of the 
Resident District Commissioner at the District level.

Among the elected leaders, one also fi nds the head of the Local Council 5, 
who is the political head of the district. Save for the Resident District Commis-
sioner, the other offi  ces are legally mandated to play a role in land administration 
management, but none of them have any judicial function as far as the resolution 
of land disputes is concerned. Th e disputants, however, perceive them as having 
power, since they are government agencies. Consequently, when a letter is issued 
by these offi  ces to either the LCC or even the traditional institution leaders such 
as the Chief of the Hoe (Rwot Kweri) they always act upon it.2 Th e consultation 
and or consideration of the non-judicial government offi  ces in the resolution of 
land matters is attributed to a reduction in power and penetration of the formal 
state courts, which continued immediately after the confl ict.3 Consequently, dis-
putants view government offi  cials as an alternative to traditional institutions.

Th e Resident District Commissioner (RDC) often plays a key role in land 
dispute management, as we saw in Case I, ‘A Disputed Land Sale’. Although not 
mandated per se by the laws regulating land dispute management, the role of the 
RDC has become more prominent. Th is is because of their position within the 
districts but also because of the sensitivity of land disputes in post-war northern 
Uganda. Th e RDCs are mandated as substantive chairs to the district security 
committee. Since land disputes have become rampant following the declaration 
of return from the IDP camps, and since this is being viewed as a source of poten-
tial insecurity in the recovery of the region, the RDCs of northern Uganda have 
focused a lot of their attention on land issues and have intervened in land dispute 
management through organizing mediation meetings between and among the 
disputing parties. In this way, mediations have provided access to justice while at 
the same time relieving ordinary courts of law from heavy caseloads and backlogs 
(see also Bognitz 2020). Th ese are either conducted at the invitation of one of 
the parties or at the initiative of the RDC when he or she feels that a particular 
dispute may lead to insecurity or turn into a violent situation. Although it is 
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not within the law, it has become a common practice that the Resident District 
Commissioner sanctions a legal judgment before it is enforced.

Non-Governmental Organizations
In addition to the existing avenues for land confl ict management, Non-Gov-
ernmental Organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs) and 
faith-based organizations (FBOs) also play a role in land dispute management. 
In post-war northern Uganda, the increase in number of land disputes set the 
stage for pronounced emphasis on land issues by civil society organizations and 
NGOs as they transitioned from war-related interventions to post-confl ict and 
development activities (Hopwood and Atkinson 2013).

Th e NGOs provide legal aid including court representation for those who can-
not aff ord legal fees, as well as legal advice and mediation between and among 
parties in a dispute. In addition, a number of NGOs also conduct community 
awareness sessions, targeting not only the community but also the local council 
leaders and the traditional institutions. Th e sensitizations focus on several issues 
including rights of women to property, general land rights as embodied in the 
Land Act, and general human rights issues as embodied in national and interna-
tional instruments. Th ey also off er training targeting specifi c groups such as LCC 
members, traditional leaders, Area Land Committees and women’s groups, among 
others. Th ey seek to empower the vulnerable groups but also the traditional insti-
tutions with knowledge on national and international human rights law through 
sensitization (Hopwood and Atkinson 2013). Specifi c procedures vary from NGO 
to NGO, but generally they require that any litigant asking for their help must have 
had the dispute attended to by a local leader, which includes either a traditional 
leader at any level within the locality or the LCC (preferably LCC1 or 2).

Th e Possibilities in Pluralism

As can be seen, the plural terrain presents possibilities for disputants to approach 
any of the institutions. Th e choice that people must make is not just between for-
mality or informality but between fi ve diff erent types of institutions (Magistrates’ 
Courts, Local Council Courts, traditional leaders, government offi  cials and civil 
society organizations) and between diff erent embedded or independent actors 
within each of the fi ve types described. Forum shopping can be successive (when 
litigants try one institution after another) but is most commonly simultaneous 
(several institutions are involved at the same time). Forum shopping can also be 
horizontal (involving diff erent kinds of institutions), or they can be vertical (in-
volving hierarchical actors within one kind of institution). Disputants can thus 
fi le a case before many diff erent institutions – before the case is resolved and even 
after the case has been resolved, a situation that would otherwise be considered 
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res judicata (Helfer 1999; Unruh 2003). Th ese possibilities are not restricted to 
the plaintiff ; they also extend to the defendant. Since forum shopping is unregu-
lated and the diff erent institutions do not complement each other, all institutions 
may indeed make decisions over the same case. Th e only thing that extinguishes 
the thirst for new fora is the satisfaction of both parties in a confl ict – that is, the 
consensual resolution of the confl ict.

A few general observations can be made at this level. First, even though it is 
not the case in Sylvia’s dispute, there is room for resolutions and mediations to 
go in opposing directions and contradict each other. In local communities, many 
people have links to local leaders, and this can aff ect the independence and objec-
tivity of the solutions proposed. As we saw in Sylvia’s case, she did not trust the 
Rwot Kweri because of his friendship with her opponent Lanyuru. Forum shop-
ping can here appear as a kind of security against arbitrary judgements. But it 
can also be a source of insecurity when two resolutions provided by two diff erent 
fora are in opposition. For example, some disputants can prevent the resolution 
of a confl ict by refusing any settlement and by constantly involving new institu-
tions until they are granted what they want. Th is renegotiation of authority and 
legitimacy in situations of institutional multiplicity is explored in several works 
(Francis and James 2003; Vandekerckhove 2011; Kobusingye, Van Leeuwen and 
Van Dijk 2016; Van Leeuwen 2017).

Th e general focus on fi nding a consensus rather than judging who is right 
and who is wrong or who is telling the truth (see Schlee 2020) can also be cyni-
cally exploited by an actor in bad faith, in that they can grab the land of someone 
else until mediation persuades that person to give up part of his land, as a concil-
iatory gesture and for the sake of social peace. In these cases, forum shopping and 
legal pluralism appear to be sources of insecurity.

Second, another key element is that many confl icts about land appear to be 
by-products of social confl icts. Personal relations and history play a big role in 
such confl icts: love, betrayal, jealousy, births, deaths, inheritance, and witchcraft 
accusations are often found under the surface of land confl icts. Th e authority of 
a family head in allocating land, or the land rights of a family member, can be-
come challenged at the same time as the inheritance of power, the legitimacy of 
marriage or children, or the morality of a person is questioned. Land confl icts are 
at the centre of complex strategies to weave or sever social ties.

While Sylvia does recognize Lanyuru’s authority as head of the family when-
ever it suits her needs (she asks his help to organize the marriage of her daughters 
and to solve the problems of her sons), she refuses Lanyuru’s authority when it 
goes against her own interest, because she wants to establish her own indepen-
dence. Th e fact that Sylvia succeeded in her endeavour, despite all odds, shows 
that women are not always powerless and marginalized, and that they can use 
forum shopping strategically to further their advantages (Anying and Gausset 
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2017). But the main point here is that this gives customary authorities a prom-
inent role to play, since they remain the forum that deals primarily with social 
and family confl icts.

Th e entanglement of land confl icts with other social confl icts follows from 
the embeddedness of land entitlements, as we saw in Chapter 1 on Multiplicity. 
Land is not ‘free’ of social relations, and therefore confl icts such as that between 
Sylvia and Lanyuru are expressed as land confl icts. Attempting to deal with such 
land confl icts may exacerbate or defuse other confl icts.

Th ird, while most of the classical literature supports the popular thesis that 
legal pluralism is characterized by competition between and among the multiple 
fora for power and authority (Berry 2002; Unruh 2003; Tamanaha 2008; Sikor 
and Lund 2009; Mwangi 2010; Van Leeuwen 2014, 2017; Kobusingye, Van 
Leeuwen and Van Dijk 2016), our case and our understanding of the situation 
in northern Uganda points towards cooperation rather than competition. Th e 
competition described by scholars ranges from what norms, rules and proce-
dures should apply in confl ict resolution, to which organizations/institutions 
should be authorized to take charge under what particular circumstances (Van 
Leeuwen 2014). Th e competition is also presented as a venue for establishing 
and consolidating authority for the actors and institutions involved (Berry 2002; 
Boege 2006; Lund 2006; Sikor and Lund 2009; Huber 2010; Lund and Boone 
2013). According to our cases and research, however, it appears that no forum in 
northern Uganda can succeed in resolving land confl icts alone. Th e weakness and 
slowness of the Magistrates’ Court necessitates other fora. Th e local courts rely on 
the help and advice of customary chiefs. NGOs had recourse to the Magistrates’ 
Court as a threat to push for mediation agreements. And customary authorities 
need the back-up of offi  cial institutions to have legitimacy. Th e diff erent fora are 
interdependent, and even though their collaboration may at times be seen as a 
necessary evil, our research documents a genuine collaboration and a remarkable 
convergence and homogeneity in the advocated resolutions of a variety of cases. 
Th e widespread collaboration that is witnessed in practice between all fora can 
be interpreted both as a sign of weakness of each institution taken separately, and 
as a sign that each of them gains strength when joining forces with others. Th e 
multiplicity of fora can also be interpreted as the result of a grassroots demand 
for justice rather than as the result of resource capture by the diff erent institutions 
involved.

Conclusion

Post-confl ict northern Uganda is characterized by extreme confusion in land 
matters (Branch 2007, 2008; Rugadya, Nsamba-Gayiiya and Kamusiime 2008; 
Dolan 2009; Vaughan and Stewart 2011; Whyte et al. 2013). After 10 to 20 years 
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being interned in camps, people were asked to ‘go back to where the war found 
them’. For people who were displaced several times during the confl ict, determin-
ing where the war had found them was anything but an easy matter. Th e confl ict 
has also created a lot of family problems, such as children born out of wedlock, 
sometimes as the result of rape by belligerents, often because of a lack of cattle 
to pay bridewealth. As a result, many children do not have a proper or clear clan 
membership and thereby lack the right to access customary land. Some families 
have been split by brothers fi ghting in opposite camps, which makes it diffi  cult 
for them to cohabit on the same land. Adding to this the fact that the new Land 
Act was passed during war time when people lived in camps, that huge land 
speculation and commodifi cation developed during the 20 years of confl icts, and 
that fi eld boundaries (and many elders who knew about them) had disappeared 
during all the years in the camps, one can understand easily how land confl icts 
have become one of the most serious and most pressing problems in the region.

Despite this explosive situation, the level of violence in land confl icts has 
generally remained relatively low, and the institutions involved in confl ict reso-
lution have played an important role in creating order within an initially chaotic 
situation – even though there is still room for instrumentalizing legal pluralism 
to gain illegitimate advantages, as described above. All in all, we must recognize 
that the plurality of fora, despite some inconveniences and weaknesses, has been 
successful in resolving complex land disputes, and thus in furthering peace in 
an extremely diffi  cult and pressing context, while at the same time securing the 
rights of vulnerable citizens.

Th e marginal role (not to say the failure) of Magistrates’ Courts in solving 
land disputes at a reasonable speed and cost has been compensated by a diversity 
of institutions that although competing in theory have been mainly collaborating 
to fi nd reasonable settlements to the many confl icts that erupted after the return 
from the camps. More remarkably, this diversity of fora has also made it possi-
ble to address the social confl icts that are often found at the root of many land 
confl icts. Whereas modern institutions such as Magistrates’ Courts, government 
offi  cials or NGOs tend to focus almost exclusively on rights and tenure when it 
comes to land confl ict, traditional institutions have had much less diffi  culty in 
seeing land confl icts as symptoms or proxies of social confl icts and have been 
much better at addressing witchcraft accusations, problems of marriage and of 
clan membership (and thereby issues of land inheritance), and other social con-
fl icts that are fuelling land confl icts. In other words, they address intimate gover-
nance, the theme of this book’s next section.

Irene Winnie Anying, Ph.D., is a Ugandan Human Rights Lawyer and Advo-
cate of the High Court of Uganda. She lectures at the Faculty of Law, of Gulu 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



88  Irene Winnie Anying and Quentin Gausset

University. She is specialized in access to justice and has over ten years’ experience 
working and researching on both formal and informal justice systems.

Quentin Gausset received his Ph.D. in anthropology from the Free University of 
Brussels and is currently Associate Professor at the Department of Anthropology 
at University of Copenhagen. He is specialized in environmental anthropology 
and has over twenty years’ research experience in the management of confl icts 
over natural resources.

Notes

1. Th e LCC1 and LCC2 are composed of members of the executive committee, implying 
that the local councilors, who hold an elective position, play two roles: as executive offi  cers 
of the local council and at the same time as (quasi) judicial offi  cers of the LCC. LCC3, 
situated at the sub-county level, consists of fi ve members appointed by the Town Council, 
division council or sub-county council on the recommendation of the respective executive 
committee. Hence unlike LCC1 and LCC2 members, LCC3 members only execute judi-
cial functions.

2. In one of our focus group discussions, the Parish Chief of Amuru pointed to instances 
where people have been denied a letter of referral from a lower LCC to a higher LCC or 
even the Magistrates’ Courts. When they do write referrals or even letters to such adamant 
leaders, they act upon instruction and refer the parties as required. Th is view was confi rmed 
by a former sub-county chief of Amuru, who has himself participated in a number of me-
diations in his capacity as a sub-county chief.

3. In Amuru, for example, where most of this fi eld data was collected, there was no district 
court until 2012. Even when the court was formally instituted in 2009, it was about 120 
kilometers away from the district headquarters.
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Edward lived on the land of his ancestors. Many of his relatives lived in the sur-
rounding clearings, their homesteads connected by well-worn footpaths created 
through years of daily visits. And as Edward and his relations lived their lives on 
this land, their ancestors were buried beneath it. Th eir graves were dotted around 
the compounds, many of them marked permanently by cement rectangles, their 
names and dates of birth and death etched into the wet cement to remind their 

Case II

Disputed Land 
and Broken Graves

Sophie Seebach

Figure CII.1. Traditional grave © Mette Lind 
Kusk.

Figure CII.2. Cemented grave 
© Mette Lind Kusk.
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descendants of their continued presence in death. One day, Edward met a young 
man named Oyo. Oyo had been cast out of his own clan, and taking pity on him, 
Edward invited him to come and live with him and his family. Edward treated 
Oyo like a son, and for a while they lived amicably together, sharing everyday 
life on Edward’s land. When Oyo found a woman he wanted to marry, Edward 
helped him with the arrangements and contributed to the bridewealth.

Th en, the war came. Th e rebels of Th e Lord’s Resistance Army snuck out 
of the bush to strike civilians and military alike, abducting children, killing and 
spreading terror. And in their eff orts to strike down the LRA, the government 
forces were no less merciless in their treatment of the civilian population. Th e 
time came when Edward and his extended family were no longer able to live on 
their ancestral land. Th ey were forced to relocate to a camp for the internally 

Figure CII.3. Community meeting © Mette Lind Kusk.
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displaced, and though life was hard, the family stuck together, and Oyo remained 
like a son to Edward.

When fi nally the war ended, Edward and his family were able to move back 
home to their ancestral land, to commence repairing what was damaged and 
overgrown, plant new crops and rebuild life after the years of insecurity. For 
two years, the family lived like this, happy to be home. But then one day, as 
Edward was planting his garden, Oyo stopped him and said, ‘Th is area is mine!’ 
Th ey argued, and after Oyo accused Edward of trying to encroach on his land, 

Figure CII.4. In the offi  ce of the LC1 © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Edward called the elders of the clan, pointing out that it was actually Oyo who 
was encroaching.

Th e elders tried to reason with Oyo. Th ey told him that he should remember 
that Edward had taken care of him, that he had been good to him. Th ey urged 
Oyo not to go against Edward in this matter. To try to reach a compromise, the 
elders suggested that Edward perhaps give Oyo a piece of land, and Edward ac-
cepted this. But when they tried to divide the land, Oyo was not happy with the 
size of the land he was allocated; he wanted the biggest piece. To settle it, they 
then went to the LC1.

Th e LC1 did not accept Oyo’s demands: ‘Th is land is not yours!’, he said. 
‘You should only use the land that has been given to you.’ Furious, Oyo went 
fi rst to the LC2 and then the LC3, both of whom refused his claim. Th e LC3 
told him: ‘Don’t turn against those who have brought you up! You should respect 
them. Th ey did not chase you away.’ Th e LC3 advised him to use the land given 
to him and be satisfi ed. Still Oyo would not give up, and he took the matter to 
the Magistrates’ Court. But here he realized that he could not win. One night, 
Oyo went to Edward’s home with some friends, and under the cover of darkness 
they destroyed six cement graves. When Edward and his family rose the following 
morning and saw the broken graves, they were horrifi ed. Th ey called the local 
leaders and asked them for help in fi nding the suspects; they knew it must be 

Figure CII.5. Destroying graves at night © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Oyo. It was not long before Oyo was captured, and he readily admitted that he 
had destroyed the graves, but he argued that he had the right to do so, because 
they were on his land.

Th e family were afraid that the spirits of the people buried in the destroyed 
cement graves would turn vengeful and perhaps decide to harm Oyo, so they had 
to conduct some rituals in order to calm them down. Th ey also forced Oyo to pay 
for the reconstruction of the graves. In the Magistrates’ Court, Edward brought 
photographs of the destroyed graves to show what Oyo had done. Th e Magistrate 

Figure CII.6. Shocked family members © Mette Lind Kusk.
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judged that Oyo had a bad heart because he had turned against someone who 
had taken him in and treated him like a son. He judged that Oyo had to leave 
the land, and that he was not even to have the little piece of land that was fi rst 
allotted to him. ‘But where should I go?’ Oyo cried. Th is, the Magistrate could 
not answer.

Later, Oyo went to Edward to plead his case. He told Edward that someone 
had given him bad advice, that someone had told him that Edward had taken 
the land from Oyo’s father. Yet Edward did not relent. Breaking the graves, he 
said, was beyond what was acceptable, and Oyo should follow the court’s ruling 
and leave him in peace. Defeated, Oyo went back to his own clan, which had 
cast him out, but they also did not want to take him in, because he had behaved 
so atrociously. In the end, he bought a small plot of land for himself and settled 
there, away from his own clan, and away from Edward.

Figure CII.7. Community meeting © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Sophie Seebach, Ph.D., is Head of LEO Historical Archives and Museum.

Figure CII.8. Oyo leaves the community © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Th e Insecure Nephew

Daniel’s grass-thatched hut was clean and tidy. It was evidently the house of 
someone with resources. Th e fl oor was cemented, and curtains separated the 
sleeping area from the space for receiving visitors. A crucifi x and a rosary hung 
from the centre pole along with a wire basket containing a blister pack of pills, 
tubes and other small things. Th e fi rst time we visited Daniel at home, it looked 
as if he had prepared for our coming. As we took the seats he off ered, we saw on 
a table in front of us items that showed diff erent aspects of his life and work. It 
seemed he had been a bit more exposed to the outside world than other youth 
in his community. A copy of the Book of Mormon contrasted with the rosary. 
Th ere were boxes of male and female condoms, which he distributed as a youth 
leader tasked with, among other things, instructing his peers on how to use them 
to prevent HIV/AIDS and STDs. Some papers next to the boxes indicated past 
engagements. Th ere was material from Green Watch, an environmental advocacy 
organization, which had employed him in 2012–13. He showed us documents 
about a National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS)-supported piggery 
project run by disabled people, who had invited him to become a member of 
their group and facilitate the work, although he was not disabled himself. Th ere 
was a certifi cate from an oil company for which he had worked, and a photo of 
him and four other young men together with a Dutch engineer. Other mate-
rial revealed hopes for the future: brochures promoting seeds and agrochemicals, 
which he spoke of passionately as the sort of thing he would buy when he was 

Chapter 4

Generations
Esther Acio, Lioba Lenhart 
and Susan Reynolds Whyte
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able to engage in serious farming someday. Daniel was already doing some small-
scale agriculture but, as we learned, accessing land for farming was a challenge.

We had met Daniel the day before in Purongo, at the sub-county offi  ces, 
where the Chairman of LC3 had called him in response to our request to talk 
to some youth. Th e Chairman introduced him as a youth leader, since Daniel 
had served as a youth representative on the local council. He was 24 years old, 
at that time, in early 2014. Later, Esther and Lioba met him frequently during 
their fi eld stays in Purongo, where both had rented a place. Esther developed a 
close relationship with Daniel, who became not only one of her most important 
respondents but also her research assistant. He shared many insights about his 
life and experiences as a youth in the community, identifi ed and connected her to 
interlocutors, and helped her with translations. She regularly visited him at home 
and was introduced to his family members, with whom she interacted whenever 
she went to Purongo. During our fi rst visit and meetings later on, Daniel shared 
his life story with us. We also talked to his brothers, his mother and his maternal 
uncle.

Daniel was the third child in a family of fi ve sons. He lived with his mother 
Aber and three of his brothers on the same compound. An elder married brother 
lived in Gulu town with a wife and children. Of the fi ve huts in the compound 
in Purongo, one was for his mother with whom his youngest brother stayed when 
he was home from school. Another was for an older married brother and his wife 
and children. Th ey used one of the two kitchen huts, while his mother cooked in 
the other. Daniel shared his own well-built hut with a younger brother, until that 
brother married in 2016 and constructed one of his own.

Daniel’s parents had separated during the insurgency. His father went with 
other women, and there was some insinuation about witchcraft in the home that 
we never fully understood. When people in the area were forced into IDP camps, 
Aber did not go with her husband but instead took refuge in a camp near her 
natal home in Purongo. Her elder brother Okot had received her and the chil-
dren well and taken care of them ever since. Okot had used the bridewealth from 
Aber’s marriage to bring his own fi rst wife to the home, so he had a special obliga-
tion to her. But because Okot had also to look after his seven biological children, 
he could not aff ord to pay school fees for Daniel and his brothers, as they had 
hoped, so they had to struggle on their own. His elder brothers proved to be 
rather successful. One became a primary school teacher in Purongo, whereas the 
other got a job as a petrol station manager in Gulu. Daniel, however, eventually 
dropped out of O-level secondary school. He joined a technical school, where he 
took a course in carpentry and joinery, which he did not complete due to lack 
of school fees. However, he and his elder brothers made sure that the younger 
brothers could complete their O-level education. Th e two oldest brothers con-
tributed from their salaries, and Daniel helped whenever he managed to earn 
some cash.
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Daniel’s uncle Okot was born into a family of six children, three boys and 
three girls. Two of his brothers died, so that he, as the only male child alive, had 
become head of the family and natal home of Daniel’s mother. Two other sisters 
lived in their marital homes. Okot had married four wives. He was separated 
from one, and two of them had passed on, but he was still living with his fi rst 
wife. Th e fi rst wife had delivered two girls, who were already married, as well as 
two boys, who were still in school. Okot had three children with his second wife, 
one boy and two girls, who were married and lived in Purongo. Th e boy had two 
wives but had not yet paid bridewealth for either of them, something that Okot 
wanted to help him achieve. Th e third wife had delivered two children who died, 
and he separated with the fourth wife before they had a child. In addition to his 
own biological children and his sister Aber’s children, Daniel’s uncle was also 
looking after other relatives’ children; fi ve of them were still in school.

Over time, we learned more about Daniel’s endeavours to access land. He 
told us that his uncle Okot had inherited over thirty acres of land from his fa-
ther. In 2007, when they left the camps, Okot had given Daniel’s mother two 
acres of land. It was not much for both residence and farming, but as she stated, 
‘In Acholi, when a girl returns home, she has no power to say anything regard-
ing land matters; therefore, whatever she is given is what she takes, whether it’s 
enough or not.’ Okot explained: ‘It is our father’s land, and Aber has the right to 
be allocated land to use with her children. But there is no ownership given to the 
children; they just use it. I am now the owner of the land; they have to ask me for 
land when they want to use it.’ Daniel and his brothers could have claimed their 
father’s land. However, Aber explained that after she had returned to her natal 
home in Purongo with her sons, her husband had not supported them at all but 
married another wife, with whom he had four children, two boys and two girls. 
She stressed that Daniel and his brothers should indeed claim land from their 

Figure 4.1. Daniel’s family ties showing the marriages and children of his mother Aber and 
her brother Okot. Numbers indicate the seniority of wives © Lioba Lenhart.
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father, but they would not do so, because they now identifi ed more with their 
mother’s side. Moreover, their father’s land was contested, and neither her sons 
nor she as good Christians would want to be involved in any land confl ict. She 
said she hoped to get money one day to buy land for her sons so that they can 
have a say on that land.

Of the two acres Okot had allocated to them, Daniel, his mother and his 
brothers used one and a half acres for residence. Th e remaining half acre was for 
planting food crops such as beans, cassava and sweet potatoes, which were mainly 
for home consumption. Daniel also showed us another fi ve acres of land in a val-
ley close to their homestead, which his uncle had given him for cultivation. Th e 
uncle had also entrusted him to manage the land in case other relatives wanted 
to use parts of it. Okot felt that he was no longer strong enough to use this land, 
which was quite wet. Th ere, Daniel had planted sugarcane, which he regarded 
as a good source of income. He proudly told us that he had earned about one 
million Uganda shillings from his sugarcane harvest in 2013. He had also planted 
green vegetables and prepared a nursery bed with small cabbage plants. Th e valley 
was crossed by a small stream. Daniel had made drainage channels to irrigate the 
crops. He was also thinking of growing watermelons and other fruits, which he 
hoped to sell to one of the companies he once had worked for. ‘Th is land has 
helped me a lot,’ Daniel said.

However, when Daniel was given the land, his uncle Okot had told him: 
‘Know for sure that this is not your land, and when I ask for it, you have to give 
it back.’ Th e uncle had stressed that a man in Acholi society can only own land 
when he has achieved a certain social status as a married man with children. But 
he also had another point to make. In Acholi society, land is usually transmitted 
from fathers to sons. However, Daniel and his brothers did not live on their 
father’s land but with their mother on her brother’s land. In Purongo, they were 
nephews and therefore – unlike Okot’s own male children – had no customary 
rights to the land.

Daniel stressed: ‘Youth have no voice in land matters. It is the elders. When 
you are grown up and you are married with children, you may have a say. When 
you are a youth, you may dig anywhere but the land is not yours.’ Th is was 
particularly true for nephews. Daniel was given part of his maternal uncle’s land 
to provide for his mother and siblings, but not to own or sell it. Th e uncle had 
taken good care of them since they were young; they appreciated and respected 
their uncle for what he had done for them, and they listened to what he said. He 
had treated them like his own sons and given them access to land, which some 
other young people were not lucky enough to have because they could not be 
trusted, since they were not humble and respectful towards the older generation 
like Daniel and his brothers.

Nevertheless, Daniel and his brothers could not be sure for how long they 
could stay on the uncle’s land and engage in cultivation. Possibly, the uncle’s sons 
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would claim this land in future, using patrilineal inheritance as an argument to 
exclude them. Okot had other pieces of customary land that he inherited from 
his own father and grandfather, but they were located in other areas. As the only 
surviving son, Okot had authority over all this customary land. Recently, he had 
started to sell parts of the family land to outsiders – the local church, an LC3 
councillor, and others whom Daniel and his mother and brothers did not know. 
Th ey had only heard about it by chance. Th e fact that Okot had sold land with-
out even informing his own sister made them worry.

When the uncle returned from a drinking place where he had consumed a lot 
of local brew, he sometimes spoke roughly about them; one time he had even told 
them that they would have to go back to ‘where they belong’, namely to their fa-
ther’s place. All this was triggering worries that the uncle might also sell the land 
on which they lived. Daniel’s brother Robert lamented this state of uncertainty: 
‘We live here like visitors, and one day we will be required to leave.’

Daniel and his brothers took the selling of parts of the family land by their 
uncle as an eye-opener ‘to do something before it is too late’. For them, it was not 
an option to return to their father’s place and fi ght over land with their father’s 
other children. Th ey were also not willing to quarrel with their uncle’s children 
over the land where they were staying. While they continued cultivating the un-
cle’s land, they were thinking about saving money to buy land elsewhere. Th ey 
had started to hire land from other people to plant crops such as rice, sesame and 
groundnuts, which they sometimes sold.

Daniel was the fi rst among them to buy his own land. In March 2016, he 
acquired two acres near Hoima, a town far away from home. He had earlier 
worked for an oil company there that had just paid him his salary arrears, which 
had accumulated to a total of fi ve million Uganda shillings. A former colleague 
and friend from that area told him about the two acres of land that were for sale 
by an old man who wanted to move to Kampala to live with his daughter. Daniel 
bought the land at 4.8 million Uganda shillings. He still had 200,000 Uganda 
shillings left, which he spent for his transport fares and other requirements. In-
terestingly, Daniel has only told one of his younger brothers, whom he says he 
trusts, about the land he purchased.

Daniel had no land he could unambiguously call ‘ours’. Th e closest was the 
two acres allocated to his mother and the valley land over which his uncle had 
given him authority. Th e ‘ours’ in this case refers to his mother and brothers. 
In his account, the land and the livelihood it provides are part of his belonging 
and obligations to this family. Th e purchased land he can now call ‘mine’ is also 
somewhat ambiguous in that he says it will be for his future children. In other 
words, it will become ‘ours’ for the next generation. Th e fact that he has only told 
one brother about this land suggests that he is uneasy that his brothers will treat 
it as ‘ours’ or that he will be forced to sell it to meet family obligations. Th is had 
already happened in relation to other property he had acquired.
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In 2012, Daniel had started a livestock project with eight goats and two pigs. 
However, in late 2013 he had to sell his animals because he had to contribute 
money for a relative’s funeral, pay school fees for his youngest brother, and cover 
the medical bills for his sick mother. Not long afterwards, he ventured into a poul-
try project for some time, but it also did not last long as he did not have enough 
money for treatment when the birds fell sick, and so they died. In 2015, Daniel 
started another piggery project together with his younger brother Robert. Th e 
number of piglets had multiplied when Robert came up with plans to marry. So, 
they sold all the pigs in order to fi nance the marriage that took place in mid-2016. 
‘We were all so happy for Robert and his achievement,’ Daniel said, expressing 
fi rm solidarity with his brother and the ‘achievement’ of a church wedding.

Daniel, however, was not yet ready to marry his girlfriend from West Nile, 
although she and his mother had pressured him ‘to settle down’. Instead, he sepa-
rated from her. ‘I do not have money to marry now,’ he said. ‘I fi rst have to secure 
land for my future children’s future.’ He explained that he had plans to acquire 
land nearby and start a business in livestock production and agriculture: to raise 
pigs, goats and poultry – do ‘some serious farming’. Daniel did not just sit back 
and wait for things to happen or land to appear. He had always struggled in one 
way or another to secure his birth family’s livelihoods, and he aspired to become 
an equally responsible husband and father, which in his view implied having 
secured land as a foundation for family life.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Daniel was in many ways an exemplary young man: a good son and brother, 
a respectful nephew, a hard-working farmer, and a socially conscious ‘exposed’ 
youth representative on the Local Council. He could be taken primarily as rep-
resentative of ‘the nephew problem’ (nero ki okeya) in that he was living on his 
mother’s brother’s land to which he had no claim according to Acholi patrilineal 
conventions. But we will take this as a specifi c case of an even more general phe-
nomenon: the interplay between generations around access to land. It is also a 
concrete case of more abstract principles of genealogy, historical disruption and 
the generation of alternatives.

In this chapter, we consider three meanings of generation – genealogical, his-
torical and productive – which structure our consideration of the wider impli-
cations of Daniel’s story. Together with gender, generation is the axis of kinship, 
so anthropological studies of kin-based African societies have long focused on 
the links between genealogical generations. Careful attention has been accorded 
to the relations between parents and children, grandparents and grandchildren, 
parents-in-law and children-in-law, aunts and uncles and their nieces and nephews, 
and, of course, descent groups. In the last decade or so, scholars and policymakers 
have approached generation in another way. Th ey are concerned with youth as a 
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historical generation – a cohort born around the same time with similar experiences 
of war, HIV and lack of economic possibilities, but also education, communication 
technologies and exposure to new discourses and aspirations for a life diff erent 
from that of their parents. Although the emphasis is on young people in these 
studies, the contrast to their seniors is always implicit. As a verb, to generate means 
to produce or create. Th e eff orts of parents and children, of older and younger peo-
ple, to deal with land issues in contemporary northern Uganda have generated new 
ideas and practices with important consequences for their interrelations.

Gerontocracy and Genealogical Generations: Th e Patrilineal Ideal

Acholi society is patrilineal in principle. Descent and therefore generational re-
lations are fundamental for identity and access to resources. Children are con-
sidered to belong to the clan (kaka) of their fathers. Customary land is held by 
smaller descent groups traced through the male line; these patrilineages are also 
called kaka. Sons have a claim to their fathers’ land so that a neighbourhood 
consists of the homes (dogola) of men related agnatically and descended from a 
common ancestor. Th e term for the land that they share, ngom kwaro, usually 
translates to ‘ancestral land’, implying a relation to previous generations.

Th e androcentric perspective in patriliny is tempered by the key position of 
women and gender relations (Shipton 2009: 105–8). Since descent groups are ex-
ogamous, wives from outside are necessary for the creation of further generations 
of lineage members. Traditionally, sisters married out, bringing in bridewealth to 
ensure that their brothers had the wherewithal to bring wives to cultivate their 
ancestral land. Daughters are expected to move to the home of their husbands’ 
families, residing virilocally and cultivating gardens there, which their sons will 
inherit someday. Th ey have residual rights to use the land of their fathers and 
brothers should they fail to marry durably. Th eir children often stay with them, 
thus living on the land of their maternal uncles, as did Daniel and his brothers. 
If neither bridewealth nor the payment to recognize children (luk latini) is given 
to the family of a mother, her children should be considered members of her clan 
and allowed to claim land from their mother’s brothers, according to one source 
(Ker Kwaro Acholi 2008). Yet this is often problematic, and in practice the status 
of such children is often ambiguous.

Patriliny and virilocality are normal and normative, in the sense of being 
common and considered right. Still, they are neither inevitable nor absolute. 
Girling (1960: 37–38) reported families living on the land of mother’s brothers 
and wives’ fathers during the late colonial era. Gauvin did a full village genealogy 
in 2012 and found people who had been living on land from the maternal side 
for generations (Baines and Gauvin 2014: 299–300). Likewise, Hopwood and 
Atkinson (2013: 6) state that many of the ‘guest’ families in core clan villages 
‘were the households of women returning to the clans into which they were born, 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



108  Esther Acio, Lioba Lenhart and Susan Reynolds Whyte

usually with their husbands, but sometimes as women-headed households after 
leaving their husbands’ clan, and clan land, because of divorce or other serious 
diff erence or diffi  culty’.

In his classic work on kinship among the patrilineal Tallensi in West Africa, 
Meyer Fortes (1949) distinguished between the signifi cance of paternal and mater-
nal kinship links. Filiation is the recognized status of being the child of a parent, a 
mother or a father. Descent refers to the link by a parent to ancestors. In patrilineal 
societies like the Tallensi and Acholi, it is paternal fi liation that links sons, and 
to some extent daughters, to the descent groups through which they access land. 
Links to mothers, and through them to her consanguineal relatives, were dubbed 
‘complementary fi liation’ by Fortes (1969: 254). (In a matrilineal society, the ‘com-
plementary fi liation’ is on the paternal side.) He suggested that maternal links had a 
diff erent quality; Girling (1960: 39) made a similar observation in his Acholi study. 
Fortes asserted that these matrilateral ties deserved equal attention despite the ideo-
logical weight given to paternal descent. For our purposes here, what is important 
is the acknowledgement of the most fundamental relationship of generation – that 
between a mother and child. Daniel lived on his uncle’s land because of his mother.

Sons have a claim to land through their fathers. Th rough links to an agnatic 
descent group, they are entitled to use ancestral land: son to father and on to fa-
ther’s brothers, and father’s father, all sharing the land of their paternal forefather. 
Conventionally, fathers show their sons the portion of land they may use at the 
time they marry. Again, however, women’s position is key. Th e portion sons are 
most likely to be given is where their mothers had gardens (Obika et al. 2018: 
208). Th us, a mother’s labour helps to secure land for her sons. Land disputes are 
often based on the entitlements mothers establish through use; evidence of such 
use – ditches or lines where weeds were thrown – may fi gure in dispute negoti-
ation. If a man has several wives, there may well be tension between them and 
their children over portions and boundaries. 

Children have land entitlements through their parents, especially their fa-
thers, but also in some ways through the eff orts of their mothers. Women who 
leave their husbands often go to some length to secure their sons’ claims in patri-
lineal land. As we will see in Chapter 5, Awor explained that she farms on the 
land of her ex-husband in order to secure the land for her sons. It is not always 
realized that the reverse also holds: parents have claims through their children. 
Having children, especially sons, supports the entitlement of a wife to use her 
husband’s land. In the case of Sylvia (Chapter 3), the clan elders decided that 
she should be allowed to return to her late husband’s land because of her sons. 
Obika and colleagues (2018: 216) write that: ‘Being the mother of recognised 
clan children cements a woman’s claim to garden land.’ Especially if she has sons, 
a woman may be entitled to use land even if she is estranged from their father; 
her sons will one day bring wives to cultivate where their mother had gardens. 
Likewise, if her husband dies, her security on his family land is fi rmer if she has 
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children. Having children is also important for men’s claims to land. Th e clans-
man without children is in a weaker position regarding land. One of Langole’s 
informants, Watmon, struggled to get a share of family land. He was told to leave 
their father’s land for siblings who had children.

As Shipton (2009: 111) points out, land use entitlements are passed from 
one generation to another through inheritance at death, and through devolu-
tion during a senior man’s life, typically when a young man marries and a father 
allocates a portion of land to him. But as we have seen in the case of Daniel, 
devolution may take diff erent forms. His mother’s brother assigned land for his 
use but underlined that the land was on loan. Th e diff erence between devolution 
and lending may not always be clear.

Nearly all land in the Acholi sub-region is held under customary tenure; it is 
not registered with state authorities. Th rough inheritance or devolution, it passes 
from one generation to another. Authority over the disposition of land rests with 
the senior generation. As an older man summed it up: ‘customary tenure means 
that the elders are in control’ (Whyte and Acio 2017: 24). Governance of land by 
gerontocracy, in Acholi as elsewhere in Africa, is often attended by tensions and 
open confl icts between sons and fathers. In Bugisu, eastern Uganda, where land 
is in short supply, such confl icts have, in the past, been linked to high rates of pat-
ricide and fi licide (LaFontaine 1967; Heald 1989). In Acholiland, open clashes 
are rare; instead, there is a marked pattern of fi lial humility and respect. As we 
have suggested elsewhere, patient, respectful waiting is a strategy for youth hop-
ing to acquire a share of ancestral land; as one young man put it: ‘. . . the elders 
are the ones who are involved in giving or allocating land to us young people, 
which means that as you grow up, you have to wait until the elders give you land 
because they are the ones who know which land to give you’ (Whyte and Acio 
2017: 26). Th ose who are impatient and demand a share may be condemned as 
‘big-headed’. Deference towards ‘the one who cares for the land’ is also wise on 
the part of those staying with maternal relatives, as Daniel’s example shows.

An essential element of gerontocracy is the assumption that older men have 
a monopoly on legitimate knowledge. Th e elders are ‘the ones who know’. And 
legitimate knowledge is knowledge about the past. Which grandmother had gar-
dens where? Who planted those mango trees? Who lived where the faint ruins 
of a house foundation can be traced? Who lies buried under the stones on that 
mound of earth? Material marks in the landscape are evidence only if they are 
interpreted by a person in authority. No matter what forum is used for dispute 
management, the voice of the senior generation is given greater weight.

Historical Generations: Challenges to Patriliny

Deference to authority is precisely what is lacking among the youth of today, 
according to many older people in Acholiland. Th ey claim that the youth who 
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came of age during the war and in the IDP camps were morally spoiled – they 
respected neither their elders nor the virtues of Acholi life. Th ey had not learned 
how to farm. Th ey were lazy and avoided the hoe. Th ey wanted the amusements 
of town life: videos, gambling and drinking. Th ey did not form responsible part-
nerships; girls fell pregnant at a tender age and young men did not support the 
children they begot. A repeated assertion was that male youth just wanted to sell 
land to buy motorcycles to use as taxis in town.

Young people in turn criticized their male elders for secretiveness, greediness 
and selfi shness. Th ey did not share knowledge about the land. Th ey sold land for 
their own individual benefi t without consulting their children and grandchil-
dren, they drank too much, they favoured the children of one wife over others 
and they did not care for orphans left by deceased lineage members. Th ey used 
witchcraft and connived unfairly to exclude some young paternal relatives. Often 
these criticisms were aimed at specifi c older men; sometimes they were general-
ized to senior males across the board.

Karl Mannheim (1952 [1927]) drew attention to the way that young people 
who came of age under momentous historical conditions had to reconcile the 
cultural heritage they had from older generations with the new experiences they 
had undergone. He suggested that such a cohort might develop a distinctive 
generational consciousness. Several scholars have found the concept of historical 
generations useful in the study of youth and generations in Africa (Cole and 
Durham 2006; Alber, Van der Geest and Whyte 2008). Vorhölter’s (2014) study 
of Acholi youth discourses in Gulu town analyses the generational consciousness 
of the ‘war generation’ so often criticized by their seniors. She argues that they 
see themselves at a crossroads, between tradition and modernity, the past and 
the future, Acholi and Western culture. Th is in-between, both/and, neither/nor 
situation is ambiguous as Verma (2013) shows. Th at is why, she explains, they 
are seen as lakite – ‘somehow’ tricky, changeable and unreliable. Young musicians 
in Gulu are explicit about the ambiguity of their generational position (Meinert 
and Schneidermann 2014).

It seems that the war contributed to generational consciousness: ‘we are 
youth at the crossroads’ and ‘the testimony of older people is more reliable’. 
In the negotiations over land at Ogul described in Chapter 6, it was explicitly 
stated that the ‘children of the camps’, those who came of age as Internally 
Displaced, should not be part of the meetings. Partly it was assumed that such 
young men can turn violent and partly that they did not know how land had 
been used in the past. As is often the case, the consciousness of generational be-
longing was oppositional: ‘the older people do not share knowledge with us’ and 
‘youth today do not respect us’. In this historical conjuncture, mistrust between 
generations is common, both in general terms and in specifi c instances. Daniel 
and his brothers did not trust their mother’s brother in matters relating to land. 
He sold land without telling his nephews; they heard about it from someone 
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else. Lack of communication fuelled their uncertainty – maybe he would even 
sell the land where they were staying.

Intergenerational tensions around land often revolve around the morally rep-
rehensible sale of ancestral land. Joireman, doing research in Acholiland in 2015, 
examines children as victims and agents in land matters following the disruptions 
of AIDS, war and displacement. She found as we did that elders accused youth 
of selling clan land. Although she describes this as a statement made by her older 
informants, she accepts that it is indeed the case and argues that children in this 
way are vectors of institutional change. ‘Resource confl ict there – and specifi -
cally access to land – has taken on an intergenerational quality as young adults 
take advantage of the growing market in land and eroded social institutions to 
sell clan land’ (Joireman 2018: 94). Th ere are surely some such cases, but they 
cannot be very common given that authority over land is seldom in the hands of 
young adults. (In another sense, it is always children who sell ancestral land; if 
it is understood as passing down generations, then it is sold by children of pre-
vious generations – although those ‘children’ might be middle-aged men.) Like 
Daniel, most young men are more in the market for buying than for selling land. 
We agree with Joireman’s point that members of the ‘war generation’ were both 
disenfranchised and motivated to fi nd new alternative ways forward, thus acting 
as vectors of change. However, we emphasize other tactics.

Th ere can be no doubt that the war and displacement to camps disrupted 
the patrilineal ideal in fundamental ways. Th e authority of senior men and the 
reproduction of agnatic descent groups rested on marriage. Older men controlled 
not only the disposition of land but also the circulation of bridewealth. When 
the Acholi people lost their livestock to the depredations of the Karamojong, 
the LRA and the UPDF, and then were confi ned to camps, the giving of bride-
wealth was impossible. Th e formalization of partnerships through open courtship 
(cuna), including visits and exchanges between families of the couple, declined 
drastically (Baines and Gauvin 2014). Together with the fact that links were lost 
through death or disregard, this meant that women had children without rec-
ognized fathers. Th e most common recourse for them was to stay in the homes 
of their parents and brothers. While such arrangements had long existed, they 
became far more common after the war and internment. When sisters’ sons grew 
up in their mothers’ homes, where should they get land? Th is was the quandary 
facing Daniel and his brothers, even though their situation was diff erent in that 
their mother had been properly married with bridewealth and their father was 
still alive.

Children without a relationship to their fathers and who are not absorbed in 
their mothers’ lineages are precariously positioned in patrilineal societies. Perhaps 
the most extreme examples are the ‘children born of war’, whose mothers were 
abducted and whose fathers were LRA fi ghters. When those women return, they 
are not always welcomed by their families and neighbours because of their asso-
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ciation with violence. Th eir children are derided as ‘children of the bush’ whose 
unidentifi ed fathers were brutal rebels. Th e children themselves want to know 
their fathers’ families, where they should properly belong. Th e Justice and Recon-
ciliation Project sees the establishment of paternal descent as a source of healing 
for these children and has been undertaking an eff ort to help mothers and ‘chil-
dren born of war’ to trace paternal families. ‘Many children continue to ask their 
mothers the whereabouts of their paternal homes and fi nd that not knowing their 
home can be a painful void in their sense of identity. Additionally, knowing one’s 
“home” (paternal village) is an integral component of social belonging in Acholi 
culture’ (Justice and Reconciliation Project 2018).

More numerous even than the fatherless children of the LRA are the children 
who have no relationship with their (non-combatant) fathers. In some cases, 
this is because their mothers were mistreated and broke ties with them, as did 
Daniel’s mother. In other cases, the mother never told them who their father was; 
in still others the father died and his agnates did not recognize them. Perhaps 
most commonly, the father never acknowledged his child, either by paying luk 
or by giving support. Poverty was often invoked as the reason why men did not 
undertake responsibility.

Baines and Gauvin address this widespread problem of ‘illegitimate children’ 
and note that there is a resurgence of lineal authority refl ected in eff orts to rec-
ognize paternal fi liation and descent. Such eff orts include attempts by maternal 
families to make paternal ones take responsibility, and the willingness of some 
fathers or paternal relatives to acknowledge and support children whose mothers 
were never wives. Th e backside of this resurgence of lineal authority is what can 
be called ‘patrilineal fundamentalism’, the contention that only agnatic descent 
gives entitlement to land (Whyte et al. 2013: 294), thus excluding sisters’ sons 
and descendants of friends who were given land in earlier times.

Langole’s (2014) study of male and female youth in Gulu town traces gen-
erational relations in detail. ‘Slippery paternity’ was a problem for several of the 
young mothers, who had no further interaction with the fathers of their children 
(Langole 2014: 73). Like other researchers, he found that children, especially 
sons, had an existential need to know their paternity, a need that could have 
serious mental health implications (Whyte and Oboke 2022). Th is did not nec-
essarily mean having a personal relation with their genitor. Paternal grandparents, 
aunts or uncles might also give them recognition and support (Langole 2014: 
77). Sons might even hope to be given access to land. Yet their entitlements were 
far from secure.

Fortes’ old notion of complementary fi liation seems oddly out of place in 
such situations. When generational links are mainly maternal in a patrilineal 
society, it is more a matter of ‘noncomplementary fi liation’. Without social rec-
ognition of agnatic descent, maternal fi liation is primary not complementary. 
While single motherhood and the ‘nephew problem’ are associated with the war 
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in northern Uganda, the decline of formal marriage and the failure of fathers to 
support their children is not limited to that part of the country.

Generating Alternatives: Our Land and My Land

‘Th is land is from our grandfathers; we are caring for it so that our children 
will use it in future.’ Th ese words capture the notion of entrustment that is so 
pronounced when Acholi people speak of ancestral land held under customary 
tenure. Despite the consequences of war, most of the male youth in northern 
Uganda access land through their parents and guardians. Some are even entrusted 
with large shares. For instance, at an early age, a young man we interviewed ac-
quired about 300 acres of land from the Panakorach clan to which he belongs. 
After the death of his father, the clan decided to give him his father’s share. In 
other words, he inherited the authority over the communally owned family land. 
His new responsibility denotes a change in his social position within the family 
and community. He has become a part of a new generational category and is no 
longer merely a son but one who has replaced his late father. His social position 
as a fi rst-born male entitles him to the family authority, including the authority 
over the communal family land.

However, authority over land should not be confused with ownership, as 
this concept does not exist within customary tenure. Adoko and Levine (2005) 
propose the concept of stewardship to describe how land is held in trust for the 
next generation. Th us, the family land does not belong to the young man who 
has now gained the authority but belongs to his family and his clan. Land is in 
this way deeply embedded in social relations and hierarchical organization. Vice 
versa, access to and authority over land also shapes social identities, evident in 
how the young man’s stewardship of the land provides him with a new social 
position in his family and local community.

Land is about livelihood, social belonging, trust and obligation. Parker Ship-
ton (2007: xi), writing of the Luo of Kenya, whose social and cultural fabric 
resembles that of the Acholi, uses the term ‘fi duciary culture’, which he charac-
terizes as ‘shared, learned ways of thinking and acting that involve some sense of 
obligation’. In this regard, he highlights reciprocal forms of entrustment as well 
as serial transfers passed between the generations that are part of reproductive, 
ritual and symbolic life and are consciously expressed and emotionally felt by 
the people. Th us, it is ‘hard to distinguish activities that are economic from the 
ones that are not’ (Shipton 2007: xi). Th e attachment of the Acholi to their land, 
which they regard as a source of belonging and livelihood security, demonstrates 
this pattern. Entrustment goes together with obligation both laterally to the liv-
ing and lineally to preceding and succeeding generations. Th e interdiction on 
selling ancestral land refl ects the positive value of stewardship across generations. 
Th e principle that land belongs to a descent group, not to an individual, obligates 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



114  Esther Acio, Lioba Lenhart and Susan Reynolds Whyte

sharing while bounding the sharing unit to those fi liated to fathers and through 
them to ancestors.

 Generational attachment to land is manifested in graves. Th e burial of a 
parent or grandparent is often considered evidence of a person’s attachment and 
entitlement to land. Th is is illustrated in the case which opened Part II of our 
book, about Oyo, who destroyed the cement graves of Stephen’s ancestors, claim-
ing they were on his land. Graves are not only deployed as evidence in disputes 
but they also have a spiritual purpose in that the spirits of the dead are thought to 
demand recognition and respect. Th e eff orts families made to exhume the bodies 
of those buried in the IDP camps and rebury them properly in their rural homes 
testify to this (Meinert and Whyte 2013).

However cosmopolitan, however removed from the agricultural life of ances-
tral land, burial should be on ‘our land’ near the graves of agnates. In his study 
of intergenerational relations of youth in Gulu town, Langole distinguishes be-
tween kinds of homes, arguing that the true home is where the grave, the ‘long 
home’, will be located. He gives two examples of men with prestigious positions 
and luxurious houses in Gulu Town. When their fathers died, the burials had 
to take place on their ancestral land. Neither man had invested in houses and 
roads there, so their ‘working-class’ friends and colleagues found only dilapidated 
huts when they arrived for the funeral. ‘After the burial, it became the talk of the 
town. “Ezekial does not have a home – death can really expose the real person”’ 
(Langole 2014: 89). Th e burial of a parent is a ‘reality check’, Langole suggests; 
generational relationships are enacted on ancestral land, which is the socially 
signifi cant home.

As young people grow older and have children of their own, it becomes more 
important for them to have an attachment to ancestral land if possible. Two of 
Langole’s interlocutors were boda-boda riders, the very epitome of ‘the youth 
of today’, who want town life rather than the life of the hoe, according to the 
stereotype. Still, both have houses near their parents on their lineage land, which 
they visit regularly. Th ey have agricultural projects there and plan to shift there as 
they get too old for boda work, an occupation primarily for younger men. Th eir 
trajectory was similar to that of Tito, a 30-year-old from Purongo, who explained 
to Esther Acio:

If you want to have money, you should have land. As well . . . if you 
want to marry, you should have land where to stay with your family. I 
left town because life was so diffi  cult for me with no job, so I came to the 
village, where I was given land by my father’s brother. 

Th e attachment to ancestral land remains, as does the patrilineal ideal asso-
ciated with it. Yet the history of war, displacement, AIDS and poverty has made 
the inclusion in ancestral land problematic for many who are not so fortunate 
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as Tito. For some, like Daniel and his brothers, there were complications in the 
parental generation that pre-dated the war.

You see, access to the customary land is a challenge. My mother and sib-
lings live in the village, but the elder sons of the other two co-wives grab 
land from children of the deceased relatives and claim that it is for them 
and their own children. Th at is why I left the village and stay here in the 
centre. I don’t want to go to the ancestral land, and I will only go back 
home when the two co-wives are no more, including their elder sons, 
who grab land from other vulnerable relatives. At least I will struggle 
to buy my own land, rather than go back there. (Dominic, youth from 
Purongo)

Th e events and conditions of the past decades have been generative in that they 
have problematized the entrustment of ancestral land. It can no longer be taken 
for granted that all male members of succeeding generations will accept to wait 
patiently for their share, nor is it certain that shares will be provided. Many 
young men, like Dominic, wanted to buy their own land, not necessarily instead 
of but in addition to their share in customary land.

We live on customary land and my father has never allocated land to us, 
so I have no authority to say this land is mine or even to sell it. I want to 
shift from my father’s land, but fi rst I have to struggle and buy even one 
plot of land for me to move to fi rst. If my father decides to distribute the 
land one day, he has to give me my share too even if I will have my own 
land. (George, youth from Purongo)

George would like to have a share of ‘our land’ as a member of his father’s descent 
group, and he would also like to own ‘my land’ as an individual.

In the uncertainty about traditional, collective and customary tenure, some 
youth expressed that they wanted to own land with titles bearing their own 
names, which would be under their authority. ‘If you want land in your own 
name, you must buy it because the customary land is not yours . . . I own a plot 
of land (30m x 15m), which I want to keep and register in my names since it is 
mine . . .’ (Peter, Purongo). Yet even these dreams of individual land title were 
not divorced from considerations about generation. Like ancestral land, individ-
ual land often held assumptions about entrustment. In the case of ‘A Disputed 
Land Sale’, Mama Elisabeth had inherited a plot of freehold land, which she 
hoped would benefi t her grandsons one day. Men were often concerned about 
their children: ‘I want to buy my own land in the future, when I get money, and 
build a permanent house. I feel that I should farm more to raise money to pay 
school fees for my children . . . that is why I need to buy land’ (Albert, Purongo 
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youth). Daniel said he was delaying marriage because ‘I fi rst have to secure land 
for my future children’s future’. Another young man declared: ‘I hope that I will 
be able to buy my own land one day and my children can say, “this is my father’s 
land”. I would also love to say, “this is my land and not our land”’ (Whyte and 
Acio 2017: 33). Th e irony is that for his children the land he bought will be ‘ours’ 
after he dies.

Th e alternative to ancestral land that young men aspired to was individual 
land – and not only young men had such aspirations, as the case of Stephen Lan-
gole (Chapter 1) showed. But this was out of reach for the majority and certainly 
for most women. A more feasible alternative that diminished dependence on 
older males was to borrow or hire land. Th is tactic had the advantage of fl exibil-
ity from season to season for both parties and obviated the sale of ancestral land. 
Lending and renting land were extremely common, both for growing subsistence 
crops and for cultivating cash crops such as rice, sunfl ower and sugarcane. It is 
striking that borrowing and hiring land are seldom noticed in the discussions 
of customary and freehold tenure. Yet they provide ready alternatives for people 
aff ected by tensions and generational confl icts.

Betty, whom we met in Purongo, had left her marriage and returned to her 
paternal home with her three children from two diff erent fathers. (Later the fa-
ther of her sons came and took them with him to his village.) Her father was 
dead, and her paternal uncles and brothers were in charge of the customary land. 
One elder brother, Akena, who stayed on the land and assumed the authority of 
their father, gave her a house and a piece of land for digging. Her crops did not do 
well, and she went away to Kamdini, where she worked in a hotel for six months. 
When she returned home to Purongo, she found that another brother was using 
the acre of land that she had been given to use previously, so she did not bother 
her brother Akena for land again. Luckily, in 2014 she got a job with the water 
offi  ce on an eight-month contract. Th e following year, she joined the sub-county 
as a cleaner for seven months. Th ereafter, she did not have a job for some time 
but kept looking for petty work such as digging for people in their gardens, 
sorting rice at the milling grounds and washing clothes for the traffi  c policemen 
(whose uniforms must look smart). By this time, Betty had moved from their 
home and was renting in the trading centre. She said that she did not have much 
interest in the land at home because her brother Akena was hiring it out to other 
people and had told her frankly that there was no land for her to dig. Instead, she 
combined eff orts and money with a friend of hers and they hired an acre of land 
on which they agreed to plant ginger and popcorn. Th is was in addition to the 
petty jobs that she continued to look for.

Betty’s story reveals the variety of livelihood strategies that many women 
employ. Even though she was able to earn a salary for periods of time, she did 
not give up farming. In her account, we also see the tenuousness of claims by 
daughters and sisters to use the land of their fathers and brothers. Although the 
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Acholi cultural organization Ker Kwaro Acholi (2008) specifi cally confi rms the 
rights of daughters and sisters in ancestral land, their claims are less fi rm than 
those of sons and in practice may be ignored. Notably, it was Betty’s brother, not 
her paternal uncles, who fi rst welcomed and then excluded her in order to hire 
out their ancestral land to others. We have seen other examples in which brothers 
are reluctant to provide land for unmarried sisters while fathers are more accom-
modating. Juliet and her sisters provide a case in point: their brothers complained 
that they should stay with their husbands and use land there, while their fathers 
declared that all children, male and female, could use family land (Whyte and 
Acio 2017). Brothers with their own wives, often with growing families, are more 
concerned about keeping land use within the patrilineal line.

Just as Betty navigated among a variety of livelihood possibilities because she 
could not rely on access to land through her generational links, so did many men. 
We have considered these alternatives particularly in relation to the ‘war genera-
tion’ – those who came of age in the IDP camps (Whyte and Acio 2017). But as 
we saw in Chapter 1 on Multiplicity, even older men try to secure land through 
means other than generational claims. Th ey may sell it again, or they may lose 
it in a land wrangle. But much of the land that is acquired through connections 
other than kinship will pass to the next genealogical generation, confi rming the 
fundamental signifi cance of consanguineal kinship for access to land.

Conclusion

In Acholi society, intimate governance of land is obviously a matter of relations 
between generations. Access to land passes from parents to children. Th is genea-
logical understanding of generation is prominent in everyday considerations and 
practices of allocating land for use. Filiation, being recognized as a child, is a pre-
condition for most land access. In a patrilineal society, sons, and to some extent 
daughters, expect to get land through their fathers and his agnatic group. Yet this 
is by no means a hard and fast rule, as we have seen. Some children, like Daniel, 
gain land access through their mothers, even if their fathers are living. In the case 
that opened Part II of our book, Oyo was treated as a son and given land to use by 
a man from another clan. Such variation in genealogical patterns has long existed 
but has become far more pronounced in the wake of war, displacement and the 
decline of marriage.

Th e concept of historical generation reminds us that broader changes in po-
litical economy transform conditions for generational consciousness and interac-
tions, thus aff ecting access to land. In the Acholi sub-region, such far-reaching 
shifts are attributed to the LRA war and camp internment. However, other factors 
may be in play as well – factors widespread throughout the country, including 
commercialization of land and impoverishment. Mistrust between generations is 
expressed generally in stereotypes about violent and disaff ected youth and images 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



118  Esther Acio, Lioba Lenhart and Susan Reynolds Whyte

of self-regarding, secretive elders. In specifi c cases, it often colours relations be-
tween sons and their fathers or fathers’ brothers, between nephews and mothers’ 
brothers, and between women and their partners’ parents.

People have responded to these diffi  culties through another kind of genera-
tion: the creation of alternative modes of accessing land and livelihood. Mistrust 
arises in situations of dependence where reliability should prevail. By seeking to 
obtain ‘my land’ instead of depending on the elders for ‘our land’, and by bor-
rowing or renting land, young people attempt to secure themselves in diffi  cult 
situations. Yet most parents and children hope and reckon that their links will be 
confi rmed through land.
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Atim and Awor: Sisters in Love and War

On a hot afternoon in February 2014, Atim sat quietly sipping a mug of water 
in the shade of her hut in Pader Town, a small urban centre that had been turned 
into an IDP camp during the war. Wandering around, Julaina, her research assis-
tant Alice and her co-supervisor Hanne were looking for the fastest opportunity 
to get some shelter from the scorching sun; they were also looking for a woman 
to talk to about women’s livelihood strategies in post-confl ict northern Uganda, 
the topic of Julaina’s Ph.D. project. Atim welcomed the researchers and asked 
them to join her in the shade. She also willingly started telling them about her 
life. She explained that she lived with her two sons (13 and 12 years old), who 
were still in school, and that her sister, Awor, and her fi ve sons lived next to her. 
Atim also told them that she had two adult daughters (20 and 17 years old) and a 
son living elsewhere. Th e land where she was currently living was her late father’s 
land, where she had grown up before she married and moved to her husband’s 
home in Olam. Just before the war began, however, she divorced her husband 
and returned to her father’s home. Her clan brothers had helped to bring her 
back home because her husband was violent and also, they argued, he had not 
completed paying bridewealth to the family.

 During the interview, orange-red dust along with a few blue, black and white 
plastic bags strewn along the dirt roads were suddenly lifted into a whirlwind 
around the homestead. Atim and Alice continued talking while they both in-
stinctively started shooing the whirlwind away with their hands. Julaina and 
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Hanne looked at each other puzzled and then started laughing: ‘What are you 
doing?’ Julaina asked ‘Chasing away the lapiru’, they said. In Acholi, the word 
lapiru refers to a whirlwind that is believed to have an evil spirit in it. While con-
tinuing their talk about the hardships of life, the two women discretely warded 
off  ‘the evil’ whenever it started circling around the homestead. 

Atim, 48, told the researchers that she had six sisters and no brothers. Her 
parents had both died during the war and left the land to them. Th ree of her 
sisters were still alive, two of them married and living elsewhere. She lived with 
Awor, her youngest sister, who separated from her husband during the war. Th e 
two sisters had been living well together, but a neighbour was trying to chase 
them off  their land with the help of their clan brothers. Th ese clan brothers and 
the neighbour claimed that women do not own land according to Acholi custom. 
Th e men argued that the two women should return to their husbands’ homes, 
reconcile with them, and thereby gain access to their land. Th e case had been 
taken to the LC1 court but at that time was still unsettled.

 Atim gave the impression of a woman living in dire conditions, relying on 
several small-scale businesses such as selling water. She paid 1,000 shillings per 
month (approx. USD 0.3) for access to a borehole, which was about 300 meters 
from her home. She would collect about fi ve jerrycans a day and sell them for 
300 shillings in the town during the dry season, and 200 shillings in the rainy 
season. She had also borrowed some land at a distance from her home where she 
planted potatoes and cassava, crops that can stay for long in the garden without 
her going to tend them regularly. Sometimes she tried to make bricks and had 
her children help her. She and Awor helped each other in times of sickness, but 
they did not trust each other with money. ‘In money issues, there are no relatives 
[to help],’ she said, but in any case, she also usually spent the money right away 
when she had any.

Julaina and Alice went to Atim’s home several times after that fi rst meeting, 
but for some time they were not successful in fi nding her. Th ey only managed 
to fi nd her at home again in March 2015. She said: ‘I know that you have been 
checking on me and not fi nding me at home, but it is because I am doing this 
business that takes me up to Lira.’ In Lira, a neighbouring district, she bought 
smoked fi sh that she sold at the main market in Pader. She was happy to see 
Alice and Julaina again. She called Alice ‘my daughter’ and told her that she felt 
relieved when the researchers came and talked to her about her land issues.

 Th e confl ict with the neighbour and clan brothers had been resolved. Clan 
elders who were the allies of the neighbour had told the clan brothers: ‘Leave 
these women alone’, which they did. Instead Atim was now fi ghting with her 
sister, Awor. Awor had tried to stop Atim’s son from constructing his hut on the 
land. Th is prompted Atim to think that Awor was telling her that her son’s future 
was not on that land. ‘So, my problem now is that I do not know where I am 
going to put my boys. If they were girls, they would get married and go away,’ 
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Atim said. ‘I am not feeling so secure because I am staying with someone who is 
just pretending to love me, but I do not know what she is thinking in her heart.’ 
Th e clan elders had been called once more to settle the issue between the sisters. 
Th ey told them to stay peacefully together, and one elder cautioned them using 
a well-known Acholi proverb about a mother who had two children. She served 
them food on one plate, hoping that they would share it equally. Th e problem 
was that one of the children was greedy and ate very fast, and the other child 
suff ered for it. Th e only choice that mother had was to divide the food equally 
on two separate plates. Likewise, the elders warned that if the two sisters did not 
live together peacefully on the land, then the next time they were called to settle 
a problem, they would divide the land equally between the two of them, not 
forgetting the share of the other two sisters who did not live there.

Th e sisters promised to try to live well together, and then the clan members 
warned them about another impending threat to their land. Th e Town Council 
was coming up with new plans for developing the town, which all the residents 
and landowners had to comply with in the very near future or else risk losing 
their land. Th e new plans included plotting and registering land as well as tearing 
down temporary structures, including grass-thatched houses, and putting up per-
manent structures. Atim pointed to the grass-thatched houses in her compound, 
including a new temporary structure that she had just constructed. She did not 
have money to put up the so-called permanent structures that the Town Council 
was demanding.

After the clan meeting, Atim together with her sister Awor and their elder 
sister who lived in Soroti had a discussion about how to safeguard their land. Th e 
sisters came up with a plan. Th ey decided to cement their mother’s grave that had 
previously been a mound of dirt behind one of Atim’s huts. Th e elder sister, who 
was somewhat well off , provided all the materials and paid labourers to cement 
their mother’s grave in an attempt   to identify the land as theirs. In January 2016, 
during the TrustLand Project annual workshop, Julaina presented Atim’s case and 
was told by  one of the members of local government in Gulu (who was invited 
to the workshop) that graves within the town may not be accepted by the Town 
Council, and that the sisters would face problems in the future if they relied on 
this grave as evidence of their land ownership. Th ey may even be asked to remove 
it at some point.

During their visit in March 2015, the researchers also learnt new informa-
tion about Atim’s family. Her three children from her fi rst marriage were living 
with their father. Her two teenage sons staying with her were from a  second ‘mar-
riage’ (to a man with whom she had cohabited during the war).

  In February 2016, exactly two years after their fi rst meeting, Atim informed 
Julaina and Alice that the problem between herself and her sister Awor had es-
calated. Awor’s son attacked Atim (he claimed he was sent by his mother), and 
Awor had referred to Atim as being a witch. Atim contacted the police and the 
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LC1 chairman, but they never came to her rescue. She then decided to con-
tact the clan members again. With the aid of his mobile phone, the clan leader 
quickly gathered a number of young clan brothers. At the clan meeting, Awor’s 
son asked to be forgiven for what he had done to Atim and told the clan that he 
had attempted to kill her because he just wanted his mother Awor to have some 
peace.

After listening to both sides, the clan elders  had advised both sisters to move 
away from the land because it was clear that they could not live together peace-
fully. Awor moved away almost immediately. Before Pader became a district, 
when land there was still cheap, she had bought a small piece of land. Atim, 
however, did not move. She was not against moving but needed support and had 
appealed to her clan brothers to fi nd her some land somewhere and build her a 
house. ‘I would open my teeth to smile, but I really had problems. I would go to 
bed at night, but I would not sleep,’ she said. 

During the interview, Julaina and Alice both had the impression that Atim 
was doing much better than when they had fi rst met her. She looked stronger 
and less tired than before. She was very open, would crack jokes and talked about 
her awaro, a small retail business between Lira and Pader districts. At the end 
of their visit, she gave Julaina and Alice quite a lot of groundnuts and lapena 
(pigeon peas) to share between them. Even when they tried to object to the large 
quantities, she told them sternly that children do not refuse what their mother 
gives them when they come to visit her.   

Th e researcher’s frequent visits, even when they did not fi nd her at home, 
meant a great deal to Atim and made her open up more. She started giving in-
formation that she had previously been withholding from them. She told them 
that her second husband – the father of the two youngest boys – was a soldier 
who went to Somalia to fi ght and did not come back. Atim had no idea where 
he was; his phone had been switched off , but she did not think that he was dead. 
He had probably just abandoned them. She told the researchers that  the land 
on which she lived – and which she had always referred to as her father’s land – 
was actually land that belonged to her father’s clan brother. More precisely: her 
father’s brother was a government worker and was ‘given’ this land by a friend. 
When Atim’s father died, his clan brother inherited her mother, so Atim and her 
sisters grew up on this land.

When her father’s brother died, the son of the man who had ‘given’ the land 
to her father’s brother tried to reclaim it. Th e LC was involved. Th ey concluded 
that the trees and the graves on the land were evidence that Atim’s family had 
stayed on the land for a long time and therefore owned the land. A compromise 
was made. Th e original owner’s son took back part of the land that didn’t include 
Atim’s homestead, the graves and the trees. But for this reason, Atim cannot sell 
the land. Th is land is still governed under customary rules of tenure, hence Atim’s 
involvement of clan members whenever there is a problem with the land. But at 
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the same time, being situated in the heart of Pader Town, it has a diff erent set of 
formal rules of land tenure under the Town Council.

Th e researchers also learnt that the  older sister who lived in Soroti (who 
organized for their mother’s grave to be cemented) now seemed to be conniving 
with clan brothers in trying to claim ownership of the land. Th is sister felt that 
she had invested a lot in the land, not only cementing their mother’s grave but 
also giving fi nancial support whenever meetings were called to resolve confl icts 
over the land. She thought that she should be given rights over the land because 
Atim and Awor were fi ghting constantly and she was herself in a better fi nancial 
position to develop the land (for example by building permanent structures).    

In March 2016, Alice made a return visit to see Atim and talked to her 
briefl y. She was told that the clan members had not yet come to evict her from 
the land, but her elder sister who lived in Soroti had asked why she had not yet 
left. When she got the call from her elder sister, Atim had gone to seek advice 
from their clan leader who had told her to fi rst stay on the land as they sorted 
things out but reminded her that she could not stay indefi nitely. To Atim, this 
meant that the clan leader was siding with her elder sister. Atim told Alice about 
the time she argued with her elder sister about the ownership of the land. Her sis-
ter had said: ‘Th is land was going to be taken from us by the son of the man who 
gave it to our father’s clan brother. I am the one who went to court and recovered 
it.’ Atim had then replied: ‘When you went to court, did you then tell the court 
that you owned this land?’ Her sister had gone silent, so Atim continued: ‘Do 
not think that this land belongs to you only. Our father’s property belongs to all 
of us, but it is only that we could not all go to stand in court, which is why we 
asked you to stand on our behalf. We did not say that you should own the land.’ 
Atim believed that her sister hated her for saying this so boldly and that she had 
therefore become the ally of Awor, who had for a long time been trying to chase 
Atim off  the land.

Atim told Alice that she and Awor were now completely estranged. Th ey were 
doing the same small business in Pader market but would ‘sit with their backs to 
each other’ as if they were not sisters. Julaina had been keeping in touch with Alice 
by phone and asked her to do her best to track down Awor, especially if she was at 
the market. Alice did manage to fi nd Awor, who agreed to take Alice to her home.

According to Awor, the confl ict between the sisters was not so much about 
land but about their lack of respect for each other as sisters. As the youngest sister, 
she said, she  should have been the one to look after their late father’s homestead. 
In Acholi culture, she said, it is the youngest child who inherits the homestead. 
Th is was the fi rst time that the researchers had heard that it was not the youngest 
son but the youngest child who should inherit the homestead.

Awor now stayed on the small plot that she had purchased during the war, 
but she still had access to gardens at her former husband’s home because she was 
taking care of their children. She said: 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Gender  125

Even if I have separated with my husband, I still go to his land to dig 
because I need to secure land for my children since they are all boys. 
Th at was the land I was using before going to the camp. Th e moment 
you leave it redundant, other relatives will occupy it, and it will be very 
hard to recover it. 

She added that: ‘For me I am happy here, so I leave all those matters with the other 
land in the hands of the elders.’ She did not know what Atim was planning to do: 

Personally I cannot go to ask her, but I think she does not have a place 
to go, because her husband took all the children. If she had come back 
to her father’s place with the children, then she could now have gone to 
claim land at her husband’s home in the name of her children.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

In this chapter, we focus on the changing relationships between men, women and 
land. We show that gender, as a lens for studying land, can help us challenge no-
tions of ‘rights’ and ‘ownership’ and hence get a better grasp of the complex land 
tenure systems in Acholi today (see Nakayi 2013; Kobusingye, Van Leeuwen and 
Van Dijk 2016 for discussions on complex land tenure systems in Acholi society). 
Scrutinizing land confl icts from the point of view of gender relations furthermore 
helps us catch sight of some of the important changes that took place in Acholi 
society during and after the war.

Many debates on customary land and women’s land rights in Sub-Saharan 
Africa focus on gender-diff erentiated access to land. It has been noted that women 
undertake more than 75 per cent of agricultural work and yet own less than 10 
per cent of the land (Behrman, Meinzen-Dick and Quisumbing 2012). Women’s 
embeddedness in the household without autonomous access to property is often 
highlighted (Nussbaum 1999). In patrilineal societies, women’s relationship to 
land is shaped by kinship structures and virilocal marriage practices. Women de-
rive their rights to land through male relations, fi rst their father or brothers and 
later (ideally) the husband, therefore making the social costs of challenging male 
authority over property high (Khadiagala 2002; Awumbila and Tsikata 2010). 
Men have the primary rights (to transfer, bequeath or dispose), and women only 
have secondary rights of use of land (Rose 2002; Whitehead and Tsikata 2003; 
Paradza 2011). Women are often portrayed as victims of uncertainty and insta-
bility in their diffi  culty securing access to land in the case of polygyny, divorce or 
death of a husband (Joireman 2008).

All in all, women are usually represented as vulnerable in terms of rights to 
land, in Sub-Saharan Africa generally, and in post-confl ict northern Uganda in 
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particular. Th e case of Atim and Awor shows us that women who lack links to 
male relatives, in particular husbands and fathers, are indeed faced with chal-
lenges. But their case also shows us that they work hard to secure land for them-
selves and their children using a broad range of strategies. In the process of doing 
so, confl icts arise not only between men and women but amongst women them-
selves. We will argue that the case of Atim and Awor is a concrete instance of a 
more abstract principle: that the cultivation of relationships is a means to access 
land. Here and in other cases, there are various ‘unconventional’ ways in which 
women create links to others to obtain resources and to access land. Th ese kinds 
of strategies are part of the complex land tenure systems in Acholi society today 
(Göttsches 2013).

Changing Gender Relations

Th e displacement period marked a dramatic change in the social landscape in 
northern Uganda. Relations between men and women, youth and elders became 
fraught with new kinds of tensions and contradictions (Mergelsberg 2012). Th e 
process of return and reintegration has furthermore been challenged by popu-
lation growth, weak governance systems, commoditization of land and an in-
creasing failure of the customary tenure system to accommodate landless people. 
Northern Uganda has witnessed an increase in the number of widows, orphans 
and single mothers and created new types of partnership or ‘male-female alli-
ances’, many female-headed households and ultimately an increasing number 
of people, in particular women, no longer embedded in the patrilineal kinship 
structure who are ultimately ‘landless’.

Patrilineal kinship and land tenure systems are known from all over Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and have frequently been described by anthropologists, Girling 
(1960) being the most commonly referred to in relation to the Acholi. In so-
cieties based on patrilineal kinship systems, a daughter is expected to leave her 
natal home and join her husband’s family. She and her children will access land 
through her husband. Before marrying, she cultivates gardens with the household 
at her natal home. A young man is given his own piece of land after he marries 
and establishes his own household. Women obtain full access to their husbands’ 
land as their position shifts from clan wives to mothers of clan children. A widow 
will look after her husband’s estate, holding it in trust for her children until they 
are grown. It is culturally accepted and even expected that a woman who divorces 
or separates from her husband will fi nd refuge at her natal home, where her 
brothers will give her land on which to farm and nurture her children, until they, 
ideally, return to their father’s home. In the past, wives of a household possessed 
ownership rights in food crops under the general authority of the household 
head, who in turn possessed ownership rights to cattle and cash crops – for exam-
ple, cotton (Girling 1960).
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Th e patrilineal kinship ideology is accompanied by a particular view on male 
and female roles, as described by both Girling and later Dolan, who interviewed 
people (both men and women) in the camps on their notions of male and female 
roles. According to Dolan’s informants, the woman is subordinate to the man, 
and a wife is the property of the husband. She loses her own clan identity on 
marriage but does not fully assume the clan identity of her husband and is viewed 
as an outsider not to be trusted, at least not until much later when she has grown 
children (Girling 1960: 193; Finnström 2008).

As Dolan (2009: 196) points out, socialization into masculinity begins at a 
very early age, but its full achievement is impossible without making the transi-
tion to adulthood by way of marriage. It is not suffi  cient to be an economic pro-
vider. A man must be a married provider, and marriage cannot take place without 
payment of bridewealth. Men are taught that they should aspire to and judge 
themselves by this transition to adulthood through marriage, and both state and 
society judge and assess them against it (Dolan 2009: 196). Marriage through 
the payment of bridewealth was, however, practically impossible during the years 
of encampment, and as a result many people were ‘ambiguously’ married or sim-
ply co-habiting. According to Girling (1960: 167), there have always been men 
who were too poor to pay bridewealth, but during and after the war it was the 
case for the vast majority of men (Finnström 2008; Dolan 2009: 199). During 
the war, most men were prevented from fulfi lling expectations of them, both as 
married men and as providers. Many men simply disappeared and left women 
to manage on their own. Whyte and colleagues (2013) discuss the missing links 
of inhabitants in former camps turned into trading centres after the confl ict had 
ended. Many of those who had remained in the former camps had no relatives 
with land to return to, and many of them were women with children, who had 
lost husbands or partners, who were ‘ambiguously married’ and had not become 
incorporated into their husband’s lineage, or who were now rejected by them and 
had no brothers or fathers with land to which they could return. Th ey remained 
‘internally displaced’, stuck in a no-man’s land between fathers and husbands. 
Th e same may be said of Awor and Atim, who remained in Pader even after the 
war. Th e land on which they lived had belonged to a clan brother of their father, 
but they had both settled on their husbands’ land before the war. Th eir husbands 
were still alive but had become irresponsible and badly behaved during the war, 
and they had no desire (or possibility) to return to them.

Social ties suff ered in various ways during the war and the years of encamp-
ment, but of particular importance for this chapter is the fact that those years also 
changed the relationship and power balance between men and women consider-
ably. Dolan shows how the dynamics of violation and debilitation caused a sense 
of humiliation and a collapse of masculinity. Unable to live up to the model of an 
adult man being a married provider, which involved relationships of power over 
women and youth, and neither off ered nor allowed to develop any recognized 
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alternative, they experienced a social and often physical impotence. In the face of 
this collapse of their own masculinity, some resorted to acts of violence – against 
themselves, through alcohol abuse and suicide, but also against others, through 
domestic violence, mob justice or by joining armed forces, whether government 
or rebel (2009: 191). Awor bought a small plot of land during the war, when her 
husband started mistreating her, and Atim also left her fi rst husband during the 
war due to his mistreatment. Her second ‘husband’ abandoned her and their two 
sons. She did not know why, nor where he was, but she heard that he may have 
joined armed forces.

Women were often victims of the violence of men, but they were also, even 
more than was the case for men, subject to an array of supportive interventions 
in northern Uganda during and after the confl ict (see Branch 2011). While men 
saw their authority and status within Acholi society wane, women saw theirs rise 
in the camps. Because many men had died, joined armed organizations, aban-
doned their wives, or turned to alcohol abuse, women were left with the primary 
responsibility of providing for their families. Food rations and non-food item 
distributions were inadequate, so women were faced with the need to earn money 
to feed their families and to buy basics such as soap and clothes.

Displacement caused signifi cant physical hardship and suff ering for women, 
but it also brought women together in new ways. Before displacement, women 
lived in relatively isolated family homesteads. As a middle-aged woman in Gulu 
Town reported to Branch: ‘we [women] were very far apart in the village. We did 
not have groups or come together like we do now’ (Branch 2011: 138). Combined 
with resources provided by government and international agencies, the camps cre-
ated the context in which women could forge new forms of association, mostly 
for economic empowerment, such as loan schemes, but also for cultural activities. 
Th ese groups became spaces for women to come together and discuss problems 
(ibid.). Women gained access to loans both individually and collectively. Th ey 
could run small businesses and retain possession over produce and save the money. 
Th ey achieved new education through training by NGOs and government on 
health and other issues. Much of it was part of the struggle to feed the family in the 
camps, but many women saw these developments as positive. Alongside all this, 
discourses on women’s rights became increasingly strong (ibid.: 139). Women’s or-
ganizations started presenting a vision of peace, built not on normalization but on 
the demand for increasing political and social inclusion of women (ibid.). Branch 
also reports widespread accusations by men that women’s rights are to blame for 
increased domestic violence (ibid.: 141), and he notes that women whom he inter-
viewed during encampment and in the early phases of resettlement declared their 
hope that their husbands would accept their new economic and political roles back 
in the village but recognized that this might not be the case (ibid.: 174).

Dolan reminds us to be wary of the stereotypes of men as idle heavy drinkers 
with no economic initiative. Some men have moved into what were previously 
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regarded as women’s areas of activity. Male groups have sought to create some 
economic enterprise against all odds, and other men in humble ways take on 
menial tasks for the sake of their family’s survival (Dolan 2009: 204). But in 
other ways, gender relations have changed. Obika’s work (2021), which will be 
discussed below, shows that women have indeed brought their experience from 
the years of encampment with them and continue to make use of their new 
networks and of a broad range of livelihood strategies whether they resettled in 
the village or remained in trading centres. Th e ‘missing links’ did not turn out to 
be as disastrous for women as anticipated. One of the things they had learned in 
camps was indeed how to make other kinds of links.

Who Owns Land? Claims and Counterclaims

Since Ester Boserup’s publication of Women’s Role in Economic Development 
(1970), women have often been at the centre of analysis, but they have usually 
been portrayed as holding powerless positions in terms of land (see Nussbaum 
1999). Uganda has been praised for having taken critical steps towards improv-
ing women’s property rights, including the 1995 Constitution, which is said to 
be one of the most gender-neutral both in content and language with regard to 
property rights in Sub-Saharan Africa, including land rights (Joireman 2007; 
Rugadya in Doss et al. 2012). However, even if women’s land rights are pro-
tected under statutory law, they may not be guaranteed under customary law and 
cultural practices. Customary systems often allow for certain fl exibility, for vari-
ous forms of access, and for movement of land between diff erent users (Ossome 
2014). However, Peters (2004, 2009) warns us to be wary of discourses on this 
‘fl exibility’, which often hide realities of unequal power relations. In the case of 
Atim and Awor, they both claimed land that they referred to as their father’s land 
but which it was later revealed was given (or even lent) to their father (actually 
their father’s clan brother, who inherited their mother) by his friend. Th e clan 
elders did not contest their claim to the land until the two sisters started fi ghting 
each other, both trying to secure land for their sons whose fathers were absent. 
Only then, according to Atim, did the clan elders team up with the oldest sister 
of Atim and Awor to support her in trying to claim ownership.

In another case from Obika’s fi eldwork, two widowed women, Akech and 
Apiyo, who were neighbours but not related, had ended up in a confl ict over 
land that they both claimed a right over through the notion of ‘fi rst-comer’ (see 
Lentz 2005 and Chapter 6, this volume, for a discussion of fi rst-comers). Th eir 
husbands, who had both died during the war, had been friends. One of them had 
been a fi rst-comer to the land but had at some stage invited his friend to stay on 
the land, and then the war came. Both women argued for their husband’s status 
as fi rst-comer, their stories contradicting each other. Both had sons, but Apiyo’s 
was present on the land and supported her to build a case against Akech, whereas 
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Akech’s son was not. Unfortunately for his mother, once he returned, Akech’s 
son’s express interest was in selling off  the land for a project of his elsewhere. If 
he had succeeded in doing so, this might have brought an end to the confl ict but 
also jeopardized his mother’s attempt to secure land for him and his children. 
Obika (2021) found that young men often expressed very little interest in staying 
on family land that was under contestation. Instead, they tried to reason with or 
convince their elders (particularly mothers) to buy land (where possible) or just 
move elsewhere.

To understand the impact of both statutory and customary law and gendered 
power relations, we need to look at these micro-level negotiations over access and 
use of land. Being married does not necessarily guarantee access to land or secu-
rity of tenure, and being a single mother does not necessarily translate into tenure 
insecurity. A common way of phrasing women’s relationship to land in Acholi is: 
‘Women do not own land.’ Even though this is true, in reality (as we have seen 
in previous chapters) neither do men when it comes to customary ancestral land. 
Land is held in trust by clans on behalf of multiple users, claimants and rights’ 
holders (Adoko and Levine 2005; Hopwood 2015). Th e concept of ‘ownership’ 
does not translate neatly into Acholi, as we saw in Chapter 2, and we lose sight 
of gendered power relations and what is happening on the ground if we translate 
various forms of land tenure and negotiations over these into ‘one-dimensional’ 
ownership debates (Shipton and Goheen 1992).

A lot of work has already been done on gender and land in Africa, including: 
land tenure reforms (Yngstrom 2002; Manji 2003; Jirira and Halimana 2008) 
and the role of law (Manji 2001); large-scale land grabs (Chu 2011; Behrman, 
Meinzen-Dick and Quisumbing 2012); land rights (Yngstrom 2002; White-
head and Tsikata 2003); inequalities in customary land tenure systems (Peters 
2004; Ossome 2014); and labour and capital accumulation (Berry 1989; Tsikata 
2010). Very little research has, however, been done on small-scale land grabs and 
confl icts between kith and kin and neighbours. Women’s lesser access to certain 
spaces has been studied extensively, but less attention has been given to how they 
navigate those limited spaces to their own benefi t. Hopwood (2015: 389–90) 
suggests that instead of looking at rights, we should pay closer attention to the 
dynamic fl ow of claims and counterclaims that are being made in the name of 
custom. Claims are, for example, made in the name of custom for returning to 
one’s father’s land, for securing land for one’s children, through the cementing of 
a grave, or through claims of being a fi rst-comer. In other words, we need to pay 
attention not only to customary law and ownership, but also to how men and 
women manage, use and access land and how also women may place their mark 
on land for several years and generations.

Ribot and Peluso (2003: 153) defi ne access as ‘the ability to benefi t from 
things – including material objects, persons, institutions and symbols’, which in 
this context suggests that women’s access to land is diff erent to, but not neces-
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sarily less than, that of men. Neither men nor women constitute homogenous 
categories. Th ere is a big diff erence between ‘the ability to benefi t from things’ 
as a young newly married woman, a widow with grown children, a divorced 
woman who has returned to her brother’s home, or a single woman who is a 
head of household and managing on her own. Obika (2021) found that few 
young, newly married women claimed to be involved in any kind of decisions 
concerning land or land confl ict, whereas most middle-aged and older women 
were often directly involved in land governance and confl icts over land, as vic-
tims or (in the view of others) as perpetrators, or as witnesses due to their long 
experience cultivating land in the area, with diff erent and sometimes similar 
experiences to their male counterparts. As mentioned above, young men also 
tend to shy away from land confl icts. Where ownership of the land is in doubt 
and young men’s (e.g. uterine nephews) possibilities for continuity on the land 
is uncertain, they tend to look for projects of their own, as we see in the case of 
Akech’s son.

Ossome suggests that women’s claims to land are stronger and more diverse 
than usually presented, their strength lying precisely in the social embeddedness 
that has otherwise often been seen as the reason for women’s lack of rights (Os-
some 2014). Based on her fi eldwork in Acholi, Obika (2021) likewise demon-
strates the diversity of women’s land claims (and counterclaims) within a socially 
embedded customary tenure system and how women are able to negotiate, ma-
noeuvre and fi nd pathways to land access in various ways, exactly because they 
are good at ‘cultivating’ not only land but also relationships, benefi ting as well 
from the plurality of institutions involved in confl ict resolution (see Chapter 3 
on Confl icts). We will now move on to discuss this.

How to Cultivate Relationships around Land

A woman once told Holly Porter, who did research on rape in northern Uganda, 
that the image of a man being powerful is a ‘myth’. Th e power of a man, this 
woman insisted, is embedded in his relatives, particularly his mother. Despite 
the narrative of the powerful and proud African man who suppresses his wife, 
beats his children and determines his destiny, individual men, like women, Por-
ter reminds us, have very little freedom to make independent decisions. Th ey 
must submit to the wishes of their relatives (Porter 2017: 42). Obika (2021) 
argues that ‘cultivating’ relationships in order to ‘hold’ land takes as much work 
and eff ort, if not more, than cultivating the land – preparing, ploughing and 
planting, weeding and harvesting. And women often put more eff ort into it 
than do men.

Akech, for example, whose confl ict with her neighbour Apiyo was referred 
to above, had several fi elds that she had cultivated when she was younger but 
not anymore due to old age and physical weakness. Instead, she had given it to 
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her daughters, who used part of it to plant their crops to supplement what they 
produced from the land they had at their marital homes. She also gave some fi elds 
to a friend who had requested her to let him grow his simsim on the land that she 
was not currently using. She agreed to help him because he too may have had 
his own challenges of accessing land at his ancestral home, but also, this was a 
way of preventing others from grabbing it and a way of garnering support from 
others when contesting her claim over the land before various legal and social fora 
(Obika et al. 2018). She was cultivating relationships using her land and main-
taining access through other people’s support. She may not offi  cially have been 
the ‘owner’ of the land, but she was the one who proved able to control it. In the 
case of Atim and Awor, we may say that it was their lack of ability to ‘cultivate’ 
their own relationship that ultimately had them ordered off  their father’s land. If 
they had managed to stay on good terms the clan elders would have left the land 
for them, even though they were constantly reminded that they were ‘daughters 
who had returned home’. Again, it was a question, not of ‘customary law’ but of 
the women’s ability to ‘cultivate’ relationships. Women with many sons, powerful 
friends, a savings scheme and a well-functioning women’s group and other social 
networks stand a good chance of putting up a fi ght for their land.

Just as there is seasonality to the cultivation of land, so is there to the cultiva-
tion of relationships. During the planting season, fi elds became defi ned plots of 
bounded land and hence of confl icts with relatives and neighbours. During the 
dry season, fi elds ceased to exist, in a way, and the land became an unbounded 
mass. Th e dry season was a time for carrying out repairs of huts and granaries – 
and also of relationships. An exception was that domestic violence seemed to 
increase after harvest, since some men would attempt to sell off  the harvest for 
their personal use. During the dry season, more women went back to their natal 
homes (or were sent back due to confl icts with husbands), but it did not stop 
them from working. Many were engaged in small businesses and saving schemes 
at their natal home, cultivating their relationships there but returning to their 
husband and his land once the planting season returned. Th e process of accessing 
land was for many of them not linear but cyclical, and displacement, we may say, 
is not always about discontinuity and separation but also about continuity and 
seasonality, both in rural areas and in town, where some activities also decline 
during heavy agricultural seasons.

Megan Göttsches (2013), who carried out a study of widows and livelihood 
in northern Uganda, also found that access to land through friends, neighbours 
and women’s groups was common. She refers to these non-traditional forms 
of land tenure as ‘complex tenure’, a term that we adopt to capture the multi-
pronged informal pathways taken by women to gain and safeguard access to land 
and pursue various livelihood strategies in addition to the cultivation of crops on 
the customary land of husbands, fathers and brothers. In this, women and youth 
resemble one another, as shown in Chapter 4 on Generations.
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Complex Tenure: Livelihood and Land

Most women in rural districts in northern Uganda still depend on land, but their 
eff ort to safeguard their land, or at least their access to land, is inextricably tied to 
their other livelihood strategies. What we begin to see is a pattern of women who 
move within and between residences (natal, marital and others) to safeguard not 
only their own but also their children’s access to land. Awor moved between her 
former husband’s land, the plot she had purchased herself during the war and (at 
least in the beginning of Obika’s fi eldwork) her father’s land. She also did small-
scale business in the market of Pader Town. Atim had fewer plots of land to move 
between, though she did at some stage borrow land to cultivate. She had a broad 
range of livelihood strategies in addition to cultivating her friend’s land. She had 
a small-scale business selling water and later, also, dried fi sh.

Women’s livelihood strategies changed during and after the war and encamp-
ment, with many women now doing what used to be considered men’s work. As 
Angee, a woman in her forties told Obika, 

a woman has many things she should do in the home: cooking, farming, 
smearing the fl oor of her hut [with cow dung or mud], taking care of 
visitors, and welcoming people. But these days women do many other 
things in addition to this. Th ey burn bricks, make granaries and make 
charcoal, all of which used to be the work of men.

Angee told Obika, as did many other women, that when the war started men be-
came drunkards. If women had remained in the home as they usually did before 
the war, children would have been neglected and would have slept hungry. Today, 
she added, some men continue to misbehave, and even the payment of school 
fees has become women’s responsibility. Other women mentioned their partici-
pation in stone quarrying, in small non-agricultural businesses, and even about 
their participation in setting traps and hunting wild animals, which they would 
then sell on markets. Th ey also talked of renting and borrowing land instead of, 
or in addition to, cultivating the land of husbands or kin, something that is often 
overlooked in the literature. It is important to note that even though women 
clearly experience carrying the largest responsibilities for the well-being of the 
family, many men are faced with the same challenges of accessing land in various 
places and having to combine farming with other kinds of livelihood strategies.

Navigating Trust and Access: Th e Fabric of Intimate Governance

We have suggested that cultivating relationships is an important part of gaining 
and maintaining access to customary land in post-war Acholi. Manoeuvring and 
weaving pathways is part of everyday life for men and women alike, in a context 
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where access to land is not a given and belonging to a certain piece of land is, 
for many, uncertain. Cultivating relationships necessarily raises a question about 
land access: whom do I trust? As we saw in the case of Atim, Awor and their 
elder sister, trust and mistrust fl owed back and forth between them. Sometimes 
they were forming alliances and at other times they were living as intimate ene-
mies (Th eidon 2006), eventually accusing each other of witchcraft. As Geschiere 
(2013) suggests, intimacy and trust are relational and often go together with 
witchcraft or accusations thereof. Obika (2021) found that witchcraft accusa-
tions are often intertwined with land confl icts being fought among people closely 
related (Heald 1989; Ciekawy and Geschiere 1998) and are referred to as the 
‘dark side of kinship’ (Leistner 2014).

We suggest that the constant tensions, pushing and pulling, claims and coun-
terclaims between sisters, brothers, elders and youth, neighbours and kith and 
kin – these intimate allies/enemies – are the very fabric on which the negotiation 
and contestation of customary land is built. We have found that whom one trusts 
today is not necessarily an ally tomorrow, a situation that has come to resemble 
what Meinert (2015) refers to as ‘tricky trust’. Neither security of access nor 
trust is absolute. It is not a matter of either/or but of more or less, and security 
requires a continuing eff ort through the cultivation of relationships. Cultivating 
relationships is a process of building and increasing trust, which in turn increases 
one’s guarantee of holding on to one’s land or at the very least having access to it.

Conclusion

A substantial part of the academic literature on Africa has focused on the vulner-
ability and victimhood of women after prolonged violent confl ict. Without dis-
missing the mounting evidence of suff ering and hardship of women during the 
confl ict in northern Uganda, it also seems to be the case, as Göttsches (2013) 
has argued, that violent reshuffl  ing of society during and after armed confl ict 
may create novel opportunities, where the current and former gender balance 
can be re-addressed and renegotiated (see also Denov and Gervais 2007; Utas 
2005). It also seems that the cultivation of relationships is crucial to the contin-
ued process of safeguarding land – and that women often put more eff ort into 
the cultivation of relationships than men do. Our cases have focused on women, 
not to dismiss men’s experiences of land tenure insecurity but to highlight how 
diff erent categories of women are able to navigate small spaces of land access, 
precisely because they are relegated to access land through men under customary 
rules and norms.

Julaina A. Obika, Ph.D., is Senior Lecturer at the Institute of Peace and Strategic 
Studies of Gulu University in northern Uganda.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Gender  135

Hanne O. Mogensen, Ph.D., is Associate Professor at the Institute of Anthro-
pology, University of Copenhagen.

References

Adoko, Judy, and Simon Levine. 2005. Land Rights: Where We Are and Where We Need to Go. 
Kampala: Land and Equity Movement in Uganda (LEMU).

Awumbila, Mariama, and Dzodzi A. Tsikata. 2010. ‘Economic Liberalisation, Changing Re-
source Tenures and Gendered Livelihoods: A Study of Small-Scale Gold Mining and 
Mangrove Exploitation in Rural Ghana’, in Dzodzi A. Tsikata and Pamela Golah (eds), 
Land Tenure, Gender and Globalisation Research and Analysis from Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. Ottawa: IDRC, pp. 99–142.

Behrman, Julia A., Ruth Meinzen-Dick and Agnes R. Quisumbing. 2012. ‘Th e Gender Impli-
cations of Large-Scale Land Deals’, Th e Journal of Peasant Studies 39(1): 49–79.

Berry, Sara. 1989. ‘Social Institutions and Access to Resources’, Africa 59(1): 41–55.
Boserup, Ester. 1970. Women’s Role in Economic Development. London and New York: Earthscan.
Branch, Adam. 2011. Displacing Human Rights: War and Intervention in Northern Uganda. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Chu, Jessica. 2011. ‘Gender and “Land Grabbing” in Sub-Saharan Africa: Women’s Land Rights 

and Customary Land Tenure’, Development 54(1): 35–39.
Ciekawy, Diane, and Peter Geschiere. 1998. ‘Containing Witchcraft: Confl icting Scenarios in 

Postcolonial Africa’, African Studies Review 41(3): 1–14.
Denov, Myriam, and Christine Gervais. 2007. ‘Negotiating (In)security: Agency, Resistance, 

and Resourcefulness Among Girls Formerly Associated with Sierra Leone’s Revolutionary 
United Front’, Signs 32(4): 885–910.

Dolan, Chris. 2009. Social Torture: Th e Case of Northern Uganda, 1986–2006. New York: 
Berghahn Books.

Doss, C., et al. 2012. ‘Women, Marriage and Asset Inheritance in Uganda’, Development Policy 
Review 30(5): 597–616.

Finnström, Sverker. 2008. Living with Bad Surroundings: War, History and Everyday Moments 
in Northern Uganda. Durham: Duke University Press.

Geschiere, Peter. 2013. Witchcraft, Intimacy and Trust: Africa in Comparison. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press.

Girling, Frank Knowles. 1960. Th e Acholi of Uganda. London: Her Majesty’s Stationary Offi  ce.
Göttsches, Megan S. 2013. ‘Access to Land, Securing a Livelihood and Gender Role Rene-

gotiation: A Case Study of Widows in Northern Uganda’, Journal of Peace and Security 
Studies 1: 28–48.

Heald, Suzette. 1989. Controlling Anger: Th e Sociology of Gisu Violence. Manchester: Manches-
ter University Press.

Hopwood, Julian. 2015. ‘Women’s Land Claims in the Acholi Region of Northern Uganda: 
What Can Be Learned from What is Contested’, International Journal on Minority and 
Group Rights 22: 387–409.

Jirira, Kwanele O., and Charles M. Halimana. 2008. A Gender Audit of Women and Land Rights 
in Zimbabwe. Harare: Zimbabwe Women’s Resource Centre and Network.

Joireman, Sandra Fullerton. 2007. ‘Enforcing New Property Rights in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
Th e Ugandan Constitution and the 1998 Land Act’, Comparative Politics 39(4): 463–80.

———. 2008. ‘Th e Mystery of Capital Formation in Sub-Saharan Africa: Women, Property 
Rights and Customary Law’, World Development 36(7): 1233–46.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



136  Julaina A. Obika and Hanne O. Mogensen

Khadiagala, Lynn S. 2002. ‘Justice and Power in the Adjudication of Women’s Property Rights 
in Uganda’, Africa Today 49(2): 101–21.

Kobusingye, Doreen Nancy, Mathijs van Leeuwen and Han van Dijk. 2016. ‘Where Do I 
Report My Land Dispute? Th e Impact of Institutional Proliferation on Land Governance 
in Post-Confl ict Northern Uganda’, Th e Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unoffi  cial Law 
48(2): 238–55.

Leistner, Erich. 2014. ‘Witchcraft and African Development’, African Security Review 23(1): 
53–77.

Lentz, Carole. 2005. ‘First Comers and Late-Comers: Th e Role of Narratives in Land Claims’, 
in Sandra Evers, Marja Spierenburg and Harry Wells (eds), Competing Jurisdictions: Set-
tling Land Claims in Africa. Leiden: Brill, pp. 157–80.

Manji, Ambereena. 2001. ‘Land Reform in the Shadow of the State: Th e Implementation of 
New Land Laws in Sub-Saharan Africa’, Th ird World Quarterly 22(3): 327–42.

———. 2003. ‘Capital, Labour and Land Relations in Africa: A Gender Analysis of the World 
Bank’s Policy Research Report on Land Institutions and Land Policy’, Th ird World Quar-
terly 24(1): 97–114.

Meinert, Lotte. 2015. ‘Tricky Trust: Distrust as a Point of Departure and Trust as a Social 
Achievement in Uganda’, in Sune Liisberg, Esther Oluff a Pedersen and Anne Line Dals-
gaard (eds), Anthropology and Philosophy: Dialogues on Trust and Hope. London: Berghahn 
Books, pp. 118–33.

Mergelsberg, Ben. 2012. ‘Th e Displaced Family: Moral Imaginations and Social Control in 
Pabbo, Northern Uganda’, Journal of Eastern African Studies 6(1): 64–80.

Nakayi, Rose. 2013. ‘Th e Role of Local Council Courts and Traditional Institutions in Resolv-
ing Land Disputes in Post-Confl ict Northern Uganda’, Malawi Law Journal 7: 119–38.

Nussbaum, Martha. 1999. ‘Women and Equality: Th e Capabilities Approach’, International 
Labour Review 138(3): 227–45.

Obika, Julaina A. 2021. ‘Women Navigating Access: Governing Land (Confl icts) in the Acholi 
Sub-region’, Ph.D. dissertation. Gulu: Gulu University.

Obika, J. A., et al. 2018. ‘Contesting Claims to Gardens and Land: Gendered Practice in Post-
War Northern Uganda’, in Maja Hojer Bruun, Patrick J. L. Cockburn, Bjarke Skaerlund 
Risager and Mikkel Th orup (eds), Contested Property Claims: What Disagreement Tells Us 
About Ownership. New York: Routledge, pp. 205–20.

Ossome, Lyn. 2014. ‘Can the Law Secure Women’s Rights to Land in Africa? Revisiting Ten-
sions Between Culture and Land Commercialization’, Feminist Economics 20(1): 155–77.

Paradza, Gaynor G. 2011. Innovations for Securing Women’s Access to Land in East Africa. Rome: 
International Land Coalition.

Peters, Pauline E. 2004. ‘Inequality and Social Confl ict over Land in Africa’, Journal of Agrar-
ian Change 4(3): 269–314.

———. 2009. ‘Challenges in Land Tenure and Land Reform in Africa: Anthropological Con-
tributions’, World Development 37(8): 1317–25.

Porter, Holly. 2017. After Rape: Violence, Justice and Social Harmony in Uganda. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Ribot, Jesse C., and Nancy L. Peluso. 2003. ‘A Th eory of Access’, Rural Sociology 68(2): 153–81.
Rose, Laurel L. 2002. ‘Women’s Strategies for Customary Land Access in Swaziland and Ma-

lawi: A Comparative Study’, Africa Today 49(2): 123–49.
Shipton, Parker, and Mitzi Goheen. 1992. ‘Introduction: Understanding African Land-holding: 

Power, Wealth, and Meaning’, Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 62(3): 
307–25.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Gender  137

Th eidon, Kimberly S. 2006. ‘Justice in Transition: Th e Micropolitics of Reconciliation in Post-
War Peru’, Th e Journal of Confl ict Resolution 50(3): 433–57.

Tsikata, Dzodzi. 2010. ‘Gender, Land and Labour Relations and Livelihoods in Sub-Saharan 
Africa in the Era of Economic Liberalisation: Towards a Research Agenda’, Feminist Africa 
12: 11–30.

Utas, Mats. 2005. ‘West-African Warscapes: Victimcy, Girlfriending, Soldiering: Tactic Agency 
in a Young Woman’s Social Navigation of the Liberian War Zone’, Anthropological Quar-
terly 78(2): 403–30.

Whitehead, Ann, and Dzodzi A. Tsikata. 2003. ‘Policy Discourses on Women’s Land Rights 
in Sub-Saharan Africa: Th e Implications of the Re-turn to the Customary’, Journal of 
Agrarian Change 3(1): 67–112.

Whyte, S. R. et al. 2013. ‘Remaining Internally Displaced: Missing Links to Human Security 
in Northern Uganda’, Journal of Refugee Studies 26(2): 283–301.

Yngstrom, Ingrid. 2002. ‘Women, Wives, and Land Rights in Africa: Situating Gender Be-
yond the Household in the Debate over Land Policy and Changing Tenure Systems’, 
Oxford Development Studies 30(1): 21–40.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Th e Land Confl ict at Ogul: Ethnicity and Neighbourliness

‘Fighting has broken out between Langi and Acholi people in Lela Ogul – peo-
ple are slashing each other with machetes!’ It was November 2013 when Ben 
heard from a friend about a dialogue meeting gone badly wrong in Kotomor sub-
county of Agago District. In an attempt to deal with land confl icts and increasing 
tensions between the two ethnic groups, the Resident District Commissioner and 
the District Police Commander had called for both sides to meet at Lela Ogul, an 
area where Langi and Acholi farmers had cultivated fi elds side by side for genera-
tions. Instead of dialogue, the meeting culminated in bloodshed. Th e recent his-
tory of the area suggests some background for the violent confrontation at Ogul.

Th e district as a whole is considered part of the Acholi sub-region, but the 
part bordering on Otuke District (Lango sub-region) has many Langi residents. 
During the war, they were in the same Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps 
as their Acholi neighbours. When the camps were closed and people returned to 
their rural homes, cultivation in Ogul resumed without incident for the fi rst two 
years. Th en in 2009 the Agago district sub-counties were divided, and Kotomor 
was created as a new sub-county. Its population was mainly Langi-speaking, so 
the new administrative boundary was seen as an ethnic boundary and disputed 
as such.

Not long after the establishment of Kotomor as a new sub-county, there was 
disagreement between two men: Kitenya from the Acholi side and Agong from 
the new Langi-dominated Kotomor sub-county. Agong alleged that Kitenya ma-
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liciously ploughed up his groundnut garden and reported Kitenya to police. It 
was found that Kitenya was doing the fi rst ploughing of his sesame garden, which 
bordered Agong’s groundnut garden. As the oxen turned at the edge of Kitenya’s 
sesame fi eld, they would uproot some groundnut plants from Agong’s adjoining 
garden. Police confi rmed that Kitenya’s action was not intentional and recom-
mended that the matter be settled by the leaders of the relevant sub-counties. Th e 
two were reconciled in a unique way. Th e leaders recommended that each accept 
food and drink and spend a night in the home of the other. Kitenya enjoyed the 
hospitality in Agong’s place, but when time came for Agong to reciprocate by 
visiting Kitenya, he was advised against it. Agong was a ‘born again’ Christian, 
and his fellow church members warned him that Kitenya would drink waragi 
(hard liquor), which is against Agong’s Christian faith, so it was better to avoid 
the home altogether. Despite that diff erence, the two made peace and continued 
to cultivate their sesame and groundnut fi elds side by side.

Yet in the process of settling this dispute, another issue cropped up – the 
sub-county border. Th e Langi alleged that their border ends at Agago River, not 
the current location next to Kitenya’s home. Th is implied that Kitenya was actu-
ally in Kotomor sub-county. Th e people of the nearby Acholi-dominated village 
claimed that this was one more example of Langi attempts to encroach on their 
land, which lies well inside the new Kotomor sub-county around Ogul. A seem-
ingly banal quarrel between two neighbouring farmers kicked off  years of land 
wrangles. It took on political and ethnic undertones that grew to consume two 
sub-counties and threatened peaceful coexistence between the Langi and Acholi 
communities. Agago district local government, NGOs and traditional leaders 
undertook many initiatives aiming to resolve the confl icts, but none of these 
interventions yielded durable solutions; instead more violent confl icts erupted.

Appeal was made to the President of Uganda himself. In 2010, when he was 
on his country visit to Lira District in Lango sub-region, the interim chairman 
of Kotomor wrote a letter to the President. He asked him urgently to intervene 
on the boundary dispute between Kotomor and adjoining sub-counties, which 
was causing violent confl icts between Acholi and Langi. Th e letter, copied to the 
Agago district authorities, asserted that the boundary of Kotomor was at Agago 
River. It alleged that Acholi had chased away Langi people from their land and 
that 120 households had been displaced to Kotomor sub-county headquarters. 
In response, the President sent the Minister for Local Government to Kotomor 
to deal with the situation. Th e Minister found that things were tense, but there 
was no displacement as alleged in the Chairperson’s letter. Nevertheless, the letter 
caused panic, suspicion and anxiety among both Acholi and Langi. Mistrust was 
rife.

In this atmosphere, things came to a head in Ogul. Th e place is also known 
as Lela Ogul, (Ogul meaning ‘fl at stone’) because of its rock platform with a 
hole where water collects. People and animals use it in the dry season, and when 
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it dries up a rain ritual is performed by an Acholi elder from a nearby village in 
Lukwangole Parish. Th ere is no source of drinking water in the area, so no one 
lives there permanently, but people from the nearby villages grow food crops on 
adjacent fi elds. On one side, the population is predominantly Acholi; on the 
other, it is mainly Langi. Th e farmers of Ogul were from both communities, 
mainly from Acwiko village on the Langi side in Kotomor sub-county and Luk-
wangole Parish on the Acholi side in Patongo sub-county. Confl icts broke out 
as they began to re-assert claims on their fi elds. When the LC3 chairperson of 
Acholi-dominated Patongo sub-county went to Ogul to assess the situation, the 
chairperson of Langi-dominated Kotomor reportedly called the Agago District 
Police Commander and accused his Acholi counterpart of moving with a gun to 
intimidate the Langi. Th e Gombolola Internal Security Offi  cer (GISO) investi-
gated the allegation and found no gun.

Reports about the land confl icts between Acholi and Langi went to the 
Agago District leadership, who convened a fi rst dialogue meeting. On that occa-
sion, Ogul farmers from the Acholi side claimed that they belonged to (meaning 
they were descended from) twelve great grandparents who farmed in Ogul many 
years ago. Langi claimed that their ancestors, who had worked on land in Ogul 
since the 1930s, were also about twelve in number. It was agreed that only twelve 
representatives from each side should turn up for the next meeting, not the entire 
sub-county population. Meanwhile, farmers from both sides continued to use 
the disputed land, and more confl icts ensued. In November 2013, the Resident 
District Commissioner announced over the radio the next dialogue meeting, to 
be held in Lela Ogul itself.

On the day of the meeting, the Acholi participants claimed that their Langi 
counterparts had brought in reinforcements from neighbouring Lango districts. 
Th is angered the Acholi, who reasoned that Langi seemed to have a hidden 
agenda. Th ey accused the Langi of encroaching on land that had long been used 
by Acholi. Both sides gave presentations on the history of the area, but before 
a round of reactions, fi ghting broke out, and several people on both sides were 
hacked with machetes. It was clear the meeting was a total fi asco.

It was at this point that Ben heard about the troubles and decided to follow 
developments at Ogul. It was a tricky situation for a researcher. Mistrust was so 
intense that Ben could not openly move from one side to the other. It would 
have been most direct for him to travel from the Acholi side, where he lives, to 
Kotomor. Instead, he took a roundabout route by way of Lira, the capital of the 
Langi sub-region. Ben is a native Acholi speaker, but his grandmother was from 
Lango, and he could also speak Langi. Moreover, he had a friend whose family 
lives in Acwiko village near Ogul on the Langi side. Th at family was deeply in-
volved in the confl ict; the father was an elder of the area and was injured in the 
fi ghting at the failed second dialogue meeting. Ben had good contacts as well in 
Lukwangole, the parish near Ogul on the Acholi side. He visited both, but at 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Belonging  141

fi rst did not reveal that he was talking to both sides. Only after he had built trust 
did he explain that his research required him to understand both points of view.

Ogul itself was hardly accessible for either Langi or Acholi unless they moved 
as a group. Langi alleged that Acholi youth were hiding in the bush to attack 
them. Reportedly, in December 2013, Acholi from Lukwangole had built thirty-
eight huts north-east of Lela Ogul with the purpose of monitoring encroachment 
on their land by the Langi. Meanwhile, the district increased surveillance of the 
area by deploying the police in Acwiko village on the Langi side, about 3 kilo-
metres from Ogul.

On 7 February 2014, the Langi people (mainly from Acwiko village) al-
legedly mobilized, burnt those thirty-eight huts and also destroyed some cassava. 
Although this act of aggression was reported to police, no arrests took place. Both 
communities expressed their lack of trust in the ability and will of their leaders to 
resolve the stalemate. Lukwangole people recalled that Agago district authorities 
stopped the use of Ogul land in 2012 until the disputes were resolved, only to 
learn in the fall of the dry season that Langi actually cultivated sesame and cassava 
and nobody stopped them.

On Easter Monday 6 April 2015, an unspecifi ed number of community 
members from Lukwangole Parish, Patongo sub-county, violently attacked peo-
ple of Acwiko village in Kotomor sub-county. Th e attack was a response to the 
suspected abduction of an older man from Lukwangole by a group of Langi who 
found him digging with two young men in the disputed land. Th e two young 
men managed to escape, leaving behind the elder whom the Langi took to an 
unknown destination. Worried about his fate, the people from Lukwangole side 
mobilized in large numbers, armed with spears, bows and arrows, and machetes, 
to ‘rescue’ him. Upon reaching Acwiko village, the group started burning huts 
and granaries and beating up people. After a while, the police and the army 
jointly rushed to Acwiko to resolve the situation. A total of twenty-four suspects 
from both sides (fi fteen from Lukwangole) were arrested and detained at Patongo 
central police station.

Th e raid in Acwiko village led to the death of a 3-year-old boy, who was 
stabbed in the neck and died shortly after admission to Kalongo Hospital; fi f-
teen others (mainly women and children) were injured, and a lot of property 
was destroyed. In this stand-off , communication between Acholi and Langi from 
the two areas ceased, and fear of revenge attacks was high in Lukwangole. Th ere 
was blame on the district leadership for persistent failure and on Acholi former 
politicians from the area, who were suspected of fuelling violence in order to take 
over land from Langi. Local NGOs went to Acwiko village to document the mag-
nitude of the damage, and more army and police were deployed in both Acwiko 
and Lukwangole. No solution to the land confl ict was in sight.

In this situation of leadership void, Hon. Justice Owiny Dollo, the High 
Court Judge in Uganda who hails from Patongo sub-county, returned home and 
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mobilized both Acholi and Langi for talks with the aim of peacefully resolving 
the confl ict. Dollo expressed disappointment at such violent confl ict between the 
two communities that had lived together for generations. He also refuted the al-
legations that land confl icts refl ected hostility between Acholi and Langi, as there 
were more confl icts among the Acholi themselves in many other places.

Justice Dollo denied the accusation that he was behind the confl ict and 
wanted to take over the land to mine minerals or to open a ranch in Ogul. Some 
leaders in Agago district had reportedly circulated the allegations to get political 
mileage. It was also alleged that Dollo bought local waragi and gumboots and 
promised people of Lukwangole a hefty amount of money if anyone managed 
to hack the Langi of Acwiko village when they went to dig in Ogul. Th e Hon. 
Justice ignored the falsehoods and went ahead to mediate the confl icts.

Th e two communities expressed support for the plea made by Dollo, who 
proposed to work with elders of high integrity to mediate the confl ict. Names of 
elders from both sides were put forward and approved or disapproved by both. 
Twelve people from each side were nominated to form the mediation team, and 
Dollo contacted them individually. He also proposed that a lawyer from the side 
of Lango be brought on board to help in building trust in the mediation team. A 
priest from Patongo Catholic parish provided spiritual guidance.

Another task was the selection of representatives of disputants from both 
sides. Again, twelve people were proposed, but this was not to include the so-
called lutino camp, ‘children of the camps’, who grew up not knowing the sit-
uation before the war and the history of land use around Lela Ogul. Each side 
had a leader to present its issues. Th ree follow-up meetings to plan mediation 
were held at Owiny Dollo’s place in Patongo, attended by all the twenty-four 
representatives of the confl icting parties. Th e district leadership, the army and the 
District Police Commander attended the meetings. A local NGO called Passion 
for Community Transformation provided drinks, meals and secretarial services 
to the mediation team.

Th e meetings, including site visits to the disputed land, were largely in-
formed and guided by stories and recollections from Mzee Kamilo Okot Imato 
ingolo Biteng. Th en in his 90s, Kamilo was the only surviving person in the area 
who had worked with parish chiefs and rwodi kweri (Chiefs of the Hoe at village 
level) in guiding farmers and demarcating boundaries between Acholi and Langi 
for cotton growing during colonial administration. He narrated the history of the 
area, confi rming that the Langi and Acholi communities had lived harmoniously 
together in former times. Despite the administrative division of land between 
Acholi and Langi, people continued to acquire land from both sides by buying, 
renting and borrowing. In all these arrangements, confl icts never erupted. Ka-
milo took the mediation team and the representatives of Lukwangole and Acwiko 
villages to the land he had been using since colonial times. He showed them 
evidence of activities that had taken place in the area, such as sites for heaping 
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potatoes by the people of Lukwangole. Th e mango trees were planted by Acholi 
of long ago, showing that the land belonged to them as they belonged to the land. 
Th e Langi could point to the tamarind trees planted by their ancestors. People 
had intermarried across ethnic lines. As some noted, this continued to the present 
day. One man from Acwiko on the Langi side said that he would not be harmed 
in the confl ict because he had an Acholi wife.

Mzee Kamilo also told of the rain ceremonies at Ogul rock (Lela Ogul). Both 
sides agreed they were carried out by the family of Mzee Raphael Owor, already 
in his 90s. ‘Th ey belong to this land because they did the ritual.’ Ben had earlier 
interviewed this old man, so he knew that Mzee Raphael was the only surviving 
son of the late Ngaa Koko Rom. Mzee Raphael claimed that his father was the 
one who gave land in Ogul to his Lango friend around 1939. Th e fi rst-comer’s 
mystical entitlement to control rain was implied in a story Ben heard from Mzee 
Raphael, which the Langi from Acwiko also confi rmed. Wanting to enact control 
over Ogul, a Langi elder carried out the rain ritual; thereafter, lightning struck 
dead four of his bulls, demonstrating that he had no right to do the ritual.

Th e mediation team later met in Lela Ogul to hear specifi c disputes between 
land claimants. Th e land confl ict between one Layika from Lukwangole and 
Owor from Kotomor side was singled out and discussed in-depth. Both claimed 
that their fathers owned the same piece of land. After a lengthy discussion, the 
two agreed to divide the land equally. Layika and Owor hugged each other and 
promised to fi nish up the process of dividing the land without having to involve 
everybody. Th e meeting was adjourned to the next day.

All the boundaries of farms in Ogul area were to be inspected. Rwot Okori 
Layika (88 years), who was county chief under the colonial government and 
chairperson of the mediation team, led the walk along the boundaries. Being 
of advanced age, Rwot was rolled on a bicycle along the land boundaries. Dollo 
called the land claimants and told each of them to stand on their gardens. Two 
disputants, Yacinto and Odongo, were given special attention; people were asked 
to walk along their contested boundaries to ascertain the truth. After nearly a 
half-day of walking, the mediation team managed to resolve the boundary issue 
between Yacinto and Odongo. It was resolved that all confl icts should be solved 
in the same way by negotiation between the individuals involved. Anybody mak-
ing new claims to land in Ogul was to be looked at as a problem causer and 
should be stopped by both communities.

In his concluding remarks, Mzee Okori Layika emphasized that ‘everyone 
gathered here should prioritize peace and reconciliation above all else. Th e people 
of Agago have historically lived without discrimination. As a song goes . . . Wan 
jo agago wacamo kalara warubu kinyige . . . meaning there is no discrimination 
in Agago. Hence everybody is welcomed to coexist harmoniously.’ Th e RDC of 
Agago district was tasked with monitoring the security situation as the two com-
munities implemented the mediation agreement.
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When Ben visited the area six months later, he found that the resolutions of 
the mediation team were still holding. Although there were instances of alleged 
encroachment, hostilities had ceased, and Langi and Acholi had resumed rela-
tionships. People from Acholi-dominated Lukwangole village were attending the 
market in Langi-dominated Kotomor. Th ere was a plan to engage lawyers from 
both sides to compute the costs of damaged properties before mato oput, the cer-
emony of reconciliation after a killing, could be arranged.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

On the face of it, the confl icts in Ogul were based on ethnic oppositions. Th e 
division between Acholi and Langi was administratively set in 1959 when the 
colonial authorities drew a boundary between them. Tensions have fl ared up and 
waned over the years, partly due to land issues and partly due to national political 
conjunctures, including the fact that Milton Obote, from Lango, was twice presi-
dent of Uganda. Seemingly, the Ogul story is a specifi c case of a general pattern of 
ethnic confl icts over land reported from many African countries (Boone 2017). 
However, it is also a concrete example of more abstract issues concerning the 
concept of belonging. It suggests that belonging is multiple and that dimensions 
of belonging are situational. And it shows that multiple attachments are played 
out in practice, even performed, illustrating the diff erent forms that belonging 
can take. In Ogul, ethnic belonging was mobilized to the point of violence. But 
other forms of belonging were also brought into play: political belonging to the 
nation and to its administrative categories, neighbourhood attachments and be-
longing through descent and marriage. Even religious attachments had a brief 
role to play when they prevented Agong from visiting the home of his erstwhile 
opponent Kitenya.

In this chapter, we review some concepts of belonging in relation to land. 
Th en we move to a discussion of the inclusive and exclusive dimensions of be-
longing as they are brought to bear on land access. Finally, we take up the prac-
tices of attachment to people and land as they emerged in our research and as 
they have been considered in studies from elsewhere.

Th e Meaning of Belonging

Belonging has at least two common meanings in English. One denotes mem-
bership, being a part of, having affi  nity with, as when people belong to families, 
workplaces and nations. Th e other meaning is often written in the plural, be-
longings, and it denotes property, objects that are owned; it implies a subject-
object relationship (Cockburn et al. 2018: 6). Agong belonged to the Langi ethnic 
group and his groundnut fi eld belonged to him. Th at said, much analysis of 
property unpicks ownership relations in ways that blur the distinction. If prop-
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erty rights are bundles of entitlements embedded in a multiplicity of social re-
lations (see Chapter 1 on Multiplicity), then belongings are closely linked to 
belonging or attachment to groups or persons.

If we think in terms of bundles, then ‘ownership’ and ‘belonging’ must be 
disaggregated and specifi ed. What kinds of entitlement are involved? Th e prob-
lem is revealed in attempts at translation: in Acholi, the word won is rendered 
‘owner’ in English, just as with similar words in Ugandan Bantu languages. One 
can speak of the owner of the ceremony (the sponsor), the owner of the girl (her 
father or husband), the owner of the pregnancy (the genitor) and of course the 
owner of the land. Often ‘owner’ might better be termed ‘the one responsible for’ 
or ‘the keeper’, as the relevant word in Teso and Akarimojong denotes (see Chap-
ter 2). In the same way, belonging in the sense of being a part of some group, 
category or place is often more or less, rather than either/or. Geschiere (2009: 
86) wrote of the ‘half-hearted belonging of the external elites’; in Chapter 8 we 
discuss such external elites as ‘inside/outsiders’. As has already been seen, belong-
ing is situational; the farmers of Ogul belonged to a common neighbourhood on 
some occasions and to opposing ethnic groups on others.

Belonging can be understood as attachment, the term Shipton (2009) used 
in his book subtitled Ideologies of Attachment in Africa. Th is helps to remind us 
that belonging is not only about membership in a group or category but also 
about links to another individual; for example, to a friend who off ers the use of 
a piece of land. As we suggested in our discussion of embeddedness (Chapter 1 
on Multiplicity), attachments are asserted and can be questioned. Th ey must be 
practised in order to gain strength. Because belonging is multiple, performing 
one dimension of belonging may diminish the signifi cance of another poten-
tial kind of belonging. Th is was the strategy of the Honourable Justice Dollo. 
By dealing with confl icts as disputes between individual farmers, he emphasized 
neighbourly belonging over ethnic affi  nity and avoided a large-scale clash with 
heavy political and economic costs.

Th e distinction between belonging as ‘attachment to’ and belonging as ‘being 
owned by’ tends to break down in interesting ways. Cockburn and colleagues 
(2018: 6) write: ‘In many cases, people and things mediate belonging. Th is is the 
case when people belong to one another through what belongs to them, as when 
they live together in a house or village, or work together in the same workplace 
(e.g., Edwards and Strathern 2000).’ Th e farmers of Ogul belonged to a commu-
nity of neighbours by virtue of the fi elds that belonged to them as individuals or 
families. In a similar vein, Lentz confi rms the common rural African principle 
that belonging gives access to land but recognizes also that owning land is a sym-
bol of belonging (Lentz 2013: 4–5). As Lund (2011: 74) puts it: ‘Citizenship and 
belonging can be avenues to secure property, and property may bolster claims of 
belonging and citizenship.’ Here again, the double meaning of belonging merges 
in the one point that land, people and belonging must be considered together. 
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Or, as Shipton (2009: 110–11) writes: ‘People do not just own or inherit land, 
in an East African way of seeing things; they also belong to it. Belonging to land 
is part and parcel of belonging to other people – in groups, networks, or open 
categories.’ Our TrustLand colleague Quentin Gausset raised the question: ‘Does 
land belong to people or do people belong to land?’ Th e answer must be both, 
potentially; we will suggest that both are achievements that must be worked at. 
Th is kind of work is most relevant in rural contexts, where people are concerned 
to confi rm continuing claims on ancestral land even if they are not continuously 
residing on it.

Inclusion and Exclusion

Th e creation of Kotomor as a new sub-county seems to have enhanced con-
sciousness of ethnic belonging. While the old sub-county comprised both Acholi 
and Langi, the new one was bounded so as to be almost exclusively Langi. Th e 
dynamics are similar to those that have emerged around the creation of new 
districts: ‘far from alleviating ethnic tension and spurring development, it is clear 
that the creation of new districts has led, in many cases, to increased levels of eth-
nic confl ict’ (Green 2010). Researchers have pointed to the connection between 
decentralization, the creation of new administrative boundaries, opportunities 
for local elites, ethnic belonging and land confl icts (Green 2008; Geschiere 2009; 
Sjögren 2015). In the case of Ogul, the confl icts between individual farmers 
escalated into ethnic confl icts that were related to the boundaries of the new sub-
county. Belonging as Acholi or Langi took on a local territorial dimension within 
Agago District.

Th e increased emphasis on ethnicity is a prime example of what Peters 
(2009: 1321) calls ‘narrowing defi nitions of belonging’. In Ogul, new admin-
istrative boundaries were related to a greater exclusiveness based on ethnicity. 
Other factors too are commonly at work in narrowing defi nitions of belonging. 
Th e growing value of land, shortage of land and increased concerns about the 
security of land can all mean that belonging and thus entitlements are more ex-
clusively defi ned. In the West African forest belt, confl icts between landowners 
and immigrants have taken on ethnic tones, with land for perennial crops like 
coff ee and cocoa becoming increasingly monetized as land laws were changed 
and as national governments became increasingly involved. Yet the dimensions 
of belonging at play are never only ethnic. Kinship has always been important 
as is adherence to one or another earth shrine (Lund 2008; Chauveau and Colin 
2010; Lentz 2013). Perhaps it is not so much that defi nitions of belonging are 
narrowing as that one kind of belonging is given more weight than others in cer-
tain situations. It is important to consider what kinds of authority and legitimacy 
are deployed to underwrite a claim to belonging.
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Autochthony is one such argument for legitimacy and authority over land. 
Indeed, to be autochthonous is to be ‘a self of the soil’, according to the Greek 
roots of the word. Th roughout the world, autochthony is deployed as the most 
authentic and legitimate form of belonging. To be an original of a place or, more 
accurately, to have been there fi rst seems to imply a primordial connection to land 
that takes precedence over other claims (Geschiere 2009: 2).1 Th e relations be-
tween autochthons and allogénes, fi rst-comers and latecomers, hosts and guests, 
indigenous and strangers, have been widely studied, especially as they relate to 
ethnicity (Boone 2017). Where migrants have gained access to land, often with 
the consent of those who were already in the area, the superior entitlements of 
the autochthons are often acknowledged by gifts or payments. Th e institution 
of the tutorat in Ivory Coast is a well-documented example of the patron-client 
relation between ‘sons of the soil’, who were there fi rst, and migrants, who came 
from elsewhere to farm the land (Chauveau and Colin 2010).

Although widespread immigration is not so common in northern Uganda, 
the argument of autochthony certainly has weight, as we saw in the need to 
establish ‘original owners of land’ in Chapter 2. It is not only buyers who need 
to identify original owners but also those who wish to use land for a period. In 
Kaabong district, the Ik people were granted their own county in 2016 called ‘Ik 
County’, to signify that this land belongs to the Ik, according to the MP from 
the area. Most districts, counties and sub-counties in Uganda are given place 
names rather than ethnic names, but this was taken as an exceptional case, ac-
cording to the MP, because of the special status of the Ik as indigenous people.2 
Th e name ‘Ik County’ and being considered ‘indigenous’ to the land means that 
the Ik, who are often considered of lower rank by surrounding ethnic groups, 
regard themselves as having authority to grant access to the territory. Two of the 
neighbouring groups, the Dodoth from Uganda and the Turkana from Kenya, 
are herders, who come to Ik County almost every year during the dry season to 
graze and water their animals in the lush Ik mountains when the Rift Valley turns 
too hot and dry. When the herders come, they are not only supposed to contact 
offi  cials but also get in contact with the Ik owners or ‘keepers of the land’ to ask 
permission to stay, graze and water their animals. Th e Ik hosts are often reluctant 
to give their permission and say that they only ‘half-trust’ the guest herders, be-
cause even if the herders are friendly and off er goods for trading when they arrive, 
when they return home towards the rainy season, they often plunder Ik villages 
on the way (Gade, Willerslev and Meinert 2015). Yet, in the end, access is almost 
always granted by the Ik through this intimate friend-enemy relationship with 
the neighbouring groups. More serious problems arose when Dodoth herders 
had settled permanently in Ik County. Th is called for a large community meet-
ing involving district as well as military leaders, and after long negotiations the 
Dodoth settlers were turned away based on autochthonous reasoning.
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In the Ogul case, as in many others we heard, someone had given land to 
a friend from another clan or ethnic group long ago. Th e descendants of that 
friend had remained and multiplied, so that clan or ethnic belonging was mixed 
within a locality. Accounts of welcoming a friend or affi  ne emphasize that some 
people were there fi rst and were in a position to off er land to others. Th e role of 
the family of fi rst-comers in performing rituals for the land confi rms their special 
relationship to the place. As Ben’s interlocutor put it: ‘Th ey belonged to the land 
because they did the ritual.’ All over the Acholi sub-region, we heard stories of 
‘previously welcomed people’ who had settled by invitation in an area dominated 
by members of another clan. When land becomes contentious for one or another 
reason, those who came later might be dismissed by some as not really belong-
ing, of not having claims as strong as those who were there before (Adol 2021: 
204–26). Yet continuous use of the land over many years compensates for later 
arrival, as was the case in Ogul. Yes, the Langi families came later, but the land 
had been given to them, and they had farmed it since the late 1930s. Continuous 
use without objection is recognized by Ugandan statutory law as entitlement (at 
least in the cases of freehold and Mailo land), but our impression is that another 
principle lies behind acceptance: the Langi belonged to the land because they had 
put themselves into it in the form of labour; their claims were based on a ‘labor 
theory of property’ (Lentz 2013: 211). And all the farmers of Ogul belonged to 
one another by virtue of what belonged to each.

Among the related Luo people of western Kenya, there is a similar contrast 
between belongers and strangers. A wuon lowo (master of the land) or jalowo 
(person of the land) is superior to a jadak (squatter, settler, visitor) by virtue of 
being a fi rst-comer (Shipton 2009: 115). Not only are the land claims of Luo 
autochthons stronger, but their social status is higher; as in parts of West Africa 
they are accorded special respect, while late-coming jodak are assigned humili-
ating or polluting tasks. Yet this is not a caste relationship; marriages between 
belongers and settlers are common, as was the case in Ogul. Th us, cross-cutting 
ties are created, and one kind of belonging with its exclusiveness is balanced by 
the inclusiveness of another personal attachment.

Arguments of autochthony often relate to the rights of categories of people 
vis-à-vis other categories, whether ethnic or descent groups. However, at an in-
dividual level, claims to land are most commonly made on the basis of personal 
attachments to intimate others in the form of consanguinity or affi  nity. As we 
have seen in the foregoing chapters, belonging or attachment to other people 
mediates access to land. In Chapter 4, Daniel and his four brothers belonged to 
their mother, and she was attached to her brother, the one who married from her 
bridewealth. Th rough these attachments, they built houses and grew crops on 
his land. Atim and Awor and their sisters all belonged to their father, and there-
fore, as Atim said to her older sister, ‘Do not think that this land belongs to you 
only. Our father’s property must belong to all of us.’ Th e intimate governance of 
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land follows from the way that access is mediated through personal, often close, 
attachments.

Much as belonging in the sense of being attached to a place through peo-
ple sounds positive, inclusion almost always implies exclusion in some form. 
Not only are some people belongers while others are not; even among belon-
gers, some people belong more than others. Th erefore, they maintain, their land 
claims are stronger. As Geschiere (2009) argued, there are perils to belonging in 
that it has a segmentary character. Distinctions are continually made concerning 
degrees of belonging. In Acholi, where the ideology of patriliny is strong, recog-
nized paternal descent seems to be given greater weight than before in access to 
land. Th e term ‘patrilineal fundamentalism’ (Whyte et al. 2013: 294) is meant 
to capture the absolute signifi cance given to agnatic belonging to the exclusion 
of other forms of attachment that might also mediate claims to land. Daniel and 
his brothers worried about their land access should their mother’s brother, or 
more likely his sons, become strict patrilinealists. Attempts to dismiss the claims 
of ‘formerly welcomed people’ on the basis that they are not clan members are 
another example of patrilineal fundamentalism. Belonging through marriage is 
perilous as well. Separation and divorce have long been common in Acholi soci-
ety (Grove 1919; Foster 1955–1959;3 Girling 1960); in the wake of the war and 
encampment, when partnerships were not formalized, access to land through 
affi  nity became more uncertain. Given the perils of belonging, we must attend 
to the ways in which people seek to strengthen attachments that provide links 
to land.

Practising Attachments

Belonging is not simply a matter of attachment to a person or category. It must 
be practised. In some instances, it is explicitly performed as when Layika and 
Owor hugged each other after negotiating about their boundaries or when Agong 
and Kitenya were instructed to spend a night at each other’s home to affi  rm their 
attachment as friends and neighbours. One of the most common and signifi cant 
performances of belonging is burial and the funeral celebrations surrounding 
it. As we saw in Chapter 4 on Generations, burying parents and grandparents 
on ancestral land is an important component of generational relations to land. 
More than that, committing a corpse to the earth establishes belonging to the 
land quite literally. Geschiere (2009: 30) calls the funeral at home ‘. . . one of 
autochthony’s major rituals, a veritable test of where one “really” belongs. . . . an 
occasion to link “soil” and “body” in all sorts of naturalizing ways.’ Interment 
makes of the deceased a ‘self of the soil’. In line with increasing concern about 
belonging and land in Cameroon, Geschiere suggests that burial ‘at home’ is 
becoming more signifi cant, also for groups who did not necessarily practise it in 
former times. Shipton (2009: 96) as well as Geissler and Prince (2010) make the 
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same argument for Luo people of western Kenya, suggesting that burial as the 
performance of belonging to a specifi c piece of land is increasingly important.

In Ik county in northern Uganda, burial practices and places have changed 
signifi cantly since the 1960s. Before the 1966–1968 drought, Ik people used to 
bury the dead in the valleys, near streams, where the spirits were believed to hide. 
Th rough this burial practice, the attachment and belonging was to the territory 
in general. After the drought, people moved further up in the mountains, and 
transporting corpses to the valleys became diffi  cult. Furthermore, missionaries 
visited and encouraged the Ik to bury their dead near the villages rather than 
in the bush. After the 1990s, the UPDF established detaches in the county and 
encouraged Ik families to bury their dead inside villages and homes as in other 
parts of northern Uganda (Meinert, Willerslev and Seebach 2017: 44), and con-
sequently the attachment practices to land were further localized.

Th e burial of adult women is often more problematic than that of men. A 
woman should be buried at her husband’s home on the land to which she gained 
access through marriage. But as we have seen, it is not always clear whether, or 
the extent to which, a woman was married. She may end up being buried at the 
home of her parents or brothers. Or she may be buried on the land where her 
children live, as in the case of Atim and Awor, who, together with their older 
sister, cemented their mother’s grave to underscore that she belonged to the land 
and the land belonged to them. Marking the grave more permanently was a tactic 
on the part of the sisters, who wanted to reinforce their claim. But we should not 
think of burial only as instrumental. Burying a mother is infused with emotional 
attachment aside from considerations about land claims. In Susan Whyte’s study 
of women’s burials and belonging in eastern Uganda, burying a woman at the 
home of her children and their father was common even if he had never formal-
ized the marriage with her. While ‘arguments of culture’ assert that a man may 
not bury his partner unless he has married her, there are countervailing ‘argu-
ments of aff ection’ based on the principle that mothers belong to their children: 
‘We have a belief that children want to care for the grave and say “Mommy is 
buried here”’ (Whyte 2005: 162). Mothers belong to their children, and having 
their mother’s grave on their land is a powerful confi rmation that the children 
belong to the land as the land belongs to them.

Aside from the explicit performances of belonging, such as burial or declar-
ing reconciliation after a confl ict, belonging is practised in mundane ways. It is 
realized when you are shown where to make a garden or build a house, when you 
borrow some fi elds for a season, or when you are given permission to dig clay for 
bricks. To be included as a user of land is to have an attachment to persons or 
groups. It is to be part of other people, and it confi rms such belonging in a con-
crete material manner. Land entitlements that are embedded in social relations 
(as opposed to the ideal type of disembedded freehold) always involve some kind 
of belonging or attachment, usually to intimate others. Just as eating together or 
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staying together creates relatedness (Carsten 2000), so sharing land is a way of 
practising belonging. Not only are attachments practised through access to land 
but accessing and using land shapes attachments. We have already mentioned 
that the farmers of Ogul created neighbourhood belonging through cultivating 
side by side. Shaping attachment through using land, one way or another, is 
particularly noticeable where a connection is somewhat fragile or there is doubt 
about someone’s belonging. In Chapter 5 on Gender, we saw how women cul-
tivated attachments by cultivating land: Awor farmed on the land of her former 
husband, thus confi rming the belonging of her sons, who should use that land 
someday.

Attachments are practised in the activities of using the land: clearing bush, 
planting, weeding, harvesting, grazing, building, burying, quarrying. Even col-
lecting fi rewood is usually an activity that demonstrates a kind of belonging, if 
only to the neighbourhood. In these activities, people leave marks on the land 
that can serve as evidence of use and thus of claims to land. More than that, 
they can be understood as ways in which people belong to land. Th ey invest 
themselves by putting their labour into the land; we can say that they embody 
the land by their intimate work with it. Just as land transactions are embodied 
by seeing and walking the property (Chapter 2 on Transactions), land itself is 
embodied through transforming it. In the end, people belong to the land when 
they are buried in it. And in belonging to a given piece of land, they also belong 
to other people.

Attachments carry emotional loads from the past and expectations about the 
future. So, the practice of accessing and using land through attachments is not 
purely utilitarian, and confl icts over land are seldom only about land. Belonging 
is about feelings of recognition; attachments have aff ective dimensions of appre-
ciation. Th at is why being excluded from using land can be hurtful beyond the 
practical concerns. Adol (2021) recounts the case of Jeje, whom he met during 
his fi eldwork. Jeje’s mother left her husband and came back to her parents with 
Jeje when he was just a year old. Jeje grew up with his mother’s father, ‘like a 
father to him’. He never went to his genitor’s home and never tried to claim 
land there, knowing that the land was small and his father’s other children were 
already struggling over it. Th e only parental home he knew during the 38 years 
of his life was that of his mother. As an adult, he buried two of his children there. 
But when a third child died, his mother’s half-brothers directed him to bury 
her at the home of his ‘real’ father, adding that he should even plan to bury his 
mother there some day, since her bridewealth had not been returned and thus her 
marriage had not formally been dissolved. Nor would they allow him to use the 
land to build a house. Jeje and his mother were angry and hurt. By refusing to 
let him bury or build on the land, the uncles were also denying that he belonged. 
Jeje bought land nearby and declared he was cutting off  close relations with his 
uncles.
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Th e practice of belonging in specifi c situations is a matter of using the land 
and simultaneously strengthening or weakening relationships. Yet in every spe-
cifi c situation, social relations and practices of belonging are shaped by confi gu-
rations of power and infl uence. In the case of Jeje, his position was weakened by 
the fact that his mother’s father and her full brother had died. His mother herself 
declared that her half-brothers would not have been able to force Jeje off  the land 
had her closest brother still been alive. In another case, which shows the strength 
of a land claimant, Adol writes of a widow whose land was being encroached by 
relatives of the man who had given her late husband land. Th ey claimed she did 
not belong (her husband was of another clan). Th e original donor and his son, 
who would have stood by the gift of land, had died. Her position was weakened 
by these ‘missing links’, just as Jeje’s was. But the widow had fi ve sons, well-edu-
cated and employed in the Acholi sub-region. Th e resources they put into bring-
ing the case to the Magistrates’ court, and the respect they and their mother held 
in the neighbourhood, tipped the outcome in her favour.

Practices of belonging are carried out by actors whose past and present be-
haviours are evaluated by others. Th e widow with fi ve sons had been a good 
neighbour; people were well-disposed towards her. Most of the cases we came 
to know were coloured by impressions of the actors’ characters as revealed by 
past actions and general disposition towards others. Th e vignette about Broken 
Graves that opened Part II on Intimate Governance illustrates how important be-
haviour can be in practising belonging. Th e assertive demands of the young Oyo, 
his disrespectful objection to his patron’s farming activity, and the outrageous act 
of destroying graves all together led to his exclusion from the land and the family.

Th e contrary and valued practices are those that promote social harmony, ber 
bedo. Maintaining attachments through respectful dialogue and negotiation, in 
land issues as in other matters, facilitates the civility that allows everyday life to 
run smoothly. Th e widow in Ben’s case won her claim to the land given to her 
late husband. But she allocated two gardens to her opponents in the interest of 
compromise, thus taking a step towards the re-establishment of harmony. As we 
saw in the story of Ogul, peaceful co-existence requires emphasizing a dimension 
of belonging that is inclusive enough. Th e elders called upon people as Ogul 
farmers, not as Acholi or Langi. But they also limited that belonging by declaring 
that no new claims to land in Ogul would be allowed.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have considered the meanings of belonging in relation to 
land. We have discussed principles of belonging – categorical identifi cation with 
an ethnic group, autochthony as an argument in favour of fi rst-comer groups, 
relational attachment to consanguines and affi  nes, and the everyday attachments 
to neighbours. We suggested that belonging had to be practised by using land 
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through performances such as burial or more commonly through the everyday 
activities of cultivation, harvesting, grazing animals, collecting fi rewood and us-
ing the soil for house building. Th roughout we have shown how belonging me-
diates access to land and how using the land aff ects belonging. We have been 
primarily concerned with land that has been entrusted through inheritance, 
devolution, borrowing and gifting. Th e practices of land use involved were rural – 
mainly subsistence activities. Our refl ections on belonging are most germane to 
these kinds of land claims and uses. Th e purchase of land, whether formal or 
informal, and its use for commerce and development raise other issues to which 
we now turn. But even in imagining development, notions of belonging and 
belongings are relevant.
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Notes

1. Of course, it is not always the case that autochthons have a superior status, as we know 
from the situations of indigenous people around the world. But they are almost always 
considered to have a primordial, almost mystical attachment to the land.

2. Together with the Batwa and the Benet, the Ik are considered indigenous people of Uganda 
by organizations who work for indigenous people. In the national Constitution and the 
Land Act, these groups are not recognized as indigenous people, probably because this 
would grant them special rights to potential underground resources.

3. Foster, Paula Hirsch. 1955–1959. Field Notes. Deposited in Foster Archive, African Stud-
ies Library. Boston University.
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We were sitting inside the Anglican church when the church chairman showed 
me the letter that they had sent to the school management committee in 2013. 
I could see the primary school through the windows and students playing foot-
ball. Behind the school, on the other side of the football fi eld, was the Catholic 
church. Th e school was in poor condition, and it looked squeezed in between the 
Anglican church and the Catholic church. During the conversation, I learnt that 

Case III

Claiming ‘Th eir’ School
Land Dispute between Two Churches 

over a Primary School
Catrine Shroff 

Figure CIII.1. Th e two churches and the school © Mette Lind Kusk.
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the deteriorated state of the school was indeed due to a battle between the two 
churches over the control of it.

Th e letter told the history of the school and its Anglican church, mentioning 
the key people and events. Th e founder, Mzee Alunyu, had schooled in Lira with 
the later president Obote and served in the King’s African Rifl es during the Sec-
ond World War. He directed part of his clan to decongest the village by moving 
5 kilometres south towards the Nile and to set up their homes, a school and a 
church. Th is was in 1956, and the area was a wilderness with leopards, elephants 
and buff aloes. Some former neighbours teased that the animals would kill them, 
phrased as amati in Lango, and the area became known as ‘Amati’. Th e twen-
ty-nine founding members built a mud-walled building, and the ‘mother church’, 
the nearby Kamdini St. Mathias Church of Uganda, provided a lay reader to teach 
reading, writing and arithmetic during the week and lead Sunday service. It was 
a subgrade school until the 1960s, when the Obote I government took over its 
administration as part of a nationalization of the church-based schools and with 
a government grant for the construction of four semi-permanent classrooms up-
graded it to a primary school. Th e letter ends with a mention of the early catechists 
and subgrade teachers, priests, school leaders and people who donated the land.

Figure CIII.2. Wilderness 
© Mette Lind Kusk.

Figure CIII.3. Letter © Mette Lind Kusk.
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A few years after the upgrade to a primary school, local Catholics gained more 
numbers, and the chief allowed them to build a church, but instead of building 
their own school, the Catholics were to work with the Anglicans to further de-
velop the government-run school.

By the mid-1970s, Idi Amin had ousted Obote, and the new regime played 
down the diff erences between Anglicans and Catholics, in part by abolishing the 
foundation body infl uence on primary schools, which reduced the importance of 
the church affi  liation of a school. In this case, however, the collaboration between 
Anglicans and Catholics in one school is where the trouble began. Anglicans 

Figure CIII.4. Meeting with the chief © Mette Lind Kusk.
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claim that the Catholics contributed to the continuous construction by providing 
building materials and seats in the classrooms, whereas Catholics say that the 
Anglicans gave the land to the Catholic missionaries to build the school, making 
it a Catholic-founded school. Th e Anglican church had not registered the acqui-
sition of the land for Amati primary school and Anglican church, as it was used 
to favouritism by the British regime. Moreover, the fi rst president, Milton Obote, 
was an Anglican as well as an old school friend of one of the church founders. 
Th ere is no written documentation of the claimed transfer of school land from 
the Anglican church to the Catholic church.

Figure CIII.5. Catholic missionaries © Mette Lind Kusk.
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During the 1980s and 1990s, Catholic missionaries from Europe settled in 
the area, and many local leaders converted from the Anglican to the Catholic 
Church. Th e growth of the Catholic community had implications for the school 
management, as it listened more to Catholic views on government appointment 
of the head teacher and on issues related to religious education and worship prac-
tices. After the National Resistance Movement (NRM) came to power in 1986, 
the Ministry of Education introduced a practice where the head teachers would 
fi ll out the church affi  liation of primary schools as part of the general reporting 
to the government. Th is is the second contestation in this land confl ict; Anglican 
leaders claim that Catholic head teachers used this opportunity to change the 
foundation body to the Catholic Church.

At a meeting in 1996, the school auditor read aloud a letter to the School 
Management Committee and the Parent-Teacher Association stating that Amati 
primary school was founded by the Catholic Church. Th e Anglican community 
did not react, and the inter-church collaboration continued until 2001, when 
the education unit at the Catholic diocese of Lira approved a change in the man-

Figure CIII.6. Police interrogation © Mette Lind Kusk.
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agement system that dismissed Anglican members of the School Management 
Committee and the Parent-Teacher Association. Th e Anglican lay reader and 
the Anglican diocese of Lira kept quiet. In 2003, the Anglican bishop laid the 
foundation stone of a new and much larger church on the southern side of the 
school. People from the Catholic community demolished the foundation stone, 
and in the following police interrogation the Catholic defence was that Amati 
Primary was a ‘community school’ – that is, a school founded by the community, 
not either of the two churches. Th e settlement as a community school was made 
offi  cial in 2004 by the sub-county chief and church representatives, and it was 
agreed that each church should have 15 acres of land on either side of the school.

Th e inter-church collaboration worked fairly well until a Parent-Teacher Asso-
ciation meeting in 2013, when the Catholic parish priest said that he was speaking 
on behalf of the foundation body. Th e Education Act of 2008 gave power to the 
foundation body to appoint six out of twelve members of the school management 
committee, including the chairman and the vice-chairman, and this policy led the 
Anglican church and the Catholic church to claim schools founded during the 
colonial era throughout Uganda. Amati Primary School came under fi erce con-
testation, with violent encounters and police intervention to protect people and 
church property. A public hearing was organized for district authorities, clan el-
ders, church representatives, the school management committee and community 
members to present evidence about the foundation body of the school.

Figure CIII.7. Community meeting © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Everyone was heard, but as the Chief Administration Offi  cer at district level 
has not declared the foundation of the school, the matter remains unresolved. Th e 
deterioration is obvious: a drop from 1,500 students in 2001 to 1,000 students in 
2015. Th ere is no school management committee and no Parent-Teacher Associa-
tion. As teachers’ houses are parents’ obligation, there are only three houses for the 
sixteen teachers; hence teachers rent outside the school, which makes the school 
an unpopular placement and aff ects the level of education. Within Amati vicinity, 
there is interest to use the 2004 settlement of a ‘community school’ to improve the 
school standard and unite the community, yet both churches at the diocesan level 
seem more focused on protecting church property. Th e inter-church confl ict over 
the land exposes a dilemma between the interests of church property and commu-
nity development. As one informant in Amati said: ‘Th e close relations between 
church and school have become a hindrance to development.’

Catrine Shroff , Ph.D., was post doc at Aarhus University and is currently senior 
consultant at Nordic Consulting Group and Director of Mwangaza Light.

Figure CIII.8. A hindrance to development © Mette Lind Kusk.
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Plotting Development

Daudi brought out a large brown envelope and extracted a letter as he tried to ex-
plain the details of his land case. Th e letter was recent – dated two months before 
Susan fi rst visited him that day in March 2011 – but the story went back about 
fi fty years and was part of the bigger picture of development in northern Uganda. 
Th e confl ict was between an institution, the sub-county, and the descendants of 
a man who had earlier gifted land to the institution in the name of progress and 
community benefi t. Th e sub-county chief had written to Daudi’s lawyer in Gulu, 
where the case was pending in the Magistrates’ Court. In his letter, the chief 
wrote that Daudi’s father Abaci had given land to the sub-county in 1976 and 
that there had been no objection to the sub-county’s use of the land until 2008. 
When the sub-county plotted this land to sell to developers, it included a small 
piece that should have remained with Daudi’s family; to compensate, the sub-
county had promised to plot and survey the rest of Daudi’s family land within 
the planned Town Board ‘for the family future development’. Th e letter asserted 
that all this had been agreed in a meeting that included the family members, local 
leaders and elders. It denied Daudi’s allegation that the sub-county had acted 
without his knowledge or that of the family members.

Daudi remarked dismissively that his father had already been dead fi ve years 
by the time he was supposed to have given land to the sub-county. He kept re-
peating that the sub-county ‘did everything by force’ instead of informing him 
properly and discussing plans. ‘I can’t disagree with the development issue, but 
they’re not taking the right steps.’

Chapter 7

Aspirations
Susan Reynolds Whyte and Catrine Shroff 
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Daudi’s father Abaci was a soldier. One of his nephews explained that he was 
an enlightened and visionary man. He had served in the Second World War and 
had travelled and seen new things. He wanted development for his home area, 
and his Palwa clan had plenty of land in and around the trading centre of Pacuk. 
So, in the 1960s, Abaci gave some land for a community hall; the building was 
used as a sub-county offi  ce and now is rented out as a video hall. In 1976, when 
new administrative units were delineated, his family gave more of their land to 
the Division, which later became the sub-county government. It may well be that 
Abaci himself was dead by then; Daudi said he was killed by Amin’s soldiers in 
1971. But people often refer to descendants by the name of a recently dead man. 
Abaci gave the land, according to several older people, by which they may have 
meant that some members of his family agreed to allocate land for the newly 
established Division.

Daudi was a child at the time. After his father died, he went to stay with his 
father’s sister in Pader and grew up there, though he kept his ties to Pacuk. He 
came to visit from time to time; he had a hut on his father’s land. Although he 
was the only son of his father, he had many lineage brothers who remained on 
Palwa land in the area. In the years he was away, the trading centre/sub-county 
headquarters became an IDP camp, and displaced people put up huts on his 
land. At one point, he received a phone call from the Salvation Army requesting 
permission to build two Early Child Development Centres (nursery schools) on 
his land for the many children in the camp. Th e condition was that the buildings 
would be his when the camp closed. So, when he fi nally moved back in 2008, he 
and his wife and seven children were comfortably accommodated in one of the 
large, well-built structures, while the other served as a store and shelter for his 
poultry and rabbits. Th e sub-county chief who took over from the one whose let-
ter Susan saw in 2011 also took on responsibility for the case. In 2013 he showed 
Susan a thick fi le with letters from lawyers about the Abaci claim for 100 million 
shillings in damages. With irritation and some disdain, he remarked of Daudi: 
‘Th at boy has not grown from here, but from Pader. He came back here because 
he was attracted by the resources, the two ECD buildings on his land.’

Daudi, the man whom this (unpopular) chief called a ‘boy’, was referred to 
respectfully as Ladit or Muzee (elder, var. Mzee) by others. His lineage was large, 
infl uential and well-connected – even to members of the sub-county council with 
whom they were in confl ict. One of Daudi’s lineage brothers, Polycarp, came 
back to Pacuk in 2010 after working in Kenya for thirty-seven years; he must 
have left about the same time as Daudi did. Polycarp too declared his wish to see 
development and his resentment that he was not being compensated. He said 
that he had told the sub-county: ‘We don’t want you to leave. We also want to be 
developed. I may build a house or buy land for the young ones.’

What Daudi and Polycarp were struggling for was recognition and specifi c 
benefi t from the development process in Pacuk. From our early visits to the sub-
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county offi  ces in the trading centre in 2010, we had been aware of the plans to 
transform the trading centre from an IDP camp with a few schools and churches 
to a Town Board with modern amenities, business opportunities and storied 
buildings. We had seen the impressive technical drawings, with prospective new 
roads lined with plots for commercial and residential use. Th e plans were afoot as 
the camp was closing in 2008, and by the end of 2009, the district had recom-
mended the elevation of the trading centre to the status of Town Board. Pacuk 
was fortunate in having land on which to realize development and at the same 
time generate some revenue. Not all sub-county headquarters were in that po-
sition. But the sub-county land was encumbered in two ways: there were still 
displaced people – living and dead – whose huts and graves had to be removed 
before development could proceed; and there were claims on the land by the 
Abaci family.

Th ere were three aspects of the development plans to which Daudi and his 
Palwa brothers objected: the new market, the new roads and the sale of plots. 
Th ese were all located in the trading centre close to where Daudi and other Palwa 
lived. Th e market structure was inaugurated in September 2010; building must 
have started in 2008 or 2009. It was fi nanced by USAID under NUTI (Northern 
Uganda Transition Initiative). It was to replace the old market in a cool grove of 
mango trees (ownership of that land turned out to be contentious as well, but 
that is another story). Daudi and Polycarp complained that the new market was 
on Palwa land and that no one had asked their permission. Polycarp told Su-
san: ‘Why not discuss? We also want development. Government should give us 
something and we transfer. I went to the lawyer and said I’ll collect the market 
fees. Th ey are using my land while I’m sleeping hungry. Development I get from 
where? From them? I want money to construct a house.’ By the time Susan talked 
to Daudi and Polycarp, they could see that the market was a solid fact; they could 
not reclaim the land upon which it stood. But they wanted compensation at least. 
Th ey thought their historical family rights over the area should have been recog-
nized and that they should have a specifi c benefi t by virtue of their descent, not 
just the general benefi t that the new market might provide for everyone.

Th e opening of the new roads aff ected Daudi and other members of his 
lineage who had huts and graves in the roadway. Others had to move as well, 
but they did not have good grounds for objecting, since they were staying on 
sub-county land in the aftermath of displacement. In May 2010, a grader ap-
peared to make two parallel roads that ended at the new market. Although the 
sub-county authorities claimed they had given notice in good time, the people 
we interviewed were bitter that they were not able to prepare properly. Exhuma-
tion required the sacrifi ce of a goat, which many people needed time to acquire. 
Daudi said: ‘Th e grader did things on force without informing people.’ He was 
unable to remove the bones of four of his brothers before the grader passed. It 
was not until August and September that he acquired the necessary goats and 
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reburied them on nearby Palwa land where his father’s brother lives. One of his 
lineage sisters, a widow with six children, recounted how she returned from Gulu 
with the body of her child who had died in hospital there to fi nd that her hut had 
been knocked down and her brother (a lineage brother to Daudi) had urgently 
removed the bones from two graves just before the grader passed over them. It 
was only afterwards that they killed a goat on the spot where the grave had been.

One of the new roads was named Abaci, and the other was named after a 
member of the sub-county council who had been instrumental in developing the 
plan. Polycarp remarked that ‘roads are also development’. He wanted money to 
build a house on the second one and change its name to Palwa Road. For what 
was important about the new roads in the trading centre was that they were to 
be lined with plots for commercial and residential buildings. Th e sub-county 
marked off  twenty-fi ve plots and off ered them for sale at 1 million UGX each. 
Th e condition was that owners must develop their plots by putting up perma-
nent commercial or residential buildings. By 2012, all twenty-fi ve plots had been 
spoken for, although not all buyers had completed payment. Th e sub-county 
informed them that they would have to pay 1.5 million if they did not fi nish 
paying by a certain deadline.

By early 2015, none of the buyers had been shown their plots. Th e court 
case brought by Daudi had not been settled, and there was an injunction on 
further development of the plots. Th e LC3 chairman was considering whether 
the uncontested plots might be given out at least. Th e plot buyers had formed 
a committee to pressure the sub-county to hand over their plots. Th e District 
Physical Planner pointed out another problem: the contractor with the grader 
had not followed the plan, so the roads were in the wrong place. By that time the 
new roads were overgrown in any case and were mere paths. Th e Secretary of the 
Sub-county Court Committee bemoaned the fact that a new road would have to 
be opened and the sub-county could not aff ord to hire a grader.

Th e matter of the case brought by Daudi had not been resolved. Many de-
plored the situation and the escalation involving lawyers and the district court. 
Lawyers were expensive, and the only way forward was to negotiate and agree 
locally. On that there was consensus. One of the potential plot buyers, who had 
given up and bought a plot from another family, said: ‘Ladit is stopping devel-
opment. It needs to talk to him slowly slowly to make him understand.’ Several 
senior men expressed their intention to talk to Daudi or to his lineage brother 
Polycarp. In 2013 the sub-county had organized a meeting with the Abaci family 
where it was decided to form a committee to work out a solution. But no meeting 
had been held by early 2015. Th e sub-county chairman claimed that Daudi and 
his brothers had come to him to say they wanted mediation rather than pursuing 
the case in court.

Polycarp complained about the poor communication: ‘Th e politicians are 
the problem. Th e councillors are our neighbours. Th ey are selling plots without 
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talking to us. Th ey should give us a map for the township – give me half or some-
thing. But they cannot hear what I’m saying.’ He blamed the sub-county for not 
inviting them to discuss the matter: ‘Th ey fear to call us. Th ey are the beggar; we 
are not the beggar. We don’t want this lawyer issue; we don’t have money . . . We 
will only withdraw the case if the sub-county sits with us. But if we withdraw 
now, the sub-county wins.’ Polycarp was also concerned that his brother Daudi 
was sick with tuberculosis; ‘maybe he is aff ected by too much thinking.’

A visit to Daudi confi rmed that he was indeed weak. He looked very ill as he 
lay on a sofa. His wife brought out his medical forms, which showed he was on 
standard treatment for TB and weighed 43 kg. He said that nothing had changed 
regarding the case; it was still with the Magistrates’ Court. His lawyer had gone 
on study leave but assured Daudi that he could ring if anything happened. We 
did not stay long. Daudi had a friend visiting, a man who had earlier worked 
for the UN. On the table between them lay a book entitled 7 Ways to Financial 
Success.

By the end of October 2016, nearly ten years after the original division of 
plots, six or eight people had been shown their plots, and one person had put up 
a building. Th e court case was still pending, which inhibited distribution of plots 
in the disputed area. Th e chair of the sub-county council was certain that they 
could win. After all, the district lawyer would represent the sub-county for free, 
while Daudi and his family would have to waste their own funds to fi ght the case 
in court. But the chairman did not want to pursue the court case while Daudi 
was so ill, perhaps not long for the world. Th e major protagonist on the side of 
the Palwa clan seemed now to be Polycarp, and he had been invited to join the 
new sub-county council on the seat reserved for the elderly. Th e council chair-
man was hopeful that Polycarp would convince Daudi and his lineage mates to 
reach an agreement for the sake of development. ‘If you are a member of council 
and are against development, it’s not good.’ Other council members and a parish 
chief speculated that Polycarp’s idea of development included improvement of 
his own family circumstances and that he would demand fi nancial compensa-
tion. Th e chairman remarked that they could budget for that if the amount was 
reasonable. In other words, they could buy their way to a compromise so that 
the plot owners could fi nally undertake their commitment to develop their plots.

Th ree months later, in January 2017, the main change in the situation was 
that Daudi’s health had improved after three months in hospital. His wife was ex-
pecting their tenth child (‘and this will be the last’, she asserted fi rmly). With his 
renewed strength, he was still pursuing the case. His wife remarked that Daudi’s 
brothers supported him with words but not with money. She thought he might 
have to sell more land to pay the lawyer, as he had done initially.

A meeting had just been held about the allocation of the twenty-fi ve plots. 
Daudi attended and expressed his bitterness. Th e Amin regime had grabbed his 
land, he said, and now his brothers were betraying him, wanting to settle with 
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the sub-county. Perhaps he was thinking of Polycarp, now a member of the sub-
county council. Certainly, none of his brothers were present, so there was no 
support for him when the sub-county chief asked him to cool down and leave 
the meeting. Th e chief spoke calmly, inviting him to come to his offi  ce later to 
discuss the matter.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Th e plotting of development in Pacuk, and the confl ict that hindered the process, 
is one particular version of a story that was common in the Acholi sub-region in 
the decade that followed the closing of the IDP camps. With its details of surveys 
and plot divisions, graders and new roads, historical land gifts and current court 
cases, it is an illuminating extended case. We suggest that it is a specifi c instance 
of two more general interrelated phenomena. Daudi was making a claim on some 
land that his dead father had given to the local government long ago. Th e pattern 
of claiming land that forebears had given over to an institution is found generally 
in northern Uganda. At the same time, his claim is entangled with the eff orts of 
local government to divide and sell plots of land in this small urban centre. So, 
this is also a specifi c case of the more general phenomenon of division and com-
mercialization of land in urbanizing areas. Moreover, the case is a concrete exam-
ple of some abstract principles. Th e concrete criticism that Daudi was blocking 
development is founded on an abstract principle that development is an absolute 
value, an ideal that must be pursued. Th e sub-county is promoting development 
through encouraging the sale of plots, while Daudi and his family also declare 
their belief in development. Th e case invites us to consider what development 
might mean generally and specifi cally. And when we ask the obvious question 
‘development for whom?’ we may be led to intangible matters like trust.

Th is Land Is For Sale

When fi ghting broke out in the Acholi sub-region during the late 1980s, people 
in aff ected areas took refuge at churches, health facilities and local government 
headquarters. Th ese were mostly located in small urban centres. Later, when gov-
ernment forced the entire population into internment, the IDP camps were es-
tablished in trading centres, often the very places where people had already fl ed 
spontaneously. Once an IDP camp had been gazetted, all landowners, not only 
institutions, had to allow displaced people to build houses and stay on their land. 
Th ey were not allowed to charge rent, although some who had agricultural land 
in the immediate periphery of the camp did realize some kind of gain from al-
lowing displaced people to use it. Small trading centres like Pacuk (a pseudonym) 
underwent forced urbanization, as thousands were concentrated in a constrained 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Aspirations  171

space. To the service institutions already located there were added facilities pro-
vided by humanitarian relief, such as the Early Child Development buildings put 
up on Daudi’s land.

After the end of hostilities in 2006, and as the camps were decommissioned 
around 2008, displaced people were urged to ‘return to where the war had found 
them’. Most left, but some preferred to stay on for various reasons (Whyte et al. 
2013a). Th ereafter, landowners could charge them rent, and the impetus towards 
commodifi cation of land was thus encouraged. More important in that respect 
was the move by many centres that had hosted IDP camps to upgrade their status 
to Town Board or Town Council. Also, Gulu Municipality, where thousands had 
fl ed though it was never recognized as an IDP camp, upgraded to City status as 
its suburbs expanded considerably. Th ese moves meant that land in urban and 
semi-urban areas increased in value (Büscher, Komujuni and Ashaba 2018). As in 
Pacuk, plans were made, plots were delineated and a lively market in land devel-
oped. Th erefore, those with family land in or adjoining the centres found them-
selves in an advantageous position. One person remarked: ‘A plot on the road is 
worth three acres in the village [rural area].’ Likewise, institutional land, which 
very often lay in or near the growing centres, began to look more attractive.

Land sales were increasing throughout Acholiland, in part because the loss 
of livestock before and during the war left people with little else that could be 
exchanged for money. Land became a form of wealth (lim), like livestock, that 
had a potential monetary value. Th is commodifi cation of land ran against the 
fundamental ideal of entrustment in Acholi culture. Ancestral land (ngom kwaro) 
is to be kept in stewardship for future generations, not sold. Money realized 
in land sales disappears quickly, while land remains as a basis for subsistence 
and belonging (Kusk 2018: 78). When people were being encouraged to leave 
the camps and return to their rural homes, leaders urged them to go back and 
secure their ancestral land and to avoid selling it. One announcement we heard 
even added that those who wanted to buy and sell land should do so in urban 
centres. Th ere was no question that many political leaders saw the market in 
urban plots as desirable and necessary if small and larger urban centres were to 
develop (Meinert and Kjær 2017; see Lentz 2013: 223ff  for a description of the 
tensions around division into plots in small urban centres in Burkina Faso). 
Th us, a contrast emerged between the ideals of entrustment and development. 
In urbanizing areas, land was most defi nitely for sale. Th e two ideals also implied 
a distinction between the near and the far future (Guyer 2007). Th e potential 
of urban plots for development gave them value within a more immediate time 
frame – a foreseeable future for yourself and your children. Entrusted steward-
ship of ancestral land was about a foreseeable future too, but it was also a matter 
of long-term value for generations yet to come (See Chapter 2 on the temporal-
ities of transactions).

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



172  Susan Reynolds Whyte and Catrine Shroff 

Claims on the Land of Institutions

When people today speak of how land was given away in the past (not sold, 
but nevertheless handed over) to new institutions, they attribute it to the de-
sire for development. Daudi told how his father, who had travelled as a soldier 
and lived in southern Uganda, wanted development for his home area. A for-
mer sub-county chairman said wistfully, ‘In those days our parents gave land 
for development.’ A man involved in a boundary confl ict with the local church 
said: ‘Our grandfather gave this land for development. We have no problem with 
that . . . Th ey were Christians. Th ey thought if the church was here and the 
school was here it was good. Th ings like knowledge and land will help people 
after you die.’ Th e case that opened Part III of our book shows this early commit-
ment to development by way of the link between churches and schools. It also 
illustrates the desire to ‘own’ development; each party to the confl ict wanted to 
control the school and the land upon which it stood.

People who have given land to institutions in more recent times also for-
mulate their generosity in terms of appreciation of development. A man who 
gave land in 2013 for teachers’ use at the neighbouring senior secondary school 
remarked that he gave land so the teachers could stay at the school. Th ere was no 
written agreement; he gave it in the same spirit in which his grandfather had done 
so. It brought development close to hand. ‘If development is coming, you need 
not be rigid. Instead of boarding a bus [going to the city], development is near.’ 
It is noteworthy that in Adjumani and Lamwo Districts, where locals have given 
land for refugees to settle (for unspecifi ed periods of time), they explain their 
willingness in two ways: fi rst, the refugees from South Sudan are humans like us 
and we know what it is like to fl ee from war; second, the refugee settlement will 
bring development to our area. Th e chairman of Palabek Refugee Settlement told 
Susan that the Acholi Ugandans requested a refugee settlement because they saw 
the development that refugees had brought to neighbouring Adjumani District.

In a sense, the donation of land to institutions that will serve the community 
involves imagination of the near future – development should come here and 
soon – just as it does for those buying plots to build shops. Th e diff erence is that 
the benefi t envisioned is for the more general good, not only for the advancement 
of one individual or family. While land is still donated, especially in rural areas 
where some kin groups have extensive holdings, it is extremely rare in growing 
urban centres today. Instead, the opposite is occurring; land once given is being 
reclaimed. It is as if the gift of embedded land could not be fi nal; family members 
felt that they still retained some entitlements, just as Chauveau and Colin (2010: 
98) showed that a land sale could be considered incomplete and challenged by a 
descendant of the seller in Côte d’Ivoire. Land disputes between institutions and 
local people occur all over Uganda, but the recent history of northern Uganda 
has provided especially fertile ground for this type of confl ict, with the radical 
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changes that have occurred in the wake of the IDP camps (Whyte et al. 2014). 
Th e claims on institutional land are one important part of the story of plotting 
development in growing urban areas.

In some cases, the institutional land at issue was considered public or gov-
ernment land. It could be land upon which stood a public market, a health cen-
tre, a community hall or a local government building. In the case of Pacuk, the 
sub-county authorities claimed that local government owned an area within the 
trading centre. On this land, they had overseen the construction of a new market, 
and they wished to subdivide and sell another portion to generate income. Before 
doing so, they had to clear the land of displaced persons and the graves of those 
buried there during the war.

In other cases, land is held by non-government institutions such as churches 
and mosques. Th e Church of Uganda (Anglican) and the Catholic church have 
been landholders since the time of the Protectorate. Th ey have constructed 
churches, health centres and schools on their land. During the war, they provided 
refuge for many displaced people, some of whom have remained.

Th e simple division between government and non-government institutions 
is more complicated when it comes to schools, as the case of ‘Claiming “Th eir” 
School’ demonstrates. Many schools were founded by Catholic or Anglican mis-
sions and churches on land they considered theirs. When the government took 
over the schools in the 1960s, it provided and paid the teachers and mediated 
donor funds for the building of new classrooms. It acknowledged the role of 
the church by recognizing ‘the foundation body’ and giving it the privilege of 
appointing half the members of the school management committee, including 
its chair. Th us, while the government provided the software (teachers and curric-
ulum) and often some classroom blocks, the church provided the hardware in the 
form of land and the original buildings.

Generally, the confl icts over institutional land were of three types:

1.  Descendants of men or families who donated land for projects of com-
mon good were asserting that the institution had taken more land than it 
was originally given.

2.  People who settled on, or were using, land claimed by institutions refused 
to vacate or to acknowledge institutional claims.

3.  Institutions disagreed between themselves over rights to a piece of land 
and the facility that was located there.

Th e confl ict between Daudi and the sub-county offi  cials was clearly of the fi rst 
kind, as were other cases in Pacuk, including a dispute between the Anglican 
church and the families whose forefathers gave land to the church. Mostly these 
were boundary disputes; the claimant was seldom demanding all the land. Many 
of the second type were confl icts over timing; the settlers claimed they needed to 
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stay longer because they had nowhere else to go. But sometimes, as in the case of 
a leprosy facility no longer in use, they asserted their rights as settlers who had 
lived on the former institutional land for many years. Th e last type of confl ict was 
illustrated by the case ‘Claiming “Th eir” School’, which opened Part III of our 
book. Because of the history of church-state relations around education, and the 
fact that the recognition of the foundation body had been withdrawn and then 
reintroduced, there were a good many cases of schools and school land that were 
claimed by both the Anglican and Catholic churches. As of 2018, in the Lango 
sub-region, there were confl icts over twenty schools, while another twenty had 
been settled.

Of course, there are other kinds of land confl icts between families and pow-
erful organizations, some of which have been discussed in earlier chapters. In 
these too, the ideal of development is brought into play to justify land claims. 
National parks, an important source of tourism income, constitute very large 
land areas and are subject to several varieties of confl ict (Chapter 9). Businesses 
such as the mining company in Karamoja (Chapter 8) or the wind turbine enter-
prise in Kaabong (Chapter 2) or Madhvani Sugar Ltd (Serwajja 2012; Mariniello 
2015) acquire, or attempt to acquire, both large and smaller areas, in the name 
of economic development.

Th e cases to which we draw attention here diff er in that they are located in 
urban centres and involve protagonists who know one another. Service institu-
tions like schools, churches and health facilities are used by people in the locality, 
staff ed by persons who usually live in the neighbourhood and with whom the 
disputants interact on an everyday basis. Daudi and his lineage brother and their 
families were well-connected with members of the sub-county council. In other 
instances, people refusing to vacate church land are members of the congrega-
tion, who pray together with those who are asking them to leave.

Land obtained by companies for business tends to be registered as freehold or 
leasehold. Forest reserves and national parks are gazetted by government, so their 
boundaries are formalized and publicized. In contrast, the claims against local in-
stitutions concern land that is often not titled. In many cases, there are no papers, 
no surveys and no mark stones to formalize ownership of institutional land. It 
was given at a time when land was abundant, and surveying was uncommon. Un-
til the Constitution of 1998, land belonged legally to the government, so there 
seemed no need to register the land of government institutions. Most land held 
by the Church of Uganda, like the land in the case of ‘Claiming “Th eir” School’, 
was not registered, perhaps because the Anglican church had been close to gov-
ernment. (Th e Catholic church, in contrast, tended to formalize its landhold-
ings.) Because of the many confl icts, district governments in northern Uganda 
have been encouraging both government and non-government organizations to 
survey and register their land (Whyte and Shroff  2017).
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‘Development Cannot Stand on Air – It Must Stand on Land’

Th is assertion, which we heard many times, underlines the perceived necessity of 
land for development. It also reveals the image of development that is foremost in 
the minds of most people. Development is material. It consists of roads, markets 
and, most of all, buildings. In Pacuk, and in other growing small urban centres, 
the physical plans for development were posted in a public place where residents 
could study them. Th e drawings showed streets lined with delineated plots for 
commercial and residential buildings. In Pacuk, twenty-fi ve of these plots were 
off ered for sale by local government. But much of the land along the streets was 
owned by families, like that of Daudi. Th ey too were encouraged (some said, 
required) to mark off  plots and develop them. Th e demand that land in urban 
centres be developed fi gured as well in the case of Atim and Awor (Chapter 5). If 
they could not aff ord to do so, they were advised to sell off  some plots in order 
to develop the remaining ones. Ideally, plots should be surveyed and identifi ed 
with mark stones. But surveying and registering a plot as freehold is a costly and 
cumbersome process (Kusk 2018) – so much so that plotting and surveying Dau-
di’s family land within Pacuk Town Board was the compensation off ered for the 
land he claimed. Most plot sales were not formally registered, and plots were not 
surveyed. But they were committed to paper and signed by witnesses. One man 
who was selling plots of family land within the Town Board emphasized that sales 
were not secret: ‘Land is sold by day, not at night.’

Land must be cleared in order to build. As one resident of Pacuk put it: 
‘When development comes, those mangos at the old market will be cut down. 
Whether we like it or not, the trees will be cut. Th at is money. Development will 
cut them.’ Trees would be replaced by buildings. A man operating a vocational 
school in a prospective Town Board decried the lack of good permanent build-
ings. ‘In rural areas, it’s worse. We should also develop – put up structures, open 
schools like this.’ Th e structures envisioned were of fi red bricks; evidence of brick 
production was everywhere. Indeed, the very land that hosted a new building 
might be the source of soil for making the bricks. A man making bricks on land 
he and his local church both claimed said: ‘Structures must be there for develop-
ment. Whether it is for the church or not, structures must be built.’

Th ose structures are rectangular, in contrast to the round huts of the IDP 
camps and the circular Acholi houses that are still by far the most common af-
ter people moved back to their rural homes. Round houses have thatch roofs, 
while rectangular ones have corrugated metal (mabati) roofs. One spokesman for 
development in a Town Board dismissed poverty as a justifi cation for thatched 
roofs: ‘Even a poor man can make a semi-permanent house of mud bricks and 
buy mabati so structures are not grass thatch like a village. Urbanisation cannot 
be there if people are living in thatch houses’ (Whyte et al. 2014: 612).
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Plotting the Future

It was striking in Pacuk how often the word development was used in connection 
with land plans. Th e sub-county wanted to sell plots to those who could develop 
them. And it encouraged others who already had land within the projected Town 
Board to divide it into plots and develop it. If they could not develop it them-
selves, they should sell or lease it to someone who could. Daudi and his brother 
Polycarp both declared that they too wanted development, while many criticized 
Daudi for impeding it by fi ling a court case that dragged on and on. In the case 
of the claims on the school in Amati, the interest of the two churches in assert-
ing claims to the land upon which the school stood had become ‘a hindrance to 
development’. Development is invoked as an ideal, a goal, a motivation and a 
justifi cation. At a general level, it is irrefutable; no one wants to be seen as against 
development. Th is unanimity is possible because ‘development’, its implementa-
tion and its benefi ciaries are not specifi ed, a point to which we will return. But 
for the moment we emphasize that development is seen as a signifi cant value that 
should move people in connection with the disposition of land.

Development points towards a desired future. Whereas claims on ancestral 
land are often formulated in terms of past use, the keen interest in land is future 
oriented:

. . . when I talk to people about why land is important for them, the fu-
ture potentials are central in informing their decisions and guiding them 
in their attempts to claim land, as are the negative potentials related 
to the enmity generated by wrangling. Th erefore, a perspective on the 
future of land as people perceive it is highly relevant. (Kusk 2018: 53)

In order to unfold the cultural conception of development as orientation towards 
the future, we may borrow three concepts from Appadurai (2013): Imagination, 
Anticipation and Aspiration.

Imagination as an element of the everyday, Appadurai suggests, is fundamen-
tal in producing locality.

. . . especially in the lives of ordinary people, the personal archive of 
memories, both material and cognitive, is not only or primarily about 
the past, but is about providing a map for negotiating and shaping new 
futures. While state generated archives may primarily be instruments 
of governmentality and bureaucratized power, personal, familial, and 
community archives – especially those of dislocated, vulnerable, and 
marginalized populations – are critical sites for negotiating paths to dig-
nity, recognition, and politically feasible maps for the future. (Appadurai 
2013: 288)
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In the Acholi sub-region, memories and remains of the confl ict and displacement 
are fundamental for how people imagine land. Displaced people were forced to 
leave their land; landowners in the IDP camps were obliged to accept settlers 
on theirs. Deserted IDP huts and ‘graves in the wrong soil’ (Jahn and Wilhelm-
Solomon 2015) are the material reminders of land assumptions negated. People 
could no longer expect to bury their dead on their own land; they could be forced 
off  their land and not even allowed to farm it. Th ey could be crowded together 
on the land of institutions or other families. Th is kind of living provoked imagi-
nations of moral decline and depravity (Mergelsberg 2012). Fears and suspicions 
emerged about whether their land might be taken by powerful outsiders. Th en 
when security returned, land wrangles with intimate others added to the anxieties 
about land. So, part of the imagination with which people faced the future was 
unease about land.

Another part was visions of a diff erent kind of life. For much as existence in 
the camps was a kind of ‘social torture’ (Dolan 2009), for some people at least 
it was a learning experience. Humanitarian workers and foreigners brought new 
ideas and practices: ‘. . . such vast, foreign presence infl uence[d] local ideas about 
“what it is worth having”, and what a good life could look like’ (Kusk 2018: 86). 
Th ere were Early Childhood Development Centres, playgrounds, water systems, 
vocational schools and video halls. Small businesses and trade existed, despite the 
stringent restrictions. Th e camps were city-like spaces with ‘innovating frame-
works’, but this was an ‘incomplete, unfi nished form of urbanity’ characterized 
by waiting and liminality (Agier 2002: 337).

With the closing of the camps, the era of liminality and waiting seemed to 
fade as horizons of development opened. Th e eff orts to achieve new urban status, 
the technical drawings of streets and plots, even the graders and the construc-
tion of new market buildings and local government headquarters sparked the 
imagination of a locality transformed. Th ese memories of the camps and visions 
of urbanity and development constituted the personal, family and community 
archives that provided maps for the future.

Imagination provided grounds for anticipation – that is, fi guring probable 
short-term futures. Anticipatory moves included making plans for the use of 
land, speculating on the value of land in favourable locations, preparing land for 
construction and taking steps to safeguard land. In Pabbo, which had been the 
largest IDP camp in the Acholi sub-region, landowners were keen to develop 
their land as upgrading to Town Council status proceeded. Th e displaced peo-
ple had left, but the graves of those buried in the camp remained (Meinert and 
Whyte 2013; Seebach 2016). Landowners wanted to put up new buildings in 
the growing urban centre but were loath to construct on graves because the spir-
its of the dead might disturb the families of the landowners. Development and 
graves did not fi t together. Eff orts to persuade families to exhume and remove 
the bones left ‘in the wrong soil’ anticipated development in Pabbo (Jahn and 
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Wilhelm-Solomon 2015) just as it did in Pacuk. A contrary example appears 
in the story of Atim and Awor (Chapter 5), whose sister paid to cement their 
mother’s grave on their plot in Pader centre in order to protect the land from 
development.

Land in an urban centre or on a road close to a centre assumed greater value. 
Owners of such land anticipated possibilities. A family with a piece of land on the 
outskirts of Gulu near the university main campus was struggling to keep it. Th ey 
hoped to build a hostel so they could rent rooms to university students. Despite 
the unresolved confl ict, they began to cut down trees on the land as fuel to burn 
bricks for the anticipated building (Kusk 2018: 181, 276). Daudi sold some of 
his agricultural land in order to fi ght the court case about land that could be plot-
ted and sold in the new Town Board. Sylvia (Chapter 3) disputed fi ercely with 
her brother-in-law about a piece of land on the road. Away from the road, there 
was plenty of land for common family use. Only the land along the road was 
divided and contested (see also Anying and Gausset 2017: 366). In another case, 
Kusk (2018: 276) sums up neatly: ‘Th e disputed land is very small, maybe ½ an 
acre. It’s not good for cultivation, now his father just lives there. It is next to the 
roadside, so it is a good area. If development comes, they can sell it or construct 
something.’ Anticipation here is based on imagined development.

Appadurai asserts that aspirations towards a good life in future are just as 
much a part of any culture as are traditions and values rooted in the past. Wants, 
hopes, expectations and preferences may diff er from one society to another, and 
he urges us to attend to images of the good life and the ‘politics of hope’ that mo-
bilize towards its achievement. Th e catch is a point developed in an earlier work 
but neglected in Th e Future as Cultural Fact: the capacity to aspire is unevenly 
distributed. Capacity is like a muscle that must be exercised: ‘capacity to aspire, 
like any complex cultural capacity, thrives and survives on practice, repetition, 
exploration, conjecture, and refutation’ (Appadurai 2004: 69). People with more 
resources have more opportunities to try out pathways to future aspirations; poor 
people, those in diffi  cult circumstances, have fewer: ‘part of poverty is a dimin-
ishing of the circumstances in which these practices occur’ (ibid.).

For nearly twenty years, as the LRA war dragged on, circumstances did not 
permit most residents of the Acholi and Lango sub-regions to pursue their aspi-
rations for development. When peace came and the IDP camps were closed, the 
ideal seemed more reachable. But there were diff erences in capacity to aspire. 
Th e sub-county offi  ce in Pacuk exhibited beautiful drawings of the future Town 
Board; they negotiated with donors for electricity and new roads. Th ey were able 
to draw on support from the District Planner and from the Faculty of Technol-
ogy at Makerere University (Whyte et al. 2014: 610–11). Daudi and his family 
had resources too. Th ey sold land to hire a lawyer and fi le a court case with 
the District Magistrate. Th ey had visions of development, and they were able 
to pursue their aspirations. Most residents of the centre shared the aspirations, 
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even though it meant that they had to leave the land they had been occupying. 
However, only a minority of them had the capacity to practically pursue the goal 
of development. Th ey had neither the resources to buy plots and put up build-
ings, nor past experience of successfully pursuing aspirations for development. It 
was striking that many of the plots being sold went to people originally from the 
area but currently living and working outside of the growing centre. Two of the 
plots sold by a family with land in the centre of Pacuk were bought by soldiers 
who were serving in Somalia. In the same way, the sister of Atim and Awor, who 
was working in Soroti, felt that she should have the land in Pader Town Council 
because she had the money to develop it by constructing a permanent building 
and had gone to court to fi ght for the land (Chapter 5). Her capacity to aspire 
was greater.

Th e case of Stephen Langole, which opens Chapter 1, is a frank example of 
imagination, anticipation and capacity to aspire. He imagines the post-confl ict 
condition of land sales and insecurity of tenure. He anticipates that acquiring pri-
vate land in diff erent locations will provide insurance against land greed. He has 
the capacity to aspire to personal development through land purchases, in terms 
of fi nancial resources, connections, knowledge and experience – even though 
his pursuits are dogged by confl icts and obstacles. His plot in Gulu town (Land 
3), for example, was an anticipated investment, which he wanted to develop by 
putting up a structure. Th e eff ort was partly hindered by the development plans 
of Uganda Railways Corporation, but if URC takes his land by compulsory ac-
quisition and pays compensation, his investment will prove sound. Th e many 
land wrangles in which Langole is involved suggest that although his capacity to 
aspire is strong others have aspirations that may clash with his. Th ere may be co-
incidence or contradiction between individual and collective development plans 
as the matter of the Uganda Railways land survey reminds us.

Conclusion

Development is a general ideal that has nearly unanimous support in post-war 
Acholiland. But the particulars are problematic. Development how? Develop-
ment for whom? In Pacuk, Daudi and his brother Polycarp put it clearly. Th ey 
were not against development for the community, but they also wanted it for 
themselves and their own children. As Polycarp said to the sub-county council: 
‘We don’t want you to leave [the land]. We also want to be developed. I may build 
a house or buy land for the young ones.’ Simply speaking, development may be 
for the individual, the family or ‘the community’ – although community always 
means some and not others (M. Whyte and S. Whyte 1998). Often development 
of an individual brings growth to a family; at least that is the family’s hope. A 
community development project initiated by a family may advance both. One 
man in Pacuk, who was running a vocational training school on (what he claimed 
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was) family land, asserted that his target was to help the community but added 
that it would also help his family.

Often enough, community development is at odds with family and indi-
vidual development. If institutions such as schools, health centres and local gov-
ernment are considered communal, then the many cases of reclaimed formerly 
donated land show such contradictions. Community institutions can also oppose 
one another in their aspirations, like the Catholic and Anglican church commu-
nities in Amati; this hindered development of the local community and thus 
children’s education suff ered.

Our TrustLand project has assembled a multitude of cases where families 
oppose families and individuals oppose intimate others. Sometimes both parties 
to a land wrangle have aspirations for development; sometimes one wants to 
develop (construct a building) or sell a piece of land while others want to keep 
it in trust for children and grandchildren. In the case of ‘A Disputed Land Sale’, 
which opened Part I of this book, Elisabeth declared that the plot on the outskirts 
of Gulu town was to be kept for her grandsons, but her daughter Grace sold the 
land without her knowledge and used the money for a permanent structure on 
the land where she was staying.

Th at an individual’s development can be impeded by family needs or aspi-
rations is abundantly illustrated in Stephen Langole’s case. He declares that he 
wants ‘to possess private land free from any other claims even from people who 
are intimately close to me like my wife and children’. Yet there are family en-
tanglements on fi ve of the six pieces of land he claims. He got the land through 
kinship connections – through inheritance or on the recommendation of a rela-
tive. He allowed family members to use the land – to live, to run businesses, to 
graze livestock and even to build a house. He concludes that private landholding 
is almost impossible in practice; constant negotiation and accommodation are 
necessary. He cannot rely on anyone: ‘My experience, based on the way people 
who are intimately connected to me contest my ownership and control of land, 
demonstrates the diffi  culty in trusting anybody on matters of land.’

Trust is obviously a necessary element of entrustment; stewards must be reli-
able, responsible and faithful to the common agreement that land should be pro-
tected for future generations. But trust turns out to be a key issue in development 
of land as well. Do people keep their word when they promise to vacate land 
should the owner want it for development? Can a buyer trust that the seller is the 
legitimate representative of the owners? Will money allocated for a development 
project be misused?

We have argued that trust cannot be taken for granted in northern Uganda. 
It is tentative and must be proposed and reaffi  rmed over time. It is through con-
sultation and communication that this can happen, as was clear in the case that 
opened this chapter. Daudi and his brother Polycarp repeatedly complained that 
they were not recognized; that the sub-county did things without their knowl-
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edge. Th ey wanted discussion, they wanted to be appreciated through compensa-
tion, to be acknowledged and included in the plans for Town Board development.

Communication and consultation do not in themselves create trust but are 
a step in the right direction. Including Polycarp in the sub-county council was 
a positive move that at least proposed some kind of trust. Th e opposite, lack of 
communication, provides fertile ground for mistrust, as Kusk (2018) has shown 
in her study of land wrangles with intimate others. Even in confl icts about larger 
development projects, such as the Madhvani sugar cane plantation, the mining 
project in Moroto, and the wind turbine in Kaabong, complaints are made that 
investors did not consult and negotiate directly with local people. Development 
as locally imagined, as anticipated, and as an aspiration must be specifi ed, dis-
cussed and debated continually if a modicum of trust is to be ensured.

Susan Reynolds Whyte, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Copenhagen.

Catrine Shroff , Ph.D., was post doc at Aarhus University and is currently senior 
consultant at Nordic Consulting Group and Director of Mwangaza Light.
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Middlemen for Marble Miners

Peter sat in the front seat next to the driver of the four-wheel vehicle who dil-
igently manoeuvred the potholes in the murram road at a great speed. Peter 
turned to the back seat to explain to Marianne:

Minerals cause a lot of confl ict because they have a lot of value. When I 
joined [the civil society organization], we were seeing latent confl ict and 
intervened before it turned violent. Th e locals did not build on knowl-
edge, just speculations. [Th ey said things such as]: ‘Th is one . . . the RDC 
[Resident District Commissioner] . . . the CAO [Chief Administrative 
Offi  cer] . . . this mzungu [white person] they are in with the investors. 
We saw him riding in a car with the investors’. We [the CSO] accessed 
people and explained that they have rights. You cannot lock out the 
investors, because we [the Karamojong] don’t have the capacity to mine 
these things. Th e investors can benefi t us with roads, health centres, roy-
alties . . . . Th e bad thing with investors is that they are business-minded. 
Th ey give promises, but they are not concrete. When people want their 
rights, the investors go to the government, who put their soldiers. At 
the mining site, there are those barracks just to intimidate people from 
coming. Th e elders are saying: ‘Why are they intimidating us in our own 
land?’ If you move with soldiers, it means you are guilty . . . people get 
annoyed because the land belongs to the people yet the minerals belong 
to the government. Th ey don’t see the logic.

Chapter 8

Inside-Outsiders
Marianne Mosebo and Lotte Meinert
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Peter was a young man who had been appointed by the civil society organization 
(CSO) to lead the communication with miners on behalf of the civil society net-
work in Moroto, which is the regional headquarters of Karamoja. He was meant 
to be the focal point for dialogue with site landowners, who also worked as artis-
anal miners. Peter explained that he considers himself lucky because even though 
he was orphaned in the armed cattle raids of the 1990s together with so many 
other Karamojong children, he still got a chance to go to school on a government 
grant. Th e grant meant that he did not become a ‘school drop-out’ but became 
part of the small, educated elite in Karamoja who often play the role of middle-
men between the mining industry, other outside elites and local landowners.

On this dry and hot morning in 2015, Marianne had been allowed to tag 
along to a marble mining site with Peter. Th ey had set off  on a murram road that 
slithered through the landscape like the pythons after which Moroto is named. 
Pythons used to be here in abundance, said Peter, but as the trees and bushes de-
creased through the previous century, animals went away as well. It was a drought 
year, so the few crops in the fi elds had withered; mainly scrub and thorny, dry 
bushes grew along the way. Peter commented on how the Karamojong are used to 
living in an environment marked by erratic rainfall patterns. Historically, pasto-
ralism and fl exible mobility in the vast region have been the most reliable means 
of survival. Th e mining site was located in a mountain area known for its dryness. 
Marianne and Peter discussed how some people in town say that the locals from 
this area are lucky because they have the minerals and can get an income. Others 
say that this community is unfortunate because they are likely to lose their land 
in the end. Th e windows of the car were closed to avoid the dust blown about 
by the strong and playful Karamoja winds. Peter made the common joke in Kar-
amoja that the winds are the ‘Karamoja allowance’ because the wind is the only 
blessing that the Karamojong ever gain from outside.

During the drive, Marianne asked about the use of the word elite, and Peter 
refl ected:

Some [feel] guilty when you use that word. It’s those ones with a business 
mind. Th ey can go and manipulate their own people, buying people’s 
land, not even following the right procedure . . . Elite capture has become 
a common phrase in meetings . . . Elite capture . . . is when you just 
capture something for yourself. . . . It is when the educated take advan-
tage of communities, who are illiterate, to buy land and sell to investors. 
Th ese days, people want to acquire wealth very fast in the wrong way.

Th e car was nearing the mining site at the foot of a mountain, and at the bottom 
of a small hill there was an enclave of thin trees and small simple huts for soldiers. 
A pole had been placed across the road, and when the car stopped, a soldier stood 
up from a small stool in the shade and lazily walked over to the car. Peter told 
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the soldier that they were here to talk to the artisanal miners about some tools 
they had provided them with a while ago. Th e soldier nodded, and the pole was 
removed to let the car through. Where the road bent to the left, the car passed a 
metal gate. It was the sole entrance to a walled compound serving as the mining 
company’s quarters. A bit further along was a drinking place serving local brew, 
ngaagwe, for the artisanal miners. After the drinking place, a site appeared with 
a building under construction. It was a factory, which was becoming an increas-
ingly diffi  cult part of the mining story, according to Peter. Further along still, the 
artisanal mining site appeared, and the car stopped.

An older woman, with a colourful head scarf, came to greet Marianne and 
Peter. She was the chair of the artisanal miners. Marianne explained her research 
on the relationship between the diff erent stakeholders in mining, and the chair 
replied:

Th e relationship with the investors is not stable. Th ey said they only 
wanted the blocks [of marble], and then the small rubble was for the 
community to benefi t from. So, we became surprised that they changed 
they minds and picked an interest in the small stones. . . . Th ey put the 
factory without consulting the people. Th e factory doesn’t employ local 
people, only a few women for cooking. Some were employed at fi rst, but 
they didn’t pay them . . . . Back when they fi rst came, two years ago, they 
came without talking to people. We just heard the sound of the machine 
and found soldiers there. We were surprised. Th ey then held a meeting 
with the investors and authorities at district and sub-county level and 
made the agreement of small stones versus the big blocks.

Peter explained that this mine was one of the few in the Karamoja region 
holding a full mining lease. Explorations for mining can happen without the 
involvement of the local community, but when they have a full mining lease, the 
company and authorities must involve the local community in the development 
of the site. However, in the case of the factory, the local stakeholders had not 
been involved, according to the chair, but woke up one morning surprised by the 
sound of machines. Th e artisanal miners saw the factory as an infringement of 
the deal they thought they had with the mining company when the company fi rst 
arrived. Th e factory would undermine their business of breaking and selling the 
small stones to truck drivers, who drove the rubble to factories outside Karamoja 
for producing a powder used in paint and other products.

Th e discussion with the chair turned to focus on the relationship with the 
CSOs, and she explained how the organizations had taught them about their 
rights in land issues. She said that people from the organizations were ‘our voices’ 
(ngiporotoi). ‘So these ones are not the elites?’, Marianne interjected, and the 
chair responded with a laugh: ‘No! Th ey came and helped us form groups, and 
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they gave us tools. It’s not like those ones who came and grabbed the land. Th e 
investors come to meet elites. When they come to the community [the deal] is 
already fi nished.’

When asked about the NgaKarimojong word for elite, the chair said: ‘We 
call them ekokolan – thieves’, which made Peter laugh. Marianne and Peter spent 
some time at the mining site talking to some of the artisanal miners. One of the 
young miners pointed out that the artisanal miners wanted to go to the training 
sessions and meetings about mining. Th ey did not want other people to go and 
then later be trained by them. Th ey wanted investors to talk to the miners directly 
rather than to go through elites and others in town. Th e mediators were not 
regarded as necessary by the artisanal miners, who believed they could speak for 
themselves. Th e discussions were good, but the soldiers at the site seemed keen 
to have the visitors leave sooner rather than later, so after a while Marianne and 
Peter thanked the people they had talked to, climbed into the car and headed 
back to Moroto town.

Th e conversation about the term ‘elite’ continued with other stakeholders 
after the visit to the mining site, and the negative connotations of the term were 
confi rmed by many locals, who also pointed out that ‘if you are seen as someone 
who helps the locals, you are not called an elite’. Some of the NgaKarimojong 
words they used for elite mean ‘someone who is business minded’ or ‘someone 
who has knowledge and takes advantage of other people’s lack of knowledge’. 
Some would simply translate elite as ngikasiomak, ‘someone who is educated’, 
while others translated it more negatively as ngikaothok, ‘someone who claims to 
be knowing more’ – that is, someone who claims to be smarter than others and 
benefi ts from it. None of the participants in the discussions self-identifi ed with 
being ‘business-minded elites’ but ‘educated elites’, as they all worked for NGOs 
and CSOs. Th ey did recognize how elites were often not appreciated for their 
eff orts. A CSO employee said that elites continuously face local landowners who 
‘accuse everybody of conniving with the investors’, while the CSO employees and 
other local educated people saw themselves as ‘trying to help’.

A young man who had co-founded a research and advocacy organization ex-
plained that they started their work because they saw a lack of coordinated eff ort 
in regard to mining in Karamoja: ‘Th e mining sector is still young. It will grow. 
And it will have to have an impact on our lives. We need to embrace it. But we 
need to get organized. We are not experts in mining, so we hope for training so 
we can pass the information to the communities.’ His words confi rmed those of 
another young advocate who had been appointed to a coordinator role amongst 
the CSOs working with mining: ‘Th e CSOs have become mediators.’ Th e young 
advocate explained that they had instated themselves as a necessary link between 
the local landowners and the powerful others to close the knowledge gap in the 
mining processes: ‘Th ere is a missing link. Who knows what when? Th e link is 
not there. Th e backdrop to it is: What the government wants with the region, 
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what the CSOs want with the region, what the communities want with the re-
gion, and what the local government wants with the region.’

At the mining site, this position is exactly what the young artisanal miner 
had opposed when he said that the artisanal miners wanted investors to talk to 
them directly rather than go through elites in town, and that they wanted to 
go to trainings themselves. Th e young, educated people who saw themselves as 
necessary mediators were not regarded as such by the artisanal miners. Th e young 
advocate was aware of these opposed positions and made it clear that they were 
aware of their own role and that it was not always congruent with what all locals 
want.

Many of the young mediators point to the traditional land authority struc-
ture and land ownership as a problem. In Karamoja, most of the land is commu-
nally held, but according to Peter the tenure is divided into two types: communal 
customary tenure, which focuses on user rights to grazing areas and access to 
traditional religious sites according to clan belonging. Th e other type is individu-
alized customary tenure, where home settlements and garden ownership are more 
closely bound to families and household heads through the patrilineal system. 
Elders hold the knowledge and authority on land issues as the custodians of land. 
Some of the young mediators believed this way of governing and relating to the 
land was perceived by outsiders as ‘lacking organization’, and this led to wrangles 
over access to land.

Th e young coordinator said that the organizations were trying to harmonize 
the traditional system with the formal one. Th e modern, formal system means 
instating Area Land Committees, in which a number of people are assigned to 
discuss and deal with land issues in their areas: ‘Th e council of elders might be 
powerful in Karamoja, but it cannot omit state law’, as he pointed out. Th is per-
tains particularly to mining because while the people might own the right to use 
the land, it is the government that owns what lies underground. Th e coordinator 
explained that the local government representatives were working on integrating 
the council of elders with what he called ‘the modern system’. Marianne dis-
cussed this with an employee at an international NGO, who was aff ectionately 
called ‘conservationist’ amongst his friends because of his love of the traditional 
way of life in Karamoja. He said: ‘Th e law recognizes the customary land own-
ership but not the customary traditional governance system. Karamoja is facing 
an existential threat. . . . We’re between a rock and hard place . . . . We’re dealing 
away with traditional ways. Th e future comes with conditionality.’

With these words, he expressed the dilemma of NGOs and elites of how to 
secure benefi ts for the Karamojong people. Th e elites felt that they had to share 
information, educate, link up various stakeholders and organize and harmonize 
traditional with modern systems, and in the process, they were ‘dealing away 
with traditional ways’. Th e ‘conservationist’ was educated and had never been 
a pastoralist himself, so he and other educated Karamojong were often called 
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arieng – strangers – by Karamojong, who in return were called ‘indigenous’. Th ey 
were inside-outsiders, put in a position as betwixt and between their home region 
and ‘the outside world’. Th ey were continuously faced with being categorized by 
insiders as the type of elites who were betraying their fellow Karamojong in their 
eff orts to help and make benefi cial links to outsiders.

Weeks after these discussions, at a hotel in Moroto town, Marianne ran into 
one of the central outsiders in this mining story: the foreign director of commu-
nication from the mining company, who was happy to have a chat with another 
outsider. Th e director was accompanied by his Ugandan driver, who also seemed to 
be a kind of bodyguard. Th e director explained that they were building factories at 
their various mining sites and that they had a local Karamojong spokesperson who 
took care of the CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) issues. Th e local spokes-
person was studying law in Kampala and was not present in Karamoja at the time, 
so Marianne talked to him on the phone. He emphasized that the factories would 
help the local Karamojong in important ways: they would provide job opportu-
nities and with far better working conditions than the artisanal mining work of 
breaking small rocks in the hot sun and strong winds. Th e spokesperson explained 
how the company had carried out environmental and social impact assessments, 
and legally everything was in order between the mining company and the Direc-
torate of Geological Survey and Mines in the Ministry of Energy and Mineral De-
velopment. Th e company had worked to ensure the surface rights holders’ interests 
in three ways: consent from all stakeholders, a corporate social responsibility plan 
and payment of royalties. Th ey had even held cultural rituals where bulls were sac-
rifi ced because the mountain used to be a religious site where elders met.

Th e director grandly invited Marianne to return to the mine and factory she 
had been to with Peter. When Marianne started organizing for her translator to 
come along, the director pointed out that there was no need to bring one because 
the workers were on holidays and there would be no one to talk to. Th e visit to 
the mine with the director did not happen, but it was clear that both the director 
and his spokesperson believed the factory had always been part of the mining 
lease deal dialogue with the local landowners, which was considered part of the 
company’s Corporate Social Responsibility towards the local community. 

Th is is the same factory that the artisanal miners had experienced as suddenly 
appearing on their land without any notice and that they felt was a threat to how 
they were making a living. In the view of the artisanal miners, the building of 
the factory breached the deal they had made through the middlemen with the 
company – a deal that would allow them to earn cash directly from the minerals 
under their land outside the royalties system.

When the factory was built, middlemen tried to mediate and explain that the 
artisanal miners eventually would get jobs in the factory, but as local people were 
not employed in the building process, the artisanal miners called the middlemen 
‘bad elites’, engaging in ‘business mindedness’ and ‘corrupt actions to gain money 
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on the backs of poor people’. Peter explained that they had tried to organize 
meetings between the artisanal miners and the company, but the company direc-
tor and his spokesperson never accepted the invitations for the meetings.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Th e case of artisanal marble miners in Karamoja is a specifi c example of a re-
source extraction enterprise on the part of investors (or development actors) from 
outside the local community threatening landholding and land rights. While this 
is one common type of ‘development’ activity, there are many other types where 
land rights are at issue. In Chapter 2 on Transactions we saw how when a private 
company or national government or international donor initiates plans that re-
quire land, the relationship to local landholders and land users must be mediated. 
Land acquisition cases raise conceptual issues concerning the ‘inside-outsiders’ 
who so often broker the relationship between the external actors and the various 
stakeholders within the aff ected local community.

Inside-outsiders may be considered a kind of elite with special qualities. Th ey 
have inside knowledge and experience of the local language and land situation, 
the social structures and tensions, as well as ‘inside sensitivity’ in relation to re-
ligious practices, cultural ways of doing things and how to evoke trust and un-
derstanding. At the same time, they have outside knowledge of international 
languages such as English and the languages of development, rights and Cor-
porate Social Responsibility. Th ey have various types of outside experience with 
education, business enterprises, organizations and the political system. Th ey have 
the cultural capital of exposure to the outside world and the social capital (Bour-
dieu 1986) of having outside ‘connections’; they are cosmopolitans who have 
lived in cities such as Kampala and Nairobi. Th ey are seen as having both positive 
and negative potential because they can ‘bring something good home from the 
outside’ but also bring bad connections and ‘give away what is good at home’ 
to outsiders for their own benefi t.  Th ese inside-outsiders often do not hold any 
formal authority in the local society, where elders are traditionally at the top 
(Dyson-Hudson 1963), and they do not hold a formal position in relation to 
the investors or development actors. Th ey occupy an important and yet tricky 
betwixt and between position as middlemen.

Th ere are a range of inside-outsiders. Some may better be called outside-in-
siders, depending on the degree to which they are based in the local society with 
family, land and an occupation. Th eir intimacy with (other) locals varies, and 
their interests in land and development diff er. Roughly, they tend to be catego-
rized as either ‘business-minded’ elites who try to connect companies or devel-
opment projects to landowners, or as ‘rights-minded’ inside-outsiders who try 
to ensure that locals are protected. Both kinds of inside-outsiders are, in some 
way or other, trying to benefi t individually as well as contribute to the collective. 
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Inside-outsiders who are political actors may hope to help their region develop 
and at the same time benefi t personally. Middlemen from CSOs or NGOs see 
themselves as actors who on the one hand must help the locals defend their rights 
against the investors, the offi  cials and elites, who are suspected of pursuing their 
own interests, and on the other hand advise locals to welcome development, 
which almost always is thought to require input from outside.  In addition to 
working for the greater good, the CSO representatives are trying to make a career 
for themselves by being in-between.

In the remaining part of this chapter, we fi rst give some background to the 
specifi c case of mining in Karamoja.  We then use the concrete case of artisanal 
marble miners to consider three more abstract aspects of inside-outsider dynam-
ics in relation to development and land. We discuss the ways that inside-outsiders 
imagine potentials for development. Th en we turn to the mistrust that so often 
accompanies attempts to build development on land. Finally, we refl ect on some 
of the dilemmas through which inside-outsiders must navigate.

Mining and Land in Karamoja

Th e overall livelihood and food security situation in Karamoja in the past decades 
has been deeply aff ected by cattle raiding, climate change, disarmament and at-
tempts to settle and ‘modernize’ pastoralists (Gray and Sundal 2017; Nakalembe, 
Dempewolf and Justice 2017; Hopwood, Porter and Saum 2018; Stites 2020; 
Abrahams 2021). Th e artisanal mining practices and brokerage we describe take 
place in communities that have been and are in serious livelihood crises because 
pastoralism is not respected and supported by authorities but considered ‘back-
wards’ and less valuable than agriculture, even though the ecosystem is more fi t 
for pastoralism (Gabbert 2021; Galaty 2021; Little 2021). For most of the pop-
ulation in Karamoja, pastoralism has become near impossible, and food security 
is at a point where it could be described as a protracted crisis of ongoing hunger, 
arguably man-made (Stites and Marshak 2016). In this context, artisanal mining 
is for some the only available source of livelihood.

Th e literature on mining and natural resource extraction in Africa is vast and 
covers issues of exploitation (Ballard and Banks 2003; Nem Singh and Bour-
gouin 2013), politics, confl ict and law (Bruunschweiler and Bulte 2008; Ali, 
Sturman and Collins 2018; Nalule 2020), relationships between artisanal and 
industrial mining (Pedersen et al. 2019), gender and mining (Ranchod 2001), 
environmental impacts (Pretty and Odeku 2017), privatization and indigeniza-
tion (Kragelund 2012). Lately, there has been a growing interest in the issue of 
elite agency (Gilberthorpe and Rajak 2016) and elite capture (Buur and Monjane 
2017; Buur et al. 2019). It is the discussion of elite agency that we turn to in 
this chapter, with a focus on the situation of inside-outsiders as illustrated in the 
mining sector in Karamoja.
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Th e Karamoja region has not been surveyed as thoroughly for minerals and 
oil as other parts of Uganda due to insecurity in connection with cattle raiding 
and disarmament. Yet gold has been mined by artisanal miners for a long time, 
and the cement industry has been extracting limestone in the southern part of the 
region for two decades. Now marble and other stones and minerals are also being 
explored for and mined (Rugadya 2020).

Th e online map of concessions in the Karamoja region looks like a nearly 
fi nished puzzle, but the relatively late start of mining means that the majority of 
concessions in Karamoja are at an exploratory stage.

Th e national government has rights over underground resources and grants 
exploration licences to businesses wishing to survey mining potential as well as 
licences for various stages of mining processes. Th ere are four types of licences 
in Uganda: retention licence, exploration licence, location licence and mining 
leases. Negotiation with local landowners is only required in the case of applica-
tion for an actual mining lease. Th e direct consequence of this is that companies 
holding an exploration licence may surprise local people by placing demarcation 
stones on their land without informing or consulting them about their activities. 
However, when a company applies for a full mining lease, customary owners and 
stakeholders are required by law to be included as part of dialogues with mining 
companies and with the local representatives of the political system of Uganda. 
Th e diff erences in processes, and lack of transparency and communication, often 
create tensions between outsiders (both nationals and foreigners) and local peo-
ple, as well as those who claim to represent them (Rugadya 2020).

Th e Ugandan legal framework prevents companies from buying land directly 
from the landowners. In order to be granted a lease, they must enter into a con-
tract with the Ugandan state regarding underground resources and negotiate ac-
cess through the ‘surface rights holders’. Th is means that mediators at various 
levels are needed to make these negotiations between the foreign company and 
state structures in Kampala, authorities in the regional headquarters in Karamoja, 
the local government structure at village level and fi nally the local landowners. 
Th e local communities need someone who speaks the language of the outsiders, 
both literally and fi guratively; thus, they need middlemen. In this chapter, we 
mainly focus on the elites mediating between local landowners and outside ac-
tors. Other mediators, the outside-outsiders or outside-elites, who are never or 
rarely seen in Karamoja but fi gure mainly in statements, are another story.

Th e development of a social class of ‘local elites’ who get involved as mid-
dlemen in mining in Karamoja has a long history but also testifi es to recent 
changes in the community. Th e ‘young warriors’ in the pastoral societies were 
an important part of the social structure as herders and as warriors during cattle 
raids, but their status position was below the elders, and they were dependent on 
the older generation’s ritual initiation of their age-set to be able to progress in the 
gerontocratic system (Dyson-Hudson 1963; Th omas and Asch 1966). Schooling 
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and formal education fi rst came with the missionaries, whose religion, teach-
ings and presence local power holders resisted vehemently (Mirzeler and Young 
2000). Th us, the fi rst people to receive formal education were those marginal to 
the gerontocratic power centre of Karamoja. While formal education gained a 
larger and larger presence and acceptance over the years, many Karamojong still 
struggle to pay the fees, and the region continues to score abysmally in national 
education statistics. For a few young people, there were education opportunities 
beyond primary school in Karamoja, which gave a new status. Th ey attended 
educational institutions in other regions of the country. Th ese elites with their 
position as inside-outsiders have come to play important mediating parts in out-
siders’ access to underground resources through the land and locals.

Potentials and Inside-Outsiders

‘Uganda cannot wait for Karamoja to develop’. Th is saying is usually attributed 
to the fi rst president of Uganda following independence, Milton Obote, and it 
is often understood in the sense that Karamoja was so ‘underdeveloped’ that the 
region had to be left behind while the rest of Uganda steered ahead. Yet there 
is a diff erent interpretation available among the inside-outsiders that speaks to 
the potential of underground resources as representing a promise, not only for 
Karamoja but for the whole nation. In this latter understanding, the potential of 
underground development needs to be realized by insiders as well as outsiders. 
Th e two need to be connected to release the potential because outsiders may have 
the perception that Karamoja is resource scarce and hostile, while insiders may 
believe cattle and the pastoral way of life is the only important kind of wealth and 
growth. Middlemen are needed to expose the middle ground. 

During colonial times, Karamoja was indeed considered ‘resource scarce’, 
and the land and people were considered ‘hostile’ by outsiders (Barber 1968). 
Th e region was marginalized socially and economically, as the British saw no ben-
efi t from investing in it. Demarcation of nations and regions limited the semi-no-
madic lifestyle of the Karamojong, and confl icts were concentrated within new 
national and regional boundaries. Th e introduction of automatic weapons by 
outsiders escalated the confl ict, and the area was declared a war zone (Mirzeler 
and Young 2000). Years of insecurity, marginalizing, detrimental state policies, 
livestock diseases and drought, which also led to poor agricultural production, 
meant that the region continuously experienced crisis-level food insecurity (Iyer 
and Mosebo 2017). Th e lack of alternative livelihoods meant that resilience levels 
were low. It is in this environment that mining represents itself as an opportunity; 
for certain people, it is the only opportunity.

Th e region’s environment has probably been fragile for a long time, and it 
did not help that the colonial government exploited it for grazing and cattle, 
which contributed to environmental deterioration (Mamdani 1982). After gov-
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ernment disarmament programmes ended around 2010, the outsiders’ discourse 
on Karamoja changed from being one of resource scarcity to resource abundance 
(underground) (Mosebo 2017). Inside-outsiders who were development-minded 
played an important role in imagining development (see Chapter 7). Th ey pro-
moted the image of underground wealth, which could be extracted, and played a 
part in connecting mining companies from outside.

For insiders in Karamoja, the environment was probably always considered 
abundant but in a variety of other ways. Wealth in most parts of this pastoral 
region has for long been livestock: cattle, goats, sheep, which can be grazed and 
watered in large territories. Livestock are considered ‘ground projects’ of central 
value for life itself and for the potentials of marrying, having a family, having a 
life worth living (Evans-Pritchard 1940; Th omas 1966; Dyson-Hudson 1972; 
Hutchinson 1996; Mosebo 2017). Yet apart from the central value of cattle herd-
ing, there were always other important and supplementary ways of increasing the 
quality of life – agriculture, hunting for wild game, gathering honey and wild fruits 
and trading arms and other goods over long distances. Th e importance of these 
not alternative but mainly supplementary sources of income and livelihood were 
considered of particular value in times of diffi  culty, and those who had ‘something 
on the side’, besides cattle, were regarded as wise. Others who were looking to 
make a life in other ways apart from herding sought job opportunities in the pub-
lic or private sector. Th ese insiders often became a kind of insider-outsider with 
crucial knowledge about what the pastoralists considered of potential value. When 
mining came up as a possibility after the relative peace, inside-outsiders knew that 
cattle herding would still be one of insiders’ ‘ground projects’, but they also knew 
how to evoke people’s experience of the importance of having ‘something on the 
side’ – they could ‘talk up’ the potential of tapping into the resources underground 
and convince insiders that the new or current ‘something’ might be mining.

Inside-outsiders tried to convince the pastoralists that mining carried too 
good a potential to let outsiders run with it all. When development – or poten-
tials of development – comes from outside, from foreign investors or ‘big people’ 
(nationals) who are investing in Karamojong land under the auspices of develop-
ment, some of the inside-outsiders advise local people not to critique or question 
these development investments. Th ey say: ‘If you speak against it, you are accused 
of being against development as the typical Karamojong you are.’ As we saw in 
Chapter 7, development is an irrefutable ideal; everyone wants it in principle. 
However, both local people and inside-outsiders are often aware that the resource 
potential can also turn into a resource curse (Auty 1993), and the curse scenario 
is often linked to elite exploitation and extraction. It is thus diffi  cult to imagine 
a potential resource curse scenario or any mining adventure without the presence 
of a predatory elite (Nem Singh and Bourgouin 2013), even if only in discourse. 
With promises and potentials not always realized as imagined, the risk of disap-
pointment and mistrust among diff erent actors increases.
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Th e role of elites in imagining the potential of natural resources and an-
ticipating development in their ‘home’ areas is not restricted to mining. From 
eastern Cameroon, Geschiere describes elites’ part in brokering relations between 
their communities of origin and logging companies. He notes that elites often 
have prior contact with the companies and are aware of the increased value of 
forest resources. Th ey know the laws and procedures regarding the establishment 
of community forests, and they take initiatives to constitute them in the name of 
development. Yet their role evokes suspicion:

this increased interest from the side of elites seems to elicit an equally 
increasing distrust on the part of villagers. Th e same people who used to 
reproach the elites for not taking any interest in the village were the fi rst 
to denounce their secret dealings with logging companies or the ways 
in which elites from the area . . . try to claim promising parts of ‘their’ 
ancestral forest. (Geschiere 2009: 88–89)

As in Karamoja, the inside-outsiders are aware of the potential value of what is on 
or under the land. Th ey are in a position to introduce companies that can realize 
that value on the world market and at the same time (claim to) protect and bring 
development to their communities of origin.

Mistrust, Invisibility and Elite Extractions

In the case of the artisanal marble miners, Peter explained how ‘elite capture’ 
refers to the situation in which people with advantages exploit their position to 
benefi t individually and forget about securing benefi ts for their communities. As 
the region receives increasing attention from outside, elite capture is a growing 
problem that creates increasing mistrust between local people and inside-outsiders. 
In Chapter 6 on Belonging, the suspicion of inside-outsiders was aimed at the 
High Court judge, who came from Kampala to mediate the land confl icts at 
Ogul. Although this was not a development initiative but an attempt to contain 
violence, rumours circulated about the judge’s motives. Some even accused him 
of wanting to take over the disputed land in order to mine minerals.

Th e extraction industry in Africa (Buur et al. 2019) is shrouded in stories of 
elite capture and suspicions of people ‘mining their own business’. Mistrust and 
suspicion seem to thrive particularly well in the vicinity of mineral extraction due 
to high expectations of profi ts and  invisibility or non-transparency.

Th e case from Karamoja provides insight into how the processes around 
mining are received and managed in a setting where underground extraction 
is a relatively new phenomenon – there are many expectations which are not 
yet realized. It shows how unintelligible and complex processes are when a lot 
takes place in offi  ces far from the mining sites, leaving so much that is invisible 
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to the people directly aff ected by them. Invisibility and disembedded transac-
tions (see Chapter 2) leave room for explanations based on speculation and half-
witnessed events, such as seeing a government offi  cial in a car with an investor 
and drawing the conclusion that the government offi  cial is not a neutral mediator 
anymore. Th e invisibility of the deals combined with the very visible changes in 
the landscape tend to create mistrust. Big equipment arrives, buildings shoot up, 
trucks drive out with minerals, outsiders in suits speaking foreign languages are 
present. When there is sparse communication, people start speculating: Who is 
benefi tting? Are the insiders who connect with outsiders extracting something 
for themselves?

Peter, the CSO representative in the case, pointed to the problem of elite cap-
ture and implied that high up offi  cials actively withheld knowledge so they could 
continue taking advantage of the situation in various ways. Th e CSOs wished to 
intervene to provide transparency and to ‘close the knowledge gaps’ so that elites 
could not take advantage of the local communities. In their view, the novelty of 
mining in Karamoja had been a window of opportunity for the elites, who had 
knowledge from outside. As the quote at the beginning of the case reveals, the 
community resistance to what they viewed as elite capture was barred from turn-
ing into violent confl ict by the local mediators. Th e CSOs provided the locals 
with more knowledge, making their rights visible to them and hoping they could 
use this information to secure their rights. Th e CSOs saw this path as opening up 
a way for the positive development that mining could bring for the region. Many 
locals, such as the chair of the artisanal miners, were grateful for the training 
and involvement by the CSOs. Yet for some of the locals, both elite capture and 
well-meaning CSO involvement were considered confusing, and they suspected 
that both of these inside-outsiders were involved in the extraction of resources.

Confusing processes were also considered a problem for outside investors. 
For investors, the local modes of land governance and land ownership seemed 
disorganized, and it is likely that the local communities maintained the confusion 
and lack of transparency on their side to retain some power. Th e local mediators 
worked to make these processes transparent on both sides, so it was like a game 
of tug of war with the CSOs caught in the middle. Paradoxically, where elites 
are concerned, it is the confusion and invisibility of processes on both sides that 
provide a space for them and give them a role to play in land processes or else they 
would have no stake in the mining, because they are not landowners. Th ey have 
no authority in providing access and no position to directly infl uence processes. 
Th ey have identifi ed a problem and a solution, and they have instated themselves 
to bring the solution to the problem – as local development mediators.

When Human Rights Watch raised a critique of the marble mining com-
pany, the spokesperson responded that the company had held meetings with the 
district council, area members of parliament, other stakeholders and ‘indigenous 
people’ (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre 2017). From their perspec-
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tive, they had ‘followed the rules’. Yet the process of drawing in representatives of 
the so-called indigenous people often creates mistrust. People who represent ‘the 
locals’ are not necessarily the same as those who consider themselves rightshold-
ers of the land. As we saw in Chapter 2 often several local groups make claims to 
the same land, and when outsiders do not know this, they make mistakes and buy 
land from people who do not have the authority to sell.

Th e artisanal miners were upset that the deal that meant they could earn 
cash directly from the rubble in the mining site, outside the royalties system, did 
not come to pass. Th e agreement the company highlighted was the CSR plan of 
building a factory and of paying royalties. Th e company paid the obligatory 3 per 
cent of royalties to the surface rights holders, while, according to the rules, the 
state keeps 80 per cent and 17 per cent goes to the district and local government.

Marilyn Strathern (2011) has provided a way of thinking about sharing 
processes in her essay ‘Sharing, Stealing and Borrowing Simultaneously’ which 
might help highlight the double relation between doing everything lawfully and 
still being considered a thief. Strathern suggests that we look for co-presence in all 
social confi gurations: what is also always there or potentially there, apart from the 
obvious or visible. Strathern points out that the same range of behaviour that can 
be called borrowing can also be called stealing. Perhaps what turns the one into 
the other are the limits of people’s tolerance for one another’s intentions (2011). 
Th e mining company followed the rules, and from their point of view they were 
borrowing access to the land, and they were sharing the benefi ts through royalties 
and the CSR plan. Yet from the perspective of the artisanal miners, the company 
never intended to discuss the building of the factory, and thus their extractions 
were classed as stealing. Th is ended any tolerance people had for the company. 
Th e woman who was chair of the artisanal miners expressed this diplomatically: 
‘Our relationship with the investors is not stable.’

When people start doubting the intentions behind development from out-
side, stories and mistrust thrive. Th e artisanal miners said that during a meeting 
the company had made people sign an attendance list, which later appeared as 
a formal signed document of agreement with the mining company. Th e story – 
whether true or not – shows that people felt cheated and that their limits of 
tolerance for the company’s intentions had been transgressed. With the appear-
ance of the factory, the artisanal miners knew that the company was no longer 
interested in sharing – that is, leaving smaller stones for the miners to sell. Th e 
ethos of sharing in Karamoja is explicit (Mosebo 2015), also in relation to land 
and underground resources. It is considered bad form not to share if you have 
plenty of something. If you have plenty of pasture and water, you must share 
with other herders and their herds who are in need. If you have plenty of marble 
in your mountains, you should share this with people who come to ask for it. 
Th is principle of sharing responds to the needs of the recipient, and in this un-
derstanding, people are obligated to share their wealth with people who demand 
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a share (Woodburn 1998). If they do not, they are depriving someone of receiv-
ing, and in a sense that is stealing (Mosebo 2017). Th us in Karamojong logic, 
the factory changed the company’s actions from sharing to stealing, even if the 
company saw it as part of their CSR strategy. Th e idea that the outsiders did not 
come with good intentions was underscored by the presence of the soldiers who 
guarded the mining site. Th ey increased mistrust of the company’s intentions: 
‘Th e elders are saying: “Why are they intimidating us in our own land? If they 
come in a good way, why should they need soldiers? If you move with soldiers, it 
means you’re guilty.”’

Even though the company did everything they were legally required to, it was 
not enough to guard them from gaining a bad reputation. Th is was not simply 
a matter of giving the right amount of money, employing enough local people, 
letting people work the mine for a profi t (Mosebo 2017). Th eir actions surround-
ing the mining needed to show intentions towards positive development for local 
people. While the mining company had a legal licence to operate, there were still 
questions about their social licence to operate (Prno 2013). Were they mainly 
borrowing, sharing or stealing land? Th ese are questions that are not only relevant 
for mining but for land issues more generally across northern Uganda.

Dilemmas and Development Brokers in Land Issues

Even though inside-outside mediators raise mistrust, they can play crucial roles 
for realizing potentials of development (Buur and Monjane 2017). Local develop-
ment mediators regard mining as an opportunity for the communities to benefi t 
from the wealth in the region, and they regard the outsiders, the investors and the 
mining professionals in Uganda as necessary partners towards this. As the young 
CSO representative said: ‘We do not have the capacity to mine these things.’

Much as mediators are needed, they also pose dilemmas, in large part because 
of their in-between positioning. Mediators are actors who have a capacity to 
go between positions; they have knowledge, know-how, experience and insights, 
motivation, interest and social standing across spheres to bring together actors, 
knowledge and ideas from inside and outside (Buur, Baloi and Tembe 2012). 
Th ey can be brokers between insiders and outsiders because of their unique 
position.

Th e concept of brokerage in anthropology has a long history of focusing on 
actors working in the space between communities and political elites (Lindquist 
2015). Th e local elites in the mining case were working exactly between the local 
communities and the political and economic systems outside the region, which 
have a direct eff ect on the region. Brokers, more generally, are actors with a ca-
pacity to connect the local to the larger whole by pulling together elements from 
various social systems, as described early on by Lévi-Strauss (1966) and Wolf 
(1956). Th e broker fi gure is often characterized by moral ambiguity because she/
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he crosses social boundaries and is suspected of gaining from this individually 
(Boissevain 1974; Lindquist 2015). In relation to land and mine development, 
we see how brokers are often questioned morally as ‘business-minded’ people 
who are selling land unscrupulously, forgetting about traditions and values of the 
land, and they are suspected of conniving with the investors.

Th ere was no evidence that any of the local mediators in the mining case (ex-
cept the spokesperson who was employed by the company) was actually conniv-
ing with the investors. Nor did they appear to have ulterior motives of extracting 
resources on the backs of the local communities solely for their own benefi t. Th e 
mediators were aiming at securing development for the region as well as securing 
personal development. Th ey wanted the opportunities that development presents 
and to be regarded as citizens on par with other Ugandans with the rights that 
this is seen to provide (Mosebo 2015). If a development process is successful and 
accepted within a socio-economic system, it creates a space for an educated elite 
within that system, and the middlemen become insiders rather than strangers. 
In Karamoja, they therefore ‘hunted’ for opportunities to instate themselves in 
the development processes and become representatives of the Karamojong but 
also looked to become ‘someone’ in the eyes of the people. Th is connects them 
to societal development, but it also risks placing them in new dilemmas, since 
the implementation of any land intervention is likely to benefi t some of the local 
community while excluding others. 

Rugadya (2020: 6) describes how local elites in the Karamoja region helped 
miners’ associations to obtain royalties from marble and limestone companies. 
According to the Mining Act of 2003, these royalties were meant for the land-
owners who held surface rights, but the artisanal miners were better organized, 
causing resentment among the landowners. In the same way, the middleman in 
the case of the wind turbine in Ik County (Chapter 2) put himself in a dilemma 
when he identifi ed some families and not others as ‘original owners’ of the land.

Outside entrepreneurs and development projects also need brokers, to get 
access to local people and resources, and to be able to claim that local populations 
have been heard and represented. In the words of Bierschenk and colleagues, 
local development brokers are key:

In the case of the development project . . . brokers represent the proj-
ect’s local social carriers, at the interface between the people (the ‘target 
group’) aimed at by the project and the development institutions. Th ey 
are supposed to represent the local populations, express its ‘needs’ to the 
structures in charge of aid and to external fi nanciers. In fact, far from 
being passive operators of logic of dependence, development brokers are 
the key actors in the irresistible hunt for projects carried out in and 
around African villages. (Bierschenk, Chauveau and De Sardan 2002)
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Brokers are out to hunt for projects, but projects are also hunting for brokers. Yet 
brokers, as we have seen in our cases, do not only go between already-established 
positions. Th ey also create new positions and meanings themselves. Brokers do 
not merely negotiate between reifi ed formations such as ‘the global’ and ‘the lo-
cal’ but embody several such formations and are active in producing meaning, 
categories and identities (James 2011).

Local mediators carve out a space for themselves, as a way of life, but they 
often fi nd themselves in dilemmas on two interconnected but separate levels: the 
personal level and the societal level. To be part of the community, the elites must 
contribute towards the survival and well-being of the local people. In Karamoja, 
sharing is essential for social belonging. Th e local mediators are thus expected to 
contribute to the local communities with their knowledge, resources and access 
to the outside. Yet, those capacities are exactly what make them stand out as 
strangers or outsiders, and the processes they engage in continuously reinforce 
this outsider position. Th ey must balance their involvement and carefully com-
municate what they are doing in order not to face existential threats.

Conclusion

Development, in the sense of growth, almost always involves land in some way. 
It also very often involves resources and actors from outside, and in some cases, 
as we have seen in this chapter, there is a gap between actors and intentions 
from outside and actors and intentions from inside. Development brokers insert 
themselves into this gap and mediate between insiders and outsiders, as a kind 
of inside-outsider themselves, who speak both local and international languages 
of development. Th ey seldom live from pastoralism as the local communities do, 
but they identify as Karamojong. Th e local communities, however, regard some 
of these inside-outsiders with scepticism as elites who are interested in capturing 
riches for themselves (though seemingly on behalf of the locals). Other elites 
and inside-outsiders are considered useful in negotiating with outside business 
people. Inside-outsiders are often seen by outsiders as key to the realization of 
development potentials in a region, and sometimes deals are made with represen-
tatives that do not seem transparent to local communities. Th is creates suspicion, 
mistrust and disagreement, as we have also seen in other cases in the book – some 
are suspicious of outsiders who buy land for development purposes, while others 
are keen on this kind of investment and development from outside.
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Aarhus University, and is currently Assistant Professor at the Emergency and Risk 
Manager Education program at University College Copenhagen.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



200  Marianne Mosebo and Lotte Meinert

Lotte Meinert, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Anthropology, Aarhus 
University.

References

Abrahams, Daniel. 2021. ‘Land is Now the Biggest Gun: Climate Change and Confl ict in 
Karamoja, Uganda’, Climate and Development 13(8): 748–60.

Ali, Saleem H., Kathryn Sturman and Nina Collins. 2018. Africa’s Mineral Fortune: Th e Science 
and Politics of Mining and Sustainable Development. Boca Raton: Routledge.

Auty, Richard M. 1993. Sustaining Development in Mineral Economies: Th e Resource Curse Th e-
sis. London: Routledge.

Ballard, Chris, and Glenn Banks. 2003. ‘Resource Wars: Th e Anthropology of Mining’, An-
nual Review of Anthropology 32: 287–313.

Barber, James. 1968. Imperial Frontier: A Study of Relations Between the British and the Pastoral 
Tribes of North-East Africa. Nairobi: East African Publishing House.

Bierschenk, Th omas, Jean-Pierre Chauveau and Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan. 2002. Local 
Development Brokers in Africa: Th e Rise of a New Social Category. Working Papers of the 
Department of Anthropology and African Studies 13. Mainz: Johannes Gutenberg Uni-
versity Mainz.

Boissevain, J. 1974. Friends of Friends: Networks, Manipulators and Coalitions. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. ‘Forms of Capital’, in John G. Richardson (ed.), Handbook of Th eory 
and Research for the Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood Press, pp. 241–58.

Bruunschweiler, Christa N., and Erwin H. Bulte. 2008. ‘Linking Natural Resources to Slow 
Growth and More Confl ict’, Science 320(5876): 616–17.

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre. 2017. ‘Uganda: Human Rights Watch Report 
Says Mining Firms Not Consulting Karamoja Indigenous People – Includes East Afri-
can Mining & DAO Marble Responses’. Business & Human Rights Resource Centre 
website. Retrieved 08 May 2017 from https://business-humanrights.org/en/uganda-hu
man-rights-watch-report-says-mining-fi rms-not-consulting-karamoja-indigenous-peo
ple-includes-east-af-rican-mining-dao-marble-responses#c79549.

Buur, Lars, and Celso Marcos Monjane. 2017. ‘Elite Capture and the Development of Nat-
ural Resource Linkages in Mozambique’, in Melanie Pichler, Cornelia Staritz, Karin 
Küblböck, Christina Plank, Werner Raza and Fernando Ruiz Peyré (eds), Fairness and 
Justice in Natural Resource Politics. London: Routledge, pp. 200–17.

Buur, Lars, Obede Suarte Baloi and Carlota Mondlane Tembe. 2012. Mozambique Synthesis 
Analysis: Between Pockets of Effi  ciency and Elite Capture. Copenhagen: Danish Institute for 
International Studies.

Buur, L., et al. 2019. ‘Understanding the Th ree Key Relationships in Natural Resource In-
vestments in Africa: An Analytical framework’, Th e Extractive Industries and Society 6: 
1195–204.

Dyson-Hudson, Neville. 1963. ‘Th e Karimojong Age-System’, Ethnology 2(3): 353–401.
———. 1972. ‘Pastoralism: Self-image and Behavioural Reality’, Journal of Asian and African 

Studies 7(1–2): 30–47.
Evans-Pritchard, Edward Evan. 1940. Th e Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and 

Political Institutions of a Nilotic People. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Gabbert, Echi Christina. 2021. ‘Introduction: Futuremaking with Pastoralists’, in Echi Chris-

tina Gabbert, Fana Gebresenbet, John G. Galaty and Günther Schlee (eds), Lands of the 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Inside-Outsiders  201

Future: Anthropological Perspectives on Pastoralism, Land Deals and Tropes of Modernity in 
Eastern Africa. New York, NY: Berghahn Books, pp. 1–38.

Galaty, John G. 2021. ‘Modern Mobility in East Africa: Pastoral Responses to Rangeland 
Fragmentation, Enclosure and Settlement’, in Echi Christina Gabbert, Fana Gebresenbet, 
John G. Galaty and Günther Schlee (eds), Lands of the Future: Anthropological Perspectives 
on Pastoralism, Land Deals and Tropes of Modernity in Eastern Africa. New York, NY: Ber-
ghahn Books, pp. 41–58.

Geschiere, Peter. 2009. Th e Perils of Belonging: Autochthony, Citizenship, and Exclusion in Africa 
and Europe. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Gilberthorpe, Emma, and Dinah Rajak. 2016. ‘Th e Anthropology of Extraction: Critical Per-
spectives on the Resource Curse’, Th e Journal of Development Studies 53(2): 186–204.

Gray, Sandra, and Mary B. Sundal. 2017. ‘“Milk Has Gone”: Dietary Change and Human 
Adaptability in Karamoja, Uganda’, American Anthropologist 119(4): 662–83.

Hopwood, Julian, Holly Porter and Nangiro Saum. 2018. ‘Resilient Patriarchy: Public Author-
ity and Women’s (in)security in Karamoja, Uganda’, Disasters 42(1): 140–58.

Hutchinson, Sharon E. 1996. Nuer Dilemmas: Coping with Money, War, and the State. Berke-
ley: University of California Press.

Iyer, Padmini, and Marianne Mosebo. 2017. ‘Looking for Work: Wage Labour, Employment 
and Migration in Karamoja’. Report. USAID/Tufts University/Karamoja Resilience Sup-
port Unit.

James, Deborah. 2011. ‘Th e Return of the Broker: Consensus, Hierarchy, and Choice in South 
African Land Reform: Th e Return of the Broker’, Th e Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute 17(2): 318–38.

Kragelund, Peter. 2012. ‘Bringing “indigenous” Ownership Back: Chinese Presence and the 
Citizen Economic Empowerment Commission in Zambia’, Th e Journal of Modern African 
Studies 50(3): 447–66.

Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1966. Th e Savage Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Lindquist, Johan. 2015. ‘Brokers and Brokerage, Anthropology Of ’, International Encyclopedia 

of the Social & Behavioral Sciences 870–74.
Little, Peter D. 2021. ‘Global Trade, Local Realities: Why African States Undervalue Pas-

toralism’, in Echi Christina Gabbert, Fana Gebresenbet, John G. Galaty and Günther 
Schlee (eds), Lands of the Future: Anthropological Perspectives on Pastoralism, Land Deals 
and Tropes of Modernity in Eastern Africa. New York: Berghahn Books, pp. 78–98.

Mamdani, Mahmood. 1982. ‘Karamoja: Colonial Roots of Famine in North-East Uganda’, 
Review of African Political Economy 25: 66–73.

———. 2013. Th e Contemporary Ugandan Discourse on Customary Tenure: Some Th eoretical 
Considerations, MISR Working Paper 13. Kampala: Makerere University.

Mirzeler, Mustafa. K., and Crawford Young. 2000. ‘Pastoral Politics in the Northeast Pe-
riphery in Uganda: AK-47 as Change Agent’, Journal of Modern African Studies 38(3): 
407–29.

Mosebo, Marianne Bach. 2015. ‘Enhancing Well-Being: Urban Karimojong Youth Between 
Security and Development in Uganda’, Ph.D. dissertation. Copenhagen: University of 
Copenhagen and Danish Institute for International Studies.

———. 2017. ‘Th e Value of Pastoralism and Mining: Balancing Futures in Karamoja, 
Uganda’, Th e Extractive Industries and Society 4: 539–47.

Nakalembe, Catherine, Jan Dempewolf and Christopher Justice. 2017. ‘Agricultural Land Use 
Change in Karamoja Region, Uganda’, Land Use Policy 62: 2–12.

Nalule, Victoria R. 2020. Mining and the Law in Africa: Exploring the Social and Environmental 
Impacts. Cham: Palgrave.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



202  Marianne Mosebo and Lotte Meinert

Nem Singh, Jewellord, and France Bourgouin. 2013. Resource Governance and Developmental 
States in the Global South: Critical International Political Economy Perspectives. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Pedersen, Rasmus Hundsbæk, Mutagwaba, Willison, Jønsson, Jesper Bosse, Schoneveld, 
George, Jacob, Th abit, Chacha, Maisory, Weng, Xiaoxue and Maria G. Njau. 2019. 
‘Mining-Sector Dynamics in an Era of Resurgent Resource Nationalism: Changing Re-
lations between Large-Scale Mining and Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining in Tanzania, 
Resources Policy 62: 339–46. 

Pretty, Makua, and Kola O. Odeku. 2017. ‘Harmful Mining Activities, Environmental Im-
pacts and Eff ects in the Mining Communities in South Africa: A Critical Perspective’, 
Environmental Economics 8(4): 14–24.

Prno, Jason. 2013. ‘An Analysis of Factors Leading to the Establishment of a Social License to 
Operate in the Mining Industry’, Resources Policy 38: 577–90.

Ranchod, Sarita. 2001. Gender and Mining: Workplace. Input to MMSDSA Regional Research. 
Birnam Park: African Institute of Corporate Citizenship.

Rugadya, Margaret A. 2020. ‘Land Tenure as a Cause of Tensions and Driver of Confl ict 
Among Mining Communities in Karamoja, Uganda: Is Secure Property Rights a Solu-
tion?’, Land Use Policy 94: 1–11.

Stites, Elizabeth. 2020 ‘“Th e Only Place to Do Th is Is in Town”: Experiences of Rural-Urban 
Migration in Northern Karamoja, Uganda’, Nomadic Peoples 24(1): 32–55.

Stites, Elizabeth, and Anastasia Marshak. 2016. ‘Who Are the Lonetia? Findings from South-
ern Karamoja, Uganda’, Th e Journal of Modern African Studies 54(2): 237–62.

Strathern, Marilyn. 2011. ‘Sharing, Stealing and Borrowing Simultaneously’, in Veronica 
Strang and Mark Busse (eds), Ownership and Appropriation. Oxford: Berg, pp. 23–41.

Th omas, Elizabeth Marshall, and Timothy Asch. 1966. Warrior Herdsmen. London: Secker & 
Warburg.

Wolf, Eric R. 1956. ‘Aspects of Group Relations in a Complex Society: Mexico’, American 
Anthropologist 58(6): 1065–78.

Woodburn, James. 1998. ‘Sharing is Not a Form Exchange: An Analysis of Property-Sharing 
in Immediate-Return Hunter-Gatherer Societies’, in Chris M. Hann (ed.), Property Re-
lations: Renewing the Anthropological Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
pp. 48–63.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



Chapter 9

Conservation
Lioba Lenhart and Lotte Meinert

Human-Wildlife Confl icts over Land

Lioba met Christopher Olum in July 2014 at Purongo sub-county headquarters. 
Th ey had attended a meeting with the sub-county chief on human-wildlife con-
fl ict, and the chief had introduced Christopher to her as ‘an interesting person to 
talk to about stray elephants’. Christopher was fi fty years old and married to two 
wives with whom he had nine children. He was the head of one of the families 
that lived in Lawaca village, which borders the northern part of Murchison Falls 
National Park (MFNP), but he had moved to Purongo trading centre along with 
other families because of ongoing crop raids by elephants.

Christopher narrated that in 2007, when people returned home from the 
IDP camps, he and his family went back to Lawaca to resettle and farm their 
ancestral land, produce food for their daily consumption and sell some of the 
surplus on the local market to pay for the children’s education and medical bills. 
‘We had a good start’, he remembered, ‘but this did not last for long’. About two 
years later, wild animals began to frequent the place, destroyed crops, damaged 
huts and granaries where stocks were kept, and sometimes attacked, injured and 
even killed people. ‘We were in trouble and had to decide what to do’, he said. 
So, they moved back to Purongo trading centre where they had lived in the IDP 
camp. Christopher rented a place to stay with his family and started to work for 
other people. He loaded heavy goods on trucks and did occasional work in the 
market to get money for rent and food but could no longer aff ord to support 
the children in school. When one of his wives was knocked by a motorcycle in 
the trading centre and admitted to hospital for three months, it was extremely 
This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 

thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



204  Lioba Lenhart and Lotte Meinert

diffi  cult to provide care for her. ‘My life was torn apart, and sometimes I felt like 
leaving this world’, he said.

Two years later, Christopher’s life had not changed much, and he had be-
come even more desperate and bitter. He talked about his ‘re-displacement’ and 
lamented about the fate of his children, who were ‘born in the camp, grew up in 
the camp, went back home shortly only to be displaced again to this trading cen-
tre’ where they had learnt a lifestyle ‘which is not in line with my family’s norms’. 
He blamed the government for having ignored people’s problems right from the 
mid-1980s until today.

Christopher remembered that before the war ‘there were many animals, 
maybe more than what we have today in the park – elephants, hyenas, buff aloes 
and many others’, but at that time wildlife had not been ‘stubborn like this cur-
rent elephant generation’. His family had planted cassava, maize, sesame, millet, 
groundnuts and many other crops. Only smaller animals such as squirrels and 
edible rats had sometimes ravaged groundnuts and millet. ‘Th ere were no food 
shortages in our homes, and we could even take food crops [surpluses] from 
Lawaca to Pakwach using the train’, he recalled. He, his brothers and all male 
youths of Lawaca had paid bridewealth with money raised from farming crops. 
Money had still been enough for paying school fees. However, during the war 
between the LRA and government, they were given an ultimatum to leave their 
fertile land within only 24 hours. ‘So, we hurriedly had to depart for imprison-
ment in the IDP camp and to behave like beggars, something I had not thought 
of at all’, Christopher remembered. Here, while living in fear of rebel attacks and 
abductions, and seeing children and adults dying because of diseases and lack 
of medical services, they experienced serious shortages of food for the fi rst time 
because handouts from World Food Programme were not enough.

During one of his discussions with Lioba in 2016, Christopher concluded 
that people had been left alone with their plight, and he painted a very gloomy 
picture of the future, saying: 

UWA [Uganda Wildlife Authority] staff , central and local government, 
and our political representatives from Local Council to Parliament have 
always turned a blind eye to our problems and appeals. Th ey are eating 
well, can pay for the schools of their children and are looking at us as 
fools . . . I should be staying in my home. I feel displaced for so long . . . 
I fear I will die without having a stable home and my children will not 
inherit my land or be able to marry wives [cannot aff ord paying bride-
wealth] but become slaves in people’s farms and houses instead.

Border Troubles
It was a hot and windy day in late December 2014 when several people were 
sitting in Mr Kidega’s hut near the border of Murchison Falls National Park. Th e 
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group included two rwodi kweri (village chiefs in charge of communal agricul-
tural activities), several elders and youths – most of them men and all of them 
farmers – Lioba and her research assistants. Christopher was part of the group.

Th e group intended to walk along the border of the park to witness what had 
challenged the people since their return from the IDP camps. Th ey had been full 
of hope for a better life; they had land to return to that was fertile and so they ex-
pected good harvests. But their hopes and initial successes in farming were soon 
dashed. Th ey had not foreseen the amount of destruction that would be caused 
by big game, particularly elephants and buff aloes, crossing the park border and 
destroying people’s crops.

Although the sun was already high in the sky, the group had not yet set 
off , because they could not agree whether or not to walk together with a UWA 
ranger. People stressed that ‘UWA cares more about animals than us, who have 
to abandon our land because of elephants’. Th ey also feared that the ranger could 
spot somebody from their village ‘who is hunting his food’ and ‘accuse him of 
poaching’. After a lengthy discussion, they fi nally agreed that they would need 
the ranger not only for protection from potential attacks by wild animals but 
also to avoid being mistaken for poachers and shot. As the local chairman had 
explained to Lioba some days earlier, crossing the park border always poses a risk; 
people had disappeared in the park.

So, they linked up with the ranger, whom they met close to the park’s Wang-
kwar Gate, and started their walk in the midday heat, fi rst on footpaths and then 
cross-country through tall spear grass. Not surprisingly, on the way the ranger 
indeed spotted an old man about to place a trap. Th ey requested that the ranger 
‘just forgive him’ instead of taking legal action, arguing that they were walking 
for a diff erent purpose. Th e ranger insisted on cautioning the old man and confi s-
cated his panga, spear and snares. Along the way, elephants’ footprints and paths 
were unmistakable, and so was the destruction of crops caused by them.

During the walk, the participants continuously discussed what they ob-
served and fi nally drew a map to indicate physical features of the land, vegetation, 
land use patterns and occurrence of wild and domestic animals, and – most im-
portant – they noted problems and made recommendations. Th e major problems 
identifi ed were wildlife, water and the UWA. Wildlife, in particular elephants, 
but also buff aloes and warthogs, were destroying people’s crops with the eff ect 
that people had lost interest in farming and were therefore facing food shortages 
and a lack of money needed for satisfying other basic needs. People experienced 
water scarcity but were not allowed to use water from streams demarcating the 
park border. Th ey were also not allowed to fi sh or to collect fi rewood or grass in 
the border area. Th e UWA’s approach to dealing with so-called ‘problem animals’, 
such as digging trenches, planting chilli or smearing repellents made from chilli 
on ropes put around the fi elds, did not help. Rangers did not respond in time to 
‘problem animal’ attacks, and there was no compensation for losses.
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A heated discussion evolved around how to address these problems. An elder 
proposed that ‘government should redistribute some elephants to other parks or 
sell them to other countries’. Another man recommended the provision of li-
censed guns to people and allowing them to kill one elephant, ‘which would help 
to chase away others for 50 years’. A woman suggested the UWA should revise 
the park’s management plan so that it provided for resource sharing (water, grass, 
fi sh, fi rewood). Others proposed to put up an electric fence around the park and 
suggested that rangers should not stay in their detach close to Wangkwar Gate 
but with the community so that they could quickly react to wildlife attacks. 
Th e UWA should facilitate trained scouts from the community, and government 
should pay compensation for losses. Th e ranger stressed, however, that elephants 
cannot be relocated to other parks; people cannot be allowed to kill elephants, 
because Uganda is a signatory to conventions for the protection of wildlife; and 
compensation cannot be paid, because it is not provided for by any legal Act. 
However, he said that resource sharing could be negotiated for special occasions, 
for instance funerals. He also stressed that rangers could not always respond as 
quickly as expected if called by people to chase away ‘problem animals’, because 
of lack of transport. By that time, they had only one motorbike and one car at 
their disposal.

Human-Wildlife Confl ict, the Park and Development
When asked about human-wildlife confl ict, one of the UWA rangers whom 
Lioba frequently met in Purongo explained that ‘this is not a new thing, it started 
a long time ago, actually from Sudan’, hinting at the Luo migration of about 
1400–1500 AD. He stressed that ‘what was initially a confl ict between humans 
and animals has quickly become a confl ict between humans’ and referred to the 
widely known myth of the spear and the bead, which concerns a feud between 
the two brothers Labongo and Gipir, who became the founding fathers of the 
present-day Acholi and Alur. Th eir dispute started with an elephant raiding their 
garden that was chased away by Gipir, who had taken his brother’s spear, and 
culminated in the separation of the Luo.

Th is was the beginning of the Acholi’s repeated displacement, Lioba was told 
during a meeting with elders at the chief ’s place in March 2015. One elder re-
called that already one hundred years ago the Acholi in this area were forced into 
camps by the colonialists. Th e reason given was the outbreak of sleeping sick-
ness spread by tsetse fl ies. However, there were speculations that people actually 
had been displaced to pave the way for the development of a game reserve 
(Bunyoro-Gulu Game Reserve), which was indeed established in 1928, when 
people were still in the camps, and became Murchison Falls National Park in 
1952. After their return, the park had become an unalterable fact that people 
had to accept – an area imagined and designed as an uninhabited, pristine wil-
derness and no longer a place for human settlement and farming and hunting 
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activities. During the war between the LRA and the government, which started 
in the mid-1980s and lasted until 2008, people had to stay in camps for years. 
And only a few years after their return from the camps they were displaced again 
by elephants.

Th e nearly 80-year-old Lajul Hely felt privileged to have been employed at 
Paraa Lodge in the park as early as 1959. He had worked in the Department of 
Housekeeping for almost 30 years and remembered that during colonial times 
most tourists had been Whites – British, Americans, Europeans – with a few 
Indians. He recalled the visit by the British Queen Elizabeth in 1954 and remem-
bered that her daughter Princess Anne had also come. Lajul Hely explained: ‘[Th e 
park] was too expensive for Africans, who only started to come during the time 
of [president] Obote and Amin.’ Obote promoted exclusive big game trophy 
hunting safaris for rich white professional hunters who were interested in killing 
leopards and huge tusker elephants. Amin’s soldiers were after ivory and there-
fore killed thousands of elephants, but being army offi  cers, they were not held 
accountable. It was the park, Lajul Hely told Lioba, that had paved the way for 
development. When the park was created, the trading centre developed. His fa-
ther built the fi rst house in the centre in 1952, which he used as a shop. In 1954, 
there were already seven buildings. Th e colonial government contracted people 
to build a road to connect Purongo with Pakwach, the next trading centre at that 
time. Ocaya Matino Martin was the fi rst to use a pickup for business. In 1965, 
Ocan Lagoro bought a tractor. His son Ocan Jovan became the fi rst miller and 
also opened one of the two big farms. Th e second one was owned by Oryema, 
then Inspector General of Police. However, with President Amin development 
stopped and only gained momentum a few years ago, after the end of the LRA 
war. ‘Now, there are many farms and tractors in this area, and a lot of tourists 
are visiting the park, but who owns them [the farms and tractors], who benefi ts 
from them [the tourists]?’ Lajul Hely asked. ‘Th ese are a few, but the majority has 
remained poor, despite the park or the big farms.’

During the time when people stayed in the IDP camps, the human popu-
lation had nearly doubled and so did the elephant population, which had been 
seriously decimated at the time of Amin. Population growth had resulted in 
fi erce competition between humans and wildlife over limited living space and 
resources. ‘People’s war was elephants’ peace’ – as one of Lioba’s interlocutors put 
it; ‘nobody disturbed them when they came to people’s gardens and homes, and 
now they have become accustomed to the land that was vacant for so many years’.

Yet during a meeting in October 2016 at Purongo sub-county headquarters, 
the UWA warden stressed the value of wildlife protection for the sake of biodiver-
sity and for attracting international tourists. He condemned poaching and illegal 
trade in wild animal meat, fur, body parts and ivory. However, he acknowledged 
that stray elephants and other big game had posed a problem to local people, 
and highlighted various methods to address it, such as scare shooting, digging 
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trenches, blowing whistles, keeping bees or burning bricks made from chilli and 
cow dung. He stressed that UWA had trained community volunteers, so-called 
UWA scouts, to assist the rangers in observing elephant movements and chasing 
away stray elephants. He advised that people should grow crops of no interest to 
elephants and marketable, such as chilli, garlic, ginger, okra or sunfl owers, and 
to buy millet and other crops for their daily needs from the profi ts. Th is meet-
ing had been one of a series of meetings to look for solutions to human-wildlife 
confl ict, during which the same things were repeated again and again without 
producing tangible results. Besides these conventional approaches, the UWA had 
also endeavoured to make the local people benefi t from conservation through a 
community tourism project. An ‘Acholi Culture and Tourism Centre’ was built 
from park entrance revenue sharing. It was intended to house a museum and 
restaurant and off er guided tours, thus providing livelihood alternatives to ag-
riculture and at the same time being conducive to the protection of wildlife. 
However, the centre had not opened until years after the completion of the con-
struction work; it had become an arena of competing interests and displays of 
power among sub-county and district offi  cials and potential investors.

In December 2016, the Acholi Paramount Chief blamed stray elephants for 
continued poverty in those parts of the Acholi sub-region that border protected 
areas. In his view, the UWA had not done anything eff ective against stray ele-
phants, so he suggested the Acholi people should deal with the problem them-
selves and kill the animals. However, some of the displaced people from Lawaca, 
about ten kilometres away from Purongo Trading Centre, had already taken mat-
ters into their own hands, although not in the way anticipated by the Chief and 
without asking for support from the UWA.

Self-Help
When visiting Lawaca in mid-August 2016, the fi rst thing Lioba and her research 
assistants saw was a deserted homestead overgrown with grass. Th e open door 
of one of the dilapidated huts allowed a look at a simple mat on the fl oor, some 
clothes and blankets, a clay jug, a small jerry can, a cup, a basin, pots and plates. 
‘Th is is Mr Omony’s home, which we now use for shelter when safeguarding our 
crops and harvests’, Omony’s nephew Simon Ocan explained. In 2010, Omony 
had moved to the trading centre together with his extended family after a group 
of elephants had destroyed all his crops in one night and nearly killed his wife 
when they tried to enter the hut where part of the produce was stored.

Simon, however, could not get used to life in the centre, the daily struggle 
for badly paid casual work and dependency on the goodwill of others. In 2015, 
he decided to engage in farming again and convinced a few relatives and friends, 
who were stranded in the trading centre like him, to return to their ancestral 
land. Th e idea was simple: people putting their adjacent fi elds together and grow-
ing the same crops in blocks – mainly marketable produce but also some crops 
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for subsistence needs – while patrolling in shifts and taking other coordinated 
measures against elephant invasions. ‘During daytime, when elephants can be seen 
from far’, he explained, ‘it often helps to blow the vuvuzelas or beat jerry cans’. 
Th ey also protected the crops with bells on pesticide-treated ropes around the 
blocks. However, at night one had to be alert. ‘We are sleeping in makeshifts to 
wait for the elephants, we make fi re and sit around and wait; one, three days, one 
week they are not coming, but you have to be ready any time’, he said. Th ey began 
experimenting with burning cow dung, tires and plastic materials and found that 
wild animals feared the smoke and smell. Th ey also tried to use solar light to illu-
minate the fi elds at night, which turned out to be eff ective but rather expensive. 
Finally, they encouraged herdsmen from western Uganda to graze their cattle in 
the area, after having discovered that elephants do not like the natural smell and 
dung of domestic animals, nor the smell of cattle sprayed against ticks.

In the fi rst year, the group had only seven members. In the second year, 
the number had increased to twenty households, and in early 2017, thirty-six 
households participated. Th e second year’s harvest of sunfl ower, groundnuts, rice 
and watermelons was good, but marketing of produce was still a problem. Th e 
herdsmen’s cattle had increased to 300 head, and they were allowed to stay lon-
ger, since cattle presence seemed to help. Although most of the farmers were 
still commuting between their homes in the trading centre and their makeshift 
shelters, they were optimistic that their model would work and allow them to 
come home one day.

Having heard about their successes, other people joined the group. One of 
them was Christopher Olum.

Of What Is Th is a Case?

Christopher Olum and the people of Purongo sub-county bordering Murchison 
Falls National Park, who shared their experiences with Lioba, are among many 
others living in the vicinity of protected areas who have to bear the costs of 
conserving Uganda’s rich biodiversity in ten National Parks, numerous Wildlife 
Reserves and Sanctuaries and 506 Central Forest Reserves. Th e people from Ik 
County to which Timu Forest Reserve belongs and which borders Kidepo Valley 
National Park told Lotte similar stories. Underlying themes of these narrations 
are: the competition between people and wildlife and fl ora over land; disagree-
ments over conservation goals, processes and procedures; and the close link be-
tween the practice of conservation and economic development.

Fortress Conservation

 Uganda, with 18,783 recorded species of fl ora and fauna, is one of the most 
biodiverse countries in the world (NEMA 2016). Th e country’s rich biodiversity 
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is related to its location, where several ecoregions with their typical communities 
of plants and animals in high altitude, forested, moist savannas and dryland and 
wetland biomes converge (Pomeroy et al. 2002: 7). However, Uganda lost an 
estimated 50 per cent of its overall biodiversity value between 1975 and 1995 
(Pomeroy, Tushabe and Loh 2017: 1) and has shown a fairly constant loss rate of 
1 per cent per year thereafter (NEMA 2016: 8). Main threats to biodiversity in-
clude over-harvesting and an unsustainable use of resources; habitat degradation 
and loss due to conversion into commercial land uses, particularly agriculture, 
logging, charcoal burning and mining; the recent discovery and exploration of oil 
and gas in the Albertine Rift; the introduction of alien species; and diseases and 
pollution. Many of these threats are caused by demographic pressure and pov-
erty, leading to pressure on land. In addition, the eff ects of climate change have 
negatively impacted on biodiversity, as demonstrated by the increasing frequency 
of droughts, fl oods and mudslides. Additional concerns are encroachment on 
protected areas, human-wildlife confl icts and illegal wildlife trade (NEMA 2016: 
ix–x, 25–37).

To counter these threats to biodiversity, Uganda has adopted, among other 
measures, what has been called ‘fortress conservation’ by critics and a ‘protec-
tionist approach’ by supporters, with protected areas managed by government 
agencies. Th is state-centric top-down approach aims to protect nature by ex-
cluding local people, who are suspected of using natural resources in irrational 
and destructive ways, thus causing biodiversity loss and environmental degrada-
tion (Doolittle 2007: 705). Fortress conservation is typically enforced by armed 
guards patrolling the borders of protected areas, imposing fi nes, arresting tres-
passers and in cases of poaching sometimes executing a shoot-on-sight policy.

Uganda’s wildlife conservation legislation and policies vest ownership of 
wildlife in the government ‘on behalf of, and for the benefi t of, the people of 
Uganda’ (Government of Uganda 2019: 12). Forest reserves are likewise held 
in trust by the government ‘for the common good of the citizens of Uganda’ 
(Government of Uganda 2003: 8). National laws regulating wildlife and forest 
conservation include the Ugandan Constitution of 1995, the Uganda Wildlife 
Statute of 1996, the National Forest Policy of 2001, the National Forestry and 
Tree Planting Act of 2003 and recent legislation such as the Uganda National 
Land Policy of 2013, the new National Environment Act of 2019 and the new 
Uganda Wildlife Act of 2019. Uganda joined the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) in 1991 and 
signed and ratifi ed the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1992 and 
1993 respectively.

Th e Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA), a government agency under the 
Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife and Antiquities, is responsible for the protection 
and sustainable development of wildlife populations within and outside pro-
tected areas. Wildlife laws and wildlife trade conventions are enforced by mil-
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itarily trained game rangers, who vigorously pursue highly organized criminal 
poachers and subsistence hunters from communities neighbouring protected 
areas (UWA 2020).

Th e protection and sustainable development of forests gazetted as Cen-
tral Forest Reserves (CFRs) is the responsibility of Uganda’s National Forestry 
Authority (NFA) under the Ministry of Water and Environment. Th e NFA is 
mandated to ‘[m]anage Central Forest Reserves on a sustainable basis and to 
supply high quality forestry-related products and services to government, local 
communities and the private sector’ (NFA 2020). NFA enforcement offi  cers and 
police offi  cers from the Environment Protection Police Unit, often with support 
of army personnel, are tasked with ensuring proper demarcation of forest reserves 
and the eviction of encroachers (Lumu 2017).

Th e UWA and NFA stress that the enforcement of the fortress or protec-
tionist approach to the preservation of natural landscapes and endangered an-
imal and plant species has been massively undermined by rural people living 
near protected areas in search of livelihoods and by illegal activities. Despite the 
remarkable increase in wildlife populations such as buff aloes, zebras, elephants 
and giraff es since the establishment of the UWA in the mid-1990s (UWA 2018: 
15), wildlife is still threatened by people’s encroachment into national parks and 
wildlife reserves and poaching for game meat, killing of elephants for ivory and 
pangolins for their scales, or pastoralists’ poisoning of lions, leopards or hyenas 
in revenge for killing their livestock (UWA 2020). Th e condition of the forests is 
even more dramatic because the NFA has not always managed the forest reserves 
well; and in some areas according to neo-patrimonial practices (Petursson and 
Vedeld 2018). As a result, since 1990, Uganda has lost 400,000 hectares of its 
forest cover; and in 2017, nearly 98 per cent of the Central Forest Reserves had 
been encroached into by farmers and loggers involved in illegal cultivation, tim-
ber trade and charcoal production (Lumu 2017).

Competition between people and protected area authorities over land and 
natural resources is the main source of conservation confl icts. Internationally, 
there has been a paradigm shift from fortress conservation to ‘new conserva-
tion’; this adds the goals of poverty alleviation and economic development to the 
conservation agenda and calls for decentralized, community-based approaches 
to be put in practice under an array of labels including Community Conserva-
tion, Integrated Conservation and Development Projects and Community-based 
Natural Resource Management. But Uganda has been largely untouched by this 
shift. Decades of violent confl ict meant that rethinking conservation was not a 
political priority. With the establishment of the UWA in 1996 and NFA in 2003, 
and the formulation of new policies since the early 2000s, wildlife and forest 
conservation and management were no longer considered the responsibility of 
government alone. Th ey were to be accomplished in partnership with district 
authorities, communities and the private sector (UWA 2020; NFA 2020). Th e 
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fortress approach has been softened to a certain extent by bringing ‘conservation 
with the people’, as Murphree (2000: 2) puts it, into play under the new hallmark 
of ‘community participation’, as stipulated in the new Wildlife Act of 2019 and 
the National Forestry and Tree Planting Act of 2003, not least because of the 
authorities’ lack of management and enforcement capacities.

Th ese new policies, however, do not imply that people and park and forest 
authorities have become equal partners. Uganda’s approach to conservation has 
not reached the stage of ‘community-based conservation’ or ‘conservation by the 
people’ (Murphree 2000: 3, 5–6), which would imply collective management, 
use and controls on use of common pool resources and equitable benefi t sharing 
at local levels by communal groups. Wildlife and central forests have remained 
the property of the state, are held in trust by the state for the people of Uganda, 
and UWA and NFA have the lead in wildlife and forest conservation and man-
agement within protected areas and, in the case of UWA, also on people’s land, 
where a vast number of wild animals are found.

Displaced in the Name of Conservation

State-induced fortress conservation can be traced back to the 1872 establishment 
of the world’s fi rst national park, Yellowstone, which was imagined as a pristine 
wilderness to be preserved for future generations and ages (Brockington, Duff y 
and Igoe 2008: 18–19). For this to happen, the native Americans of the area were 
forcibly relocated, and the park was placed under the management of the US 
federal government, which hoped for investment and tourism.

Th e Yellowstone model of state-controlled and state-managed conservation, 
which is inevitably linked to the displacement of the local people, has greatly in-
fl uenced conservation all over the world (Brockington and Igoe 2006). Th ere are 
no statistics showing the overall number of people evicted from protected areas. 
However, estimates indicate that by the mid-2000s tens of millions of people, in-
cluding up to fourteen million people in Africa (Agrawal and Redford 2009: 4), 
had become ‘conservation refugees’ (Dowie 2009). In Sub-Saharan Africa, con-
servation is the second most prominent and widespread reason why indigenous 
groups experience land alienation (Laltaika and Askew 2021: 104). Displacement 
in the name of conservation, like other forms of displacement, has taken the form 
of forceful eviction of local people from their land and dwellings and economic 
displacement through depriving them of their livelihoods by restricting access to 
or excluding them from certain areas (Cernea 2005: 48; Brockington and Igoe 
2006: 425). Besides material loss of land, houses and livelihoods, conservation 
refugees have decried their symbolic obliteration from the landscape: ‘their re-
moval from its history, memory and representation’ and loss of power and control 
over their environments (Brockington and Igoe 2006: 425).
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European colonialism brought the model of protected areas with all its reper-
cussions to Sub-Saharan Africa, where it has been adopted and remained largely 
unchanged by postcolonial governments (King 2010: 17–19). However, even in 
pre-colonial times, certain areas were set aside for various uses, including chiefs’ 
hunting activities and ‘conservation’ purposes. Access was typically adminis-
tered by chiefs and clan leaders on behalf of the communities (Bere in Girling 
1960: 230–32; Gombya-Ssembajjwe, Abwoli and Bahati 2001). Animals were 
respected, and those that were considered as clan totems could not be killed by 
clan members (Roscoe 2015 [1911]). Specifi c trees regarded as sacred became 
places for performing rituals and sacrifi ces (Okello 2002). It was largely during 
the colonial and postcolonial periods that protected areas were separated from 
human settlement and people were displaced in the name of conservation (Ba-
nana, Nsita and Bomuhangi 2018; King 2010).

Th e fi rst national park in Africa, Albert National Park (now Virunga Na-
tional Park), was created in 1925 in Belgian Congo, followed by Kruger National 
Park in 1926 in South Africa under British colonial rule. Uganda’s fi rst national 
parks were established in the 1950s, when Uganda was a protectorate of the Brit-
ish Empire. One of the main drivers of early wildlife conservation eff orts was the 
infl uence of powerful aristocratic big-game hunters. Th eir wish ‘to preserve suit-
able specimen for their sport from the alleged depredations of Africans’ (Brock-
ington, Duff y and Igoe 2008: 47) marked the beginning of demarcating certain 
localities. Another important driver was the intention to preserve landscapes and 
protect ‘the wilderness’ from human interference ‘to ensure that there is a “Big 
Out Th ere” other to ourselves’ (Brockington, Duff y and Igoe 2008: 48) – an oasis 
of peace and healing and a counterpoint to civilization with its supposed restless-
ness and destructive forces. In contemporary conservation discourses in Africa 
and elsewhere, the ‘three particular obsessions of colonial views of nature’ – 
the notion of wilderness, the issue of hunting and the desire to separate nature 
in protected areas from human interference – have endured (Adams 2003: 19). 
Protected areas have remained as much a place as an idea not only for the sake of 
biodiversity conservation but also because of the rich opportunities of marketing 
‘wild’ spaces, things and experiences. Th e international hunting fraternity is still a 
powerful force behind conservation (Brockington, Duff y and Igoe 2008: 47–48). 
International environmental non-governmental organizations such as the World 
Wide Fund for Nature, which has been frequently associated with violent evic-
tions, or the African Wildlife Foundation and the Wildlife Conservation Society 
do not only ‘proselytise Western ideals of wilderness, people-less landscapes’ but 
also control huge funds for conservation and therefore have great infl uence in 
local contexts (Brockington and Igoe 2006: 443).

Th e creation of forest reserves is a slightly diff erent story compared to na-
tional parks and game reserves. At the advent of colonialism, the state became 
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the master of forests, which were divided into protected areas and reserves (Bar-
row et al. 2016: 136). In Uganda, the British colonial administration declared 
most of the land, including large areas of woodlands and forests, as Crown Land, 
from which people could be evicted any time, and which could only be accessed 
for subsistence by people with so-called ‘privileges’. Some of the forest dwellers 
such as the Batwa, Ik and Benet were allowed to continue residing in the forests, 
but only as a privilege, not a right (Banana, Nsita and Bomuhangi 2018). Fur-
thermore, because of epidemics such as sleeping sickness, rinderpest and small-
pox, communities were resettled to other places (Banana, Nsita, and Bomuhangi 
2018). In the areas they left behind, the number of wild animals increased, and 
the vegetation spread, and some of these areas were then declared reserves. Con-
sequently, the displaced people could not return. Forests were mainly maintained 
to produce timber, and the 1947 Forest Act confi rmed the local people’s ‘privi-
leged access’ to the reserves for collecting dry wood and water but denied them 
rights to other resources or to settlement. In some areas, the boundary delin-
eation of private land, game and forest reserves led to violent displacement of 
small-scale farmers. Upon independence in 1962, the Uganda Land Commission 
took over the management of former Crown Land and the forest reserves were 
managed by the Forest Department.

Striking examples of forcible evictions of local people from forests and parks 
in postcolonial Uganda are the Benet, the Batwa and the Ik, many of them now 
living in abject poverty on the fringes of national parks and nearby towns. Th e 
Benet were displaced from Mount Elgon Forest in 1983, when Mount Elgon 
National Park was created, and had to face repeated expulsions between 1990 
and 2004 (MRG 2014). Th e Batwa were expelled from their ancestral land in 
the early 1990s to make way for Bwindi Impenetrable Forest National Park, 
Maghinga Gorilla National Park and Semuliki National Park (MRG 2020) cre-
ated to save the mountain gorillas. Apaa in northern Uganda is another case that 
repeatedly made the headlines. After the local Acholi people left the IDP camps 
following twenty years of war, they returned to what they claimed to be their 
customary land; but the UWA considered it to be part of East Madi Wildlife 
Reserve gazetted in 2002 when people were still displaced. Continuous violent 
evictions by the UWA and national army that cost many lives were met with 
fi erce resistance and accusations that the UWA and investors were grabbing the 
people’s ancestral land (Lenhart 2013; Otto 2017).

Th ere are many less spectacular, less known and less documented cases of 
uncounted conservation refugees in Uganda, including the case of Christopher, 
his fellow farmers and their forefathers from Purongo. Another case is Ik subsis-
tence farmers, hunters and gatherers and Dodoth pastoralists, who were evicted 
from Kidepo valley in 1958, when the area – which after independence became 
Kidepo Valley National Park – was gazetted as a game reserve by the colonial gov-
ernment (Turnbull 1972). Th eir displacement implied that all Ik had to live in 
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the Morungule and Timu mountains and farm the steep and ecologically fragile 
mountain slopes (Meinert, Willerslev and Seebach 2017). Th ey became extra vul-
nerable to hunger during the dry season and during years of prolonged drought 
because they were left with very few options for collecting wild fruits and honey 
and hunting game meat that would have provided them with suffi  cient vitamins 
and proteins. Th eir practice of small-scale hunting and gathering was now con-
sidered poaching and transgressing, and members of the Ik community often tell 
stories of how people who entered the national park were killed by park rangers. 
Not only were the Ik displaced from Kidepo valley when the park was estab-
lished, but so were the pastoralist Dodoth, who from then on were prevented 
from grazing their animals and engaging in small-scale hunting in this area. Some 
Dodoth began to take their cattle, goats and sheep to the Morungule and Timu 
mountains, which the Ik considered their home and territory for subsistence 
farming, hunting and gathering, but not suitable for grazing large numbers of an-
imals. Other Dodoth took their cattle further south and clashed with other pas-
toralist groups over access to water and pasture. Th us, the displacement caused by 
the establishment of Kidepo Valley National Park increased inter-ethnic tensions 
and contributed to the escalation of cattle confl icts between various Karamojong 
pastoralist groups in the following decades. Today, the Ik and Dodoth live as 
neighbours and in some areas in mixed communities in a precarious harmony 
that can easily be disturbed due to competition over land and natural resources 
(Gade, Willerslev and Meinert 2015).

Conservation and Development

In Uganda (and elsewhere), excluding local people from protected areas, depriv-
ing them of their livelihoods and denying them viable aspects of their identity 
related to land goes hand in hand with letting others in. In the case of national 
parks and game reserves, these are photo safari tourists, trophy hunters and pri-
vate investors building and running lodges or organizing tours. In the case of for-
est reserves, they are concessionaires planting trees, logging and cultivating inside 
forest reserves; as well as tourists and tour operators in some of the forests. Wil-
derness – be it landscapes and ‘wilderness experiences’ or ‘wilderness products’ 
such as wildlife, timber, charcoal, medicinal herbs and the like – is something 
that sells and has proven to be a key driver of Uganda’s economy.

Th e Ugandan government strongly woos solvent tourists and hotel and tour 
operators who have shown interest in national parks and wildlife reserves (Mu-
soke 2019), as tourism is the country’s fastest growing economic sector, leading 
foreign currency earner and important source of employment. In 2018/19, 1.5 
million people visited Uganda, spent US$ 1.6 billion in the country and con-
tributed 7.7 per cent to the gross domestic product (Wadero 2019). Of them, 
325,000 were ‘leisure tourists’ attracted by scenic landscapes and iconic wildlife 
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species and interested in gorilla or chimpanzee tracking, game drives, bird watch-
ing, boat cruises on the Nile or sport hunting (UBOS 2019: 105–6).

In the case of forests, tourism also plays a certain, albeit minor, role. Some 
of Uganda’s remaining natural forests such as Kibale Forest and Bwindi For-
est have become national parks managed by the UWA, where tourists have the 
chance to observe gorillas and chimpanzees in their natural habitat (UWA 2020). 
Other forests managed by the NFA as Central Forest Reserves (CFRs) also attract 
tourists, including Mabira Forest, Budongo Forest and Mpanga Forest, where 
activities such as forest walks, mountain biking or bird and butterfl y watching 
are off ered. Th ese forest-tourism sites have been developed in collaboration with 
the private sector (NFA 2020). However, only a few CFRs have a signifi cant pro-
portion of natural forest stands. Th e majority consist largely of forest plantations, 
mainly of pine and eucalyptus species for commercial timber production, which 
are exploited by the NFA and private investors to be sold on domestic and inter-
national markets. Th e same applies to other wood and non-wood forest products 
such as fuel wood, charcoal, rattan and honey, as well as to cash crop plantations 
inside CFRs (UBOS 2019: 115).

Wildlife and trees that have been turned into commodities as ‘renewable 
resources’ (UWA 2018: 45) attract domestic and foreign investment and are in-
tegrated into global value chains with support from key global players including 
the World Bank, World Trade Organization, World Wide Fund for Nature and 
others. Th ey are considered a promising path to economic development while si-
multaneously paying for the costs of conservation. However, the local population 
has played only a marginal role in such a vision of development. Some provisions 
for them are made in the Wildlife Act of 2019, which aff ords  not only public-
private partnerships but also ‘community conservation’ in the form of sharing of 
revenue generated from national parks and game reserves with local communities, 
as well as wildlife use rights on communal and private land, including hunting or 
ranching of wildlife, trading in wildlife and wildlife products, and using wildlife 
for tourism and recreation (Uganda Wildlife Act 2019: Sections 22, 35, 51 and 
65). Th e Act also states the new provision of compensation for damages includ-
ing death, injury, destruction of crops and property caused by certain wildlife 
species outside protected areas (Uganda Wildlife Act 2019: Sections 82, 83, 84 
and Fourth Schedule). Similarly, the National Forestry and Tree Planting Act of 
2003 provides for collaborative management of central and local forest reserves by 
‘a responsible body and a forest user group’; and for issuing licences to interested 
persons or entities for ‘cutting, taking, working or removing of forest produce 
from a forest reserve or community forest’ (National Forestry and Tree Planting 
Act 2003, Part II, Section 5, Part IV, Section 41 and Part V).

In the case of national parks and wildlife reserves, at present, community 
conservation mainly takes the form of sharing of revenue from park entrance 
fees and from the use of wildlife outside protected areas, mostly sport hunting. 
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Usually, the 20 per cent revenue of park entrance fees is spent on local infra-
structure – e.g. solar panels for schools, classroom blocks, health centres, roads 
or bridges – as well as community projects intended to off er an alternative to 
agriculture in areas highly aff ected by human-wildlife confl ict, such as bee hive 
projects for honey production or community-based eco-tourism projects. How-
ever, our research among communities neighbouring Murchison Falls National 
Park and Kidepo Valley National Park and studies carried out in the border areas 
of Bwindi Impenetrable National Park in south-western Uganda (Ahebwa, Van 
der Duim and Sandbrook 2012; Tumusiime and Vedeld 2012) show that the 
benefi ts of the 20 per cent revenue do not at all outweigh losses from physical 
and economic displacement, nor do they compensate for crop raiding by hungry 
elephants and other wildlife. Th e fi ndings also reveal that prior to 2012, the rev-
enue sharing policy had not been implemented. Th is only changed with UWA’s 
concerted awareness-raising of new Revenue Sharing Guidelines (UWA 2011) 
at that time, which focused on putting the responsibility for selecting projects 
funded through UWA’s Revenue Sharing Fund in the hands of the people by 
setting up Parish Development and Parish Procurement Committees tasked with 
planning and managing the money. However, despite the UWA’s intention to de-
centralize ‘decision making and action to the lowest levels possible’ and minimize 
‘Revenue Sharing Fund dissipation’ (UWA 2011: 2), the 20 per cent – a rather 
minimal amount compared to the total revenue from park tourism – has often 
not reached the targeted people. Th is may be due to the fact that projects have 
to be approved by the UWA, and local government offi  cials are in charge of re-
ceiving funds and allocating the money. In Purongo and Bwindi (Tumusiime and 
Vedeld 2012; Lenhart 2023), people lamented that the authorities would only 
pay lip service to people’s participation in decision-making and did not actually 
want to relinquish power and lose control. Th ey accused UWA personnel on the 
ground and members of local government of misappropriating funds and blamed 
them for corruption, nepotism and fraud.

In the case of forests, local people’s views and needs are seldom given priority; 
or local people are not even considered as partners, as demonstrated by the case 
of the Ik living in the area of Timu forest. In 2017, the private company ‘Inspire 
Africa ’ – a ‘human capital organisation’, as the organization calls itself, with the 
mission ‘to create and empower fresh generations of African entrepreneurs with 
practical entrepreneurial experience, while extending to them practical business 
exposure and mentorship’ (Inspire Africa 2017) – started a coff ee plantation proj-
ect inside Timu Forest Reserve with funding from the Northern Uganda Social 
Action Fund (NUSAF 3). Groups of local young people were given coff ee seed-
lings to plant between the trees, where they were expected to thrive, and were 
promised benefi t from the future harvest. Th e idea behind the project, according 
to one of the coordinators, was to replace illegal subsistence farming in the forest 
reserve with coff ee production, thus contributing to preserving the forest while 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800736979. Not for resale.



218  Lioba Lenhart and Lotte Meinert

simultaneously creating a cash crop livelihood alternative for the youth. How-
ever, the farmers who had their gardens taken over by the coff ee project obviously 
felt threatened. Moreover, ploughing the fi elds with a tractor, compared to the 
farmers’ way of digging between the trees with hand hoes, reshaped the forest 
scape rather than protecting it. Th e NFA had not approved the coff ee plantation 
inside the forest reserve but shared the logic of the implementers that it followed 
national development plans for modernization of agriculture by transforming 
subsistence agriculture into commercial farming. At the same time and place, the 
NFA ran a reforestation and tree planting programme, which was also not well 
received locally, because the trees were not only planted by prisoners from the dis-
trict prison and not by locals but were also planted in people’s gardens. Th ese two 
attempts to promote ‘conservation through development’ were, to some extent, 
doomed to fail from the beginning because the implementers had not actively 
involved the local people, who depended on the land for their livelihoods. In 
contrast, Budongo forest in western Uganda is a more promising example. Here 
the forest authorities successfully changed their management strategy by com-
bining the conventional protectionist approach with the conservation through 
development approach to focus on multiple-use forest management involving 
local people (Babweteera et al. 2018).

Just Conservation: A Conclusion

Christopher Olum and the people of Purongo, the Ik and many others aff ected 
by wildlife and forest conservation confl icts in Uganda are questioning the state’s 
top-down approach, with protected areas at its centre, and with government de-
ciding on conservation aff airs and its agencies UWA and NFA having the lead 
in implementing programmes and projects and enforcing conservation laws in 
cooperation with other security organs. Th e Ugandan authorities argue that they 
have a mandate as custodians of wildlife inside and outside national parks and 
game reserves and of trees and other forest products inside Central Forest Re-
serves. On the one hand, they are tasked with protecting the country’s rich biodi-
versity for present and future generations; on the other hand, they are obliged to 
contribute towards driving forward Uganda’s economic development by selling 
wildlife experiences in the savannah landscape to tourists, and trees and other 
forest products to concessionaires. 

Having realised that communities and individuals will only protect wildlife 
and forests when they also benefi t from conservation, the state has recently ex-
panded its approach to include ‘community conservation’ mainly in the form of 
sharing revenue from park entrance fees. However, our case studies, as well as 
research conducted among communities neighbouring national parks and forest 
reserves in other parts of the country, reveal that the introduction of ‘community 
conservation’ has not changed the relationship between the local people and the 
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conservation agencies, which has remained tense and characterized by mistrust. 
In large part, this is because people lost their land and houses, access to vital live-
lihood resources, family homes and cultural space in the name of conservation. 
Some were forcefully evicted from their land to create national parks and forest 
reserves, as in the case of the Ik, Batwa and Benet. Others were displaced ‘fi rst by 
the colonialists and now your [UWA’s] elephants’, as the people from Purongo 
used to complain to the UWA rangers and wardens from Murchison Falls Na-
tional Park. Revenues largely remain with government and  private investors, who 
obtain concessions for running lodges and operating tours within national parks 
and opening plantations within Central Forest Reserves. Th e local people were 
not compensated for their losses and received limited, if any, economic returns 
from this marketing of the ‘wilderness’. Th ey experienced food insecurity, psy-
chological stress and social and economic downward mobility – a fate they share 
with people who have undergone other forms of development-induced displace-
ment (Cernea and Schmidt-Soltau 2003; Cernea 2005; Agrawal and Redford 
2009; Laltaika and Askew 2021).

Christopher and the people of Purongo repeatedly emphasized exactly these 
points (Lenhart 2023). Being neighbours of a national park, they said they felt 
neglected by a government ‘that cares more about animals than us’ and that has 
chosen to rigorously protect wildlife, not least because of the benefi ts accruing 
from conservation and the selling of ‘wilderness experiences’ to tourists in col-
laboration with their private sector allies. Th ey stressed that they had to bear 
the brunt of conservation, facing hunger and poverty caused by crop raiding of 
hungry elephants crossing the park border and being accused of poaching when 
hunting in their customary hunting grounds in the border area of the national 
park. Th ey were sometimes subjected to arbitrary arrests and mistreatment, and 
even murder and disappearances were reported. However, unjust outcomes and 
unfair treatment were not their only concern. Th ey also emphasized that their 
voices were not heard, not even when they tried to involve higher authorities, 
including their elected representatives in parliament. Th ey bemoaned the lack of 
recognition and exclusion from decision-making on issues that fundamentally 
aff ect their lives.

Th e grievances of Christopher and many other people in Purongo, Ikland 
and elsewhere in Uganda concerning land and land use, trust and governance in 
the context of conservation point to the violation of the three intertwined dimen-
sions of social justice: outcome justice, or the fair sharing of resources, benefi ts 
and costs of conservation; procedural justice or ways of achieving a fair outcome 
based on participation in and the fairness of decision-making processes; and rec-
ognition or respect for diff erence and avoidance of domination (Martin 2017). 
Conservation in Uganda has to a greater or lesser extent undermined not only 
existing livelihoods but also lifeworlds, which have been moulded over centuries 
through specifi c ways of living on, from and with the land. Th e long-established 
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‘fortress’ or ‘protectionist’ approach has turned local hunters into ‘poachers’ and 
gatherers of fi rewood, fruits and berries into ‘thieves’. It has also disregarded the 
social and spiritual dimensions of land as a source of identity, belonging, gen-
erational succession and locus of ritual acts. Th e more recent ‘conservation as 
development’ paradigm – contrary to its intention – has perpetuated some of 
the negative distributional eff ects on the communities. People like Christopher – 
who were largely excluded from decision-making in the context of ‘community 
conservation’, lost trust and confi dence in the conservation agencies and with-
drew from any dialogue with their representatives on the ground – fi nally took 
matters in their own hands – in some cases, as happened in Lawaca, with some 
success. However, generally, withdrawal of an aff ected population makes it even 
less likely that their voices will be heard and their needs recognized, which will 
further worsen their position in terms of distribution.

A decisive factor for just conservation is conservation governance. In Uganda, 
the top-down approach of state-controlled and state-managed conservation has 
reduced community participation largely to the state’s sharing of a rather small 
amount of revenue with neighbours of protected areas to be invested in com-
munity projects, instead of making it a community demand-driven approach 
with activities planned and developed in a participatory process. Th is would 
have required devolution of certain rights and obligations to the communities, 
which has not happened. Th e local people at the end of a chain of vertical power 
and interests related to wildlife and forests – central government with its agen-
cies UWA and NFA, local governments at the district and sub-district levels, 
private investors and communities – have remained the ones least involved in 
decision-making processes. Th ey receive the smallest share of profi ts, even though 
they are the ones who suff er disproportionately from the negative impacts of 
conservation. Rather, in a context of ‘neo-liberally inspired commoditization of 
natural resources’ (Bollig 2016: 771), government has courted the private sector 
interested in tourism and trade as partners. Th ese actors have created and main-
tained an image of conservation intended to make it a market hit. Th ey are the 
ones in control of conservation aff airs, driven by infl uential international conser-
vation actors such as the World Wide Fund for Nature and supported by global 
economy key players including the World Bank.

Th us, some thorny questions concerning the practice of conservation in 
Uganda and elsewhere remain to be answered. Who should benefi t from con-
servation and who will be at the losing end: the state and tourists, the local 
people and rural poor, or animals and trees? How can social justice be achieved 
for those who are most aff ected by potentially negative repercussions of conser-
vation? What are best practices in devolving conservation rights and obligations 
from the state to local communities so as to realize social justice and foster eco-
nomic development, without compromising the welfare of wildlife and forests? 
Can this be achieved in the context of global capitalism, which transforms nature 
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into commodities of trade? Finding answers to these questions is not an easy 
endeavour, and answers will diff er depending on whether it is the protection and 
preservation of wildlife and landscapes or interventionist forest resource manage-
ment. However, the insight that just conservation cannot only be about doing 
justice to people but must include doing justice to nature to achieve ecological 
sustainability applies to both.

 Our case studies on conservation confl icts show the fi erce competition be-
tween humans and wildlife and trees for land. All need access to land for survival 
and suff er from displacement. Land is a place of close relationships. Plants, ani-
mals, humans, minerals and water are important to each other and interdepen-
dent. Th ey constitute a ‘biotic community’, as Leopold put it in his essay on land 
ethics (Leopold 1987 [1949]: 204). In the context of conservation, striving for 
justice for people, particularly the most disadvantaged groups, should be a mat-
ter of course. However, we also experience the tremendous loss of biodiversity, 
alarming degradation of ecosystems and destruction of landscapes in Uganda and 
worldwide (WWF 2018) with their severe consequences for mankind. Th us, if 
justice for people is at the expense of the non-human, neither social nor ecologi-
cal justice will be achieved. However, a transformed self-conception of people as 
part of the land’s biotic community would not only lead to a greater acceptance 
of nature conservation but would also encourage greater political eff orts to ensure 
that nature conservation benefi ts the well-being of all – non-human and human – 
parts of this community.
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Th ere is no image, no painting, no visible trait, which can express
the relation that constitutes property. It is not material,
it is metaphysical; it is a mere conception of the mind.

—Bentham, Th eory of Legislation, 1874

Th is Land Is Not For Sale is about land and confl icts in northern Uganda and the 
institutional transformations engendered in part by war, confl ict, violence and 
displacement. It investigates how claims and transactions shape the governance 
of the resource upon which most people in northern Uganda depend for their 
livelihood: land. However, the book has a broader reach and a signifi cant episte-
mological ambition. First, the contributions show that for every question we ask 
about land and property in Africa, we get one answer and two new questions in 
return. Th e collection demonstrates that when we ask a simple question such as 
Who belongs where, and what belongs to whom? a series of interconnected ques-
tions emerge about the social contracts of property. We, therefore, have to ask 
about identity and rights subjects and their meaningful forms of visibility, about 
the relevant institutions of public authority, about the nature of property, and 
about the representations of rights. To be a rights subject – to be visible to the 
law as a person with legal standing and rights – may seem self-evident to the priv-
ileged. However, historically, virtually all societies have treated large portions of 
their members as legal minors with less than full rights. Women, serfs, children, 
immigrants and the poor are just the beginning of a long line of human beings 
for whom the concern is far from redundant. And ‘attributes such as gender, race, 

Afterword
Who Belongs Where, and 
What Belongs to Whom?

Christian Lund
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and caste, as well as class, creed, and conviction have diff erent valences allowing 
for more or less punch in the property claim’ (Lund 2020: 8).

Second, the book’s focus on a period of post-confl ict reconstruction demon-
strates with clarity that it is not simply people’s homes and schools that undergo 
reconstruction; all the elements of how people see and understand actors, institu-
tions and norms are equally reassembled in known and new ways. Th e chapters 
therefore demonstrate that the key concepts must remain objects of our enquiry 
as much as the empirical reality we see through them. Th ey are correspondingly 
at stake and constantly under construction. Let us briefl y shine a light on some of 
the most signifi cant ones: actors, institutions, rights and representations.

When people talk about ‘us’ and ‘them’, or those who are entitled and those 
who are not, it is more than a simple grouping of people here and there. People 
are classifi ed according to attributes that give them a particular social identity 
and quality and therefore diff erent abilities to possess, to own or to be entitled. 
Th ese attributes render people visible to institutions and society in particular 
ways. Ethnicity, nationality, gender, kinship position, marital status, age and 
attachment to a specifi c area frequently crop up as qualifi ers. In the post-war 
situation, the importance of social position was amplifi ed. In relation to land, 
‘war victims’ emerged mainly as ‘nephews’ – young men who had lost their fa-
ther and paternal link to access land. While some seem perennial, others appear 
more fl uid, and as the chapters show, their relative importance varies over time. 
In fact, the signifi cance of the diff erent attributes changes, and it is the repro-
duction and change of the contingent signifi cance, rather than change in some 
essence of the attributes, which is at stake. People often refer to these identity 
attributes – gender, age and belonging and so on – as if their signifi cance was 
permanent and transcendental. Ironically, people often determine the signifi -
cance of identity in the act of invoking it and thereby make up what they believe 
to be already there. However, it is when states invest such diff erence with politi-
cal meaning, when diff erence is institutionalized with privilege and exclusion as 
a result, that the ground is prepared for envenomed and enduring confl ict (see 
Mamdani 2020).

Th e stakes are unbelievably high for people who depend on recognition 
of their identity to validate their claims. Th is particular post-confl ict moment 
makes the social construction of status and rights, of rights subjects and insti-
tutions, particularly intense. Th e chapters make clear that everybody acts in the 
face of uncertainty. Claims are made to the best of people’s ability to read the 
situation, the dangers and opportunities, as well as their ability to knit together 
a plausible and persuasive narrative about their interests (Rose 1994). Not in a 
completely random or opportunistic fashion, but people rework the institutional 
debris from before the war with one of the important hard-earned norms that has 
survived the confl ict: peaceful and harmonious living, something that the painful 
atrocities have made an explicit virtue. People reinterpret, reinvent and recycle 
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the available repertoires; something old, something new, something borrowed, 
something blue . . . Th is leads to questions of recognition.

Institutions or groups of actors are simultaneously actors and arenas and 
manifestations of power relations. All three aspects are important for an un-
derstanding of the political processes involving institutions. First, as an actor, a 
politico-legal institution defi nes and enforces collectively binding decisions and 
rules – or, rather, attempts to defi ne and enforce them because this capacity is 
rarely fully accomplished and is often challenged. Second, an institution is also 
an arena where competing social actors struggle to infl uence the way rulings are 
made. Th ird, as arenas, institutions are also manifestations of power relations 
(Lund 2008: 9).

Statutory institutions – that is, institutions that make up part of the offi  cial 
constitutional governance structure in society – are designed to administer stat-
utory law, but the cast of institutions is usually much bigger, and Uganda is no 
exception. Government and rebel groups have taken turns in controlling diff er-
ent areas. Institutions of more intimate land governance such as families’, clans’ 
and elders’ fora also crowd the picture, as do religious institutions and NGOs of 
diff erent stripes. Statutory institutions are supposed to be ‘blind’ to gender and 
ethnicity, whereas these attributes are highly visible – sometimes even defi ning – 
to chiefs, elders, families or other local institutions engaged in the more intimate 
governance of access to land. In practice, however, the vision of institutions is 
more muddied and incidental. Accordingly, the range of potential authorities 
and their internal relations and hierarchies are brought into play in land confl icts, 
making some actors visible and invisible as rights subjects in recombinant ways. 
Rights subjects and institutions are all reworked: who is entitled, and by what 
institutions are rights protected and enforced? And, not to forget, rights subjects 
are not only individuals; families, clans and other congregations of people may 
have legal standing according to law, lore or political opportunity.

Th e dialectics of recognition between rights and authority can play out be-
tween many diff erent institutions. Post-confl ict settings like northern Uganda 
demonstrate that. Th e rupture of war makes diff erent combinations possible si-
multaneously. While government empowers certain institutions to exercise au-
thority, ordinary people’s claims sometimes breathe life into entirely diff erent 
entities of authority (Ubink 2008). However, it is not the mere availability of 
institutions which concerns the contributors to this book but the trust people are 
willing to place in them. Th e wake of war has aff ected all institutions in society, 
and people’s trust in the diff erent institutions is tentative, at best. Trust is built 
by increment and depends on the observance of decisions and rulings. It tends 
to take time. Th e construction of functional institutions and social contracts 
requires stamina, but they can be destroyed in a brutal moment of war. What 
institution will have the legitimate authority to decide what specifi c rights are 
bestowed on whom, and to which institutions are diff erent claimants visible and 
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eventually beholden? Northern Uganda’s recent history does not encourage res-
olute predictions about what kind of authority will prevail when and how. Th e 
research in this book demonstrates that it depends.

Th e ongoing construction is not just institutional but equally concerns the 
rights themselves, or the nature of property, if you like. If we ask to whom does 
the land belong, the chapters in this book quickly show us that it is diffi  cult 
to answer before we also examine how land belongs to people. And even this 
question immediately splits into several queries. In legal scholarship, there is a 
classical division between ownership of a resource and rights to it (Singer 2000; 
Underkuffl  er 2003). Ownership, or freehold, is often regarded as having all the 
powers over a particular resource. Th e power to use it, the power to exclude from 
it, and the power to transfer it at will without any interference from relatives, 
neighbours or government are fi rmly in the hands of the owner. Th ere is, at the 
base of ‘ownership’, a rather absolutist assumption of the sovereign concentration 
of powers and a presumption about their clear simplicity.

An alternative view to ownership is often presented as a bundle of rights. 
Th e totality of rights constitutes a proverbial bundle where each stick represents a 
particular distinguishable right, so to speak. In diff erent societies, these elements 
are conceived diff erently according to cultural norms, institutional history and 
production systems. For example, some may have a right to farm the land, but 
others hold a right to graze it or glean from it. Are the grazing rights as strong 
as the farming rights, for example, or is the momentary right of gleaning as real 
as the more enduring right of farming? Does the certainty of a right correspond 
to its extent, so to speak? Such perceptions of how (much) something belongs to 
somebody are not merely academic. Th ey are at odds in real life, and the tension 
manifests in many daily situations. Th ere is therefore a tug of war between one 
understanding of land ownership that presumes to concentrate most sticks of the 
bundle in the tight grip of the owner and another understanding that separates 
out diff erent rights among diff erent rights subjects.

A tug of war is transgression by another name. Some people may, for exam-
ple, have a right to farm the land but are not free to transact it outside of their kin 
group. If, all the same, such land rights were to be sold or mortgaged, it is likely 
to precipitate a confl ict of interpretation of the signifi cance of the act, over how 
many ‘sticks’ were actually sold or mortgaged, and what elements of the property 
are now in new hands; all of them or a single twig.

It is tempting to confl ate the palpable earthy space with the idea of an en-
titlement. Hence, people often refer to land transactions as buying and selling 
land. However, this is deceptive and inaccurate. Land is not property. Even if we 
often refer to land as the ‘thing’ that is inherited, bought, owned, mortgaged, 
bequeathed, sold or lost, it is not the land itself that is being transacted but a set 
of rights to it (Hohfeld 1913). Th ese rights are abstract – mere conceptions of 
the mind, as Bentham would have it in the epigraph above. What is transacted is, 
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therefore, the imperfect bundle of rights, warts and all. A seller sells the imperfect 
rights she/he has, and the new landholder or house owner will hold the land and 
house under similar conditions of legal imperfection and possible uncertainty 
(Lund 2020: 129). In moments of generalized rupture, uncertainty increases and 
opportunities multiply. Th is is most likely why some people take the trouble to 
put Not For Sale signs on buildings and land; there is a risk that someone may 
buy property from someone who is not fully entitled to sell it. Th e buyer may buy 
more than the seller can legally or legitimately sell, so to speak. Even time-hon-
oured rights are, therefore, at risk if held by politically weaker groups, and it is 
clearly still an open question as to what notion of property will predominate 
in northern Uganda and how distribution of rights will evolve. Th e push for 
‘clear’ and ‘concentrated’ rights always has its champions. Whether ‘distribution 
of rights’ and ‘security for secondary rights-holders’ have any eff ective leg to stand 
on remains to be seen. Th e point is that any generalized understanding of what 
actually changes hands is being hammered out in the process, in real time.

‘Freehold’ and ‘bundles of rights’ are both eloquent metaphors, but they 
sound simpler than they actually are. Freehold, unfettered and unencumbered 
by social obligations, is a fi ction and practically an oxymoron. For freehold (or 
‘any-hold’) to work in a social contract, it must be recognized by an authority or 
society, and the political and contingent nature of any such authority is easy to 
overlook if we are blinkered by the ‘free’ in freehold. Similarly, the bundle meta-
phor can also lead astray our understanding of property. Th e notion of a bundle 
may give the impression that we are dealing with multiple fairly equal rights. 
Th at is likely to be the exception. More often, some of the ‘sticks’ in the bundle 
will be mere slivers, others slender staves, and others yet will be massive beams. 
Th ey are neither equal in reach, duration or recognition, nor are they always 
stable or neatly separable.

Rights are immaterial; they are social, political and legal conventions. Con-
sequently, they depend on representations to be seen. Deeds, permits, contracts, 
surveys, maps and other documents are used to record events, transactions and 
rights. Documents constitute important reference points for state recognition 
of a variety of claims. However, away from paperwork, physical markers in the 
landscape – hedges, fences, trees, ancestral graves and so on – also serve to doc-
ument historical use and future rights. In situations of post-war displacement 
and capricious state presence, however, paper documents but a fraction of rights, 
and physical markers may be destroyed or overwritten by new symbols of claims. 
Physical proof and representations of rights are scant. Th is leaves people with oral 
testimonies of the past to vindicate future claims. In a process of reconstruction, 
it is no easy task to separate genuine memory from guileless wish. Any institution 
saddled with the task of adjudication must balance a just view of the past with 
what will be just in future, but with no recourse to discernible representations of 
what went before, the job is all the more prospective. Northern Uganda is living 
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through an open moment where the institutional landscape is more in the mak-
ing than it has been at most other times. Th e book’s attention to land’s intimate 
governance captures the human ingenuity in brokering peace and shows how 
actors, institutions, rights and representations are produced in the process.

War, violence and displacement evidence that no condition is permanent 
(Berry 1993). Th is Land Is Not For Sale brings it forth with acute limpidity. Fur-
thermore, just as clear is the fact that the concepts people use to understand 
property and its transaction are objects of struggle. Actors’ identity, institutions’ 
authority, the nature of property and rights and, fi nally, the representations of all 
of it are not master concepts removed from the imbroglio of confl ict; they each 
form contested terrains of terminology. Th e present book demonstrates how an-
alysts of land confl icts must engage a double-barrelled vision to capture what is 
going on and how people make sense of it.

Christian Lund, Ph.D., is Professor of Development, Resource Management 
and Governance at University of Copenhagen.
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Four main documents constitute the legislative and policy framework on land in 
Uganda: 1. Th e constitution of the Republic of Uganda 1995; 2. the Land Act 
1998; 3. the 2010 Amendment of the Land Act; and 4. the 2013 Land Policy. 
Th e primary purpose of this legislation is to create security of land tenure and to 
promote well-functioning land markets so as to promote economic development. 
Th is appendix highlights key aspects from the legal framework (and briefl y ad-
dresses some of the main challenges as regards enforcement).

Th e constitution stipulates that ‘Land in Uganda belongs to the citizens of 
Uganda and shall vest in them in accordance with the land tenure systems pro-
vided for in this Constitution’ (Chapter 15). Th is stipulation is in contrast to 
some other African countries, where all land is government owned. Th e constitu-
tion also says that the government can acquire land if in the public interest. Th e 
constitution specifi es four types of land tenure systems: Customary; Freehold; 
Mailo; and Leasehold (Article 237) but does not defi ne any of them. Th e con-
stitution also stipulates that there shall be Land Tribunals to settle disputes and 
District Land Boards.

Th e 1998 Land Act details what each of the four types of tenure entails. 
Customary tenure thus refers to land under customary regulation, usually under 
communal ownership, owned by groups or persons in perpetuity. Freehold land 
is registered land owned in perpetuity; Mailo is a type of land granted to the Ba-
ganda by the British in the so-called 1900 Agreement. Mailo land is often owned 
by someone who does not use it all but lets tenants live on the land. Leasehold is a 
form of tenure ‘under which one person, namely the landlord or lessor, grants or 

Appendix
Land Legislation and 

Implementation in Uganda
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is deemed to have granted another person, namely the tenant or lessee, exclusive 
possession of land usually but not necessarily for a period defi ned, directly or 
indirectly, by reference to a specifi c date of commencement and a specifi c date 
of ending’. Th e rest of the Land Act specifi es the processes by which to obtain 
claims on land; for example, there is a long section on how to get a customary 
land certifi cate, how to apply for a freehold title, and how to become recognized 
as a tenant and/or a bona fi de occupant.

Th e 2010 Land (Amendment) Act has the main purpose of protecting ten-
ants, bona fi de occupants and customary landholders’ rights to land. More spe-
cifi cally, it narrows down, in a way that is not done in the 1998 Land Act, the 
circumstances under which citizens can be evicted; for example, if they have not 
paid their rent. Customary landholders can only be evicted by the decision of a 
court of law.

Th e 2013 Land Policy aims to formulate clear policies and thereby seeks to 
expand and elaborate on the quite general framework in the constitution and the 
land act. It also seeks to formulate policies on the implementation and enforce-
ment dimensions of land legislation. As stated in the introduction, ‘Th e policy 
identifi es lack of clarity and certainty of land rights in all the tenure regimes 
to be a critical issue and in this regard, measures are proposed to disentangle 
the multiple, overlapping and confl icting rights over registered land.’ In chapter 
5, the Land Policy clarifi es land rights administration and outlines strategies to 
harmonize traditional customary systems with the formal statutory system, and 
to further decentralize land rights administration to traditional land governance 
institutions.

Anne Mette Kjær, Ph.D., is Professor at the Department of Political Science, 
Aarhus University.
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