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COLLECTIVE TRAUMA

TRAUMA

Listen to multiple voices

Wars and armed conflicts cause serious 
traumas worldwide. They hurt individuals and 
entire societies. The media can help process 
what has happened and play a constructive 
role in rebuilding nations. To be effective, 
journalists need to understand their role well.

By Rousbeh Legatis

According to the Sweden-based Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program (UCDP), nearly 3 mil-
lion people worldwide were killed in war 
and armed conflict from 1989 to 2021. How 
many more people have experienced – and 
continue to experience – violence in such 
contexts is difficult to tell. Even a relatively 
short conflict can cause severe individual 
and collective traumas which take decades 
and even generations to heal.

In Germany, for instance, there is still 
a serious need to deal with the psychosocial, 
political and cultural legacy of the Holocaust 
in innovative approaches. That is true even 
80 years – or three generations – after the 
twelve years of dictatorial Nazi rule ended. 
In Rwanda too, efforts to come to terms with 
the 1994 genocide in legal, psychosocial and 

political terms are far from complete. That 
year, at least 800,000 Tutsis were killed. The 
atrocious campaign went on for 100 days.

Individual trauma differs from col-
lective trauma. The former is a psycho-
emotional response to a severe experience. 
It can become a lasting mental wound with 
serious physical consequences. It is impor-
tant to distinguish the catastrophic event 
– for example war, a natural disaster or the 
death of a loved one – from the individual 
person’s way of dealing with it. According to 
Canadian physician Gabor Maté, “trauma is 
not the bad things that happen to you, but 
what happens inside you as a result of what 
happens to you”.

HOW COLLECTIVE TRAUMA COMES ABOUT

Individual trauma is often denied and re-
pressed for years. It needs to be dealt with 
on a personal level. Collective trauma, on 
the other hand, is more than just the sum 
of individual experiences of suffering. It is 
shaped by how groups of people in society 
attribute meaning to the events in memo-
rials, commemoration days and rituals or 

other forms of multi-faceted storytelling. 
They all contribute to the construction of 
a common narrative, which in turn can then 
inform collective attitudes in the long run, 
according to sociologists Jeffrey Alexander 
and Elisabeth Butler Breese (in: Eyermann 
et al. 2016).

The media can uncover the narratives 
of multiple voices and make them accessible 
to large numbers of people. Journalists bear 
responsibility as they decide how the at-
tribute significance to certain events. Their 
work influences the perceptions in society.

This starts when journalists cover 
a conflict (Legatis 2015). It is vital to in-
volve previously neglected parties. Other-
wise, some narratives may dominate for the 
wrong reasons. The media must offer alter-
native – but nonetheless truthful and fact-
based – viewpoints. In particular, margin-
alised communities, which often have large 
numbers of victims, must be supported in 
expressing their views.

Another reason multi-voiced perspec-
tives matter is that extended violent conflict 
tends to twist people’s worldview, making 
them more narrow-minded. The psychoso-
cial consequences can be serious. Moreo-
ver, it becomes more difficult to transform 
a conflict. As perceptions of “us” and “them” 
harden, aggressive stereotyping becomes 
prevalent.

It is necessary to put an end to such 
dynamics of hateful polarisation. However, P
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genocide in Kigali, 

Rwanda, in 2018. 
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it takes a long time and much effort. It can 
also prove painful to individual persons 
moreover.

NEW PERSPECTIVES

In the aftermath of mass atrocities and sys-
tematic human-rights violations, those who 
suffered must regain strength if they are to 
adopt new perspectives. To rebuild a society 
with peace-promoting structures, people 
must become able to imagine future-orient-
ed modes of collective life. Forms and con-
tent must be negotiated in public discourse.

The media can contribute to peace 
building by setting the public agenda, if 
they offer opportunities to check and un-
derstand the perceptions and patterns that 
people use to make sense of traumatic expe-
riences. Both the people who bear political 
responsibility and those who are personally 
affected deserve such opportunities. The 

point is that the media can help to modify 
hardened identities and clear the path to-
wards further change.

To grapple with collective trauma, 
suppressed narratives must get attention. It 
is important to be sensitive to constructive 
criticism and promote the kind of dialogue 
in which all relevant parties are heard. For 
the media to make a meaningful contribu-
tion to peace building, the quality of what 
they publish and the motivation that drives 
them both are decisive.

It would be naïve to assume that media 
outlets and their staff do not pursue agendas 
of their own. Moreover, they operate accord-
ing to systemic requirements. Conflict cov-
erage is filtered by journalists who spell out 
causes and effects. Narratives are thus regu-
larly selected and shaped by media before 
they spread in a community. Journalism 
must therefore continuously be questioned 
and its legitimacy should not be taken for 

granted. As a matter of fact, journalist must 
do so themselves (see box below).
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Speaking of trauma

Journalists who cover trau-
matic events in writing, video 
or audio, must work in a con-
flict-sensitive manner. Media 
professionals must not only 
research the history of a con-
flict and its local and global 
contexts; they should also con-
sider what influences their own 
perception and which vested 
interests they may be serving.

When interviewing survi-
vors and victims it is crucial for 
journalists to do so with great 
sensitivity. The experience of 
telling a TV camera about how 
one’s child was murdered can 
be re-traumatising and fast 
undo considerable previous 
psychosocial efforts to cope 
with the pain. Sometimes, 
moreover, journalistic prac-
tices intentionally or uninten-
tionally deprive individuals of 
controlling their own narrative 
in public media discourse, with 
re-traumatising consequences.

To avoid harmful mis-
takes, media professionals 
should continuously update 
their knowledge of related mat-
ters. They should undergo pro-
fessional training in order to 
understand what causes trau-
ma and what kind of therapies 
exist. It is important to know, 
for example, that persons who 
have experienced torture, sex-
ualised violence, persecution 
or flight must not be asked to 
speak about their suffering 
again and again. Instead, as is 
always emphasised in psycho-
social work, the journalistic 
focus too should be on their 
strength and the fact that they 
survived traumatic events.

Training in conflict-sensi-
tive journalism is a typical com-
ponent of everyday peacebuild-
ing programmes. However, not 
only reporters should take part. 
Editors and managers should 
do so too. Media houses should 

motivate journalists and other 
professionals to grasp such op-
portunities and make sure they 
have the time and funding they 
need. This does not only apply 
to large international media 
houses, which hopefully can be 
expected to support their staff’s 
advanced training.

It especially applies to 
smaller, local outlets with re-
porters who often work on their 

own in remote areas. These 
journalists are particularly 
likely to encounter victims and 
survivors of mass atrocities, 
given they operate in proxim-
ity to the communities that 
experienced mass violence. In 
the aftermath, these areas are 
precisely where a way must be 
found to deal with trauma at 
the personal and the societal 
level.  RL
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Journalists must deal sensitively with victims of violence.
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IDENTITY POLITICS

A history of grief

India’s partition in 1947 continues to evoke 
strong emotions even after seven decades. It 
resulted from the entrenched identity poli-
tics, which has its roots in colonial India and 
pits Hindus against Muslims. Partition 
resulted in collective trauma, deepening the 
faith divide on either side of the border.

By Suparna Banerjee

The crown jewel of the British empire, In-
dia, obtained its independence in 1947. The 
event was fraught with the challenge of par-
tition. The country was divided into two – 
the Hindu majority India and the Muslim 
majority Pakistan. The result was bloodshed 
and lasting trauma.

In 1947, then British Governor General 
Lord Louis Mountbatten established the 
boundary commission. Its task was to divide 
the provinces of Bengal in the east and Pun-
jab in the west. Unlike other subcontinental 
regions, no religious faith was predominant 
in these provinces, so defining the new na-
tional border became difficult.

Sir Cyril Radcliffe, a British lawyer, 
was appointed the chairman of the commis-
sion. He was given five weeks to draw the 
border. He had never been to India, but did 
manage to travel to some parts of the colo-
nised territory before deciding its future. 
Radcliffe tried to maintain the homogene-
ity of religion in the regions. West Punjab 
became part of Pakistan and east Punjab be-
came part of India. Similarly West Bengal is 
now Indian, and east Bengal is Bangladesh.

In 1947, Pakistan had an eastern and 
a western wing, which were divided by the 
huge landmass of India in between. One 
generation later, east Pakistan became 
Bangladesh in a liberation war. Indeed, the 
Bengali community of east Pakistan had 
not had much in common with its western 
counterparts other than religion. In retro-
spect, it is clear that the idea of a united Pa-
kistan never made much sense.

The independence of India and Paki-
stan was announced to be on 15th August and 
14th August respectively. However, it was not 
until the 17th August that the boundaries of 

the two countries were announced. That 
was the starting point of utter chaos.

Violence erupted as faith-based com-
munities turned against one another. Hin-
dus and Muslims who had been living to-
gether for centuries (though probably not 
always harmoniously) were suddenly torn 
apart. Houses were looted and burned, prop-
erties were destroyed, women were raped 
and children were killed. The numbers are 
not reliable, but historians estimate that 
15 million people were displaced and around 
2 million people died in the bloodshed.

Hindus fled to India and Muslims to 
Pakistan. Some men killed their wives and 
children to spare the humiliation of being 

raped and abused by men of a different re-
ligion. Countless people committed suicide 
to avoid the horror they anticipated. The 
atrocities were indeed terrible. In Punjab, 
trains full of dead bodies were sent across 
the new border.

The crisis was particularly profound 
because many people were surprised by 
what side of the border they found them-
selves on. The Bengali districts of Murshi-
dabad and Malda, for example, were pre-
dominantly Muslim, so everyone expected 
them to become part of Pakistan. Instead, 
they turned out to be in India, even after 
some people had already unfurled Pakistani 
flags. Hindu-dominated Khulna, however, 
was now Pakistan (and became Bangladesh 
in 1971).

Radcliffe, the British officer, had only 
had five weeks to determine the borders. 
The violence that followed saddened him, 
as The Hindu, a South-Indian newspaper 
recollected in 2021, so he burnt his papers, 
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Victims of the partition riots in Delhi in August 1947. 
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refused his 40,000 rupees fee and left, never 
to return.

Millions of people were severely trau-
matised. Many had lost their families and 
homes. They became refugees who could 
not go back. Even those who stayed had wit-
nessed murder and rape. In both India and 
the two wings of Pakistan, the bloodshed 
contributed to defining the new national 
identity. To many people, the idea that 
Hindus and Muslims might live together in 
peace, as they had for centuries, now looked 
absurd.

MASSES OF TRAUMATISED PEOPLE

About 2 million dead and 15 million dis-
placed people may be an unreliable statis-
tic, but it stands for masses of traumatised 
people who suffered terrible pain which is 

hard for outsiders to fathom. The American 
Psychological Association defines trauma 
as, “an emotional response to a terrible 
event like an accident, rape, or natural dis-
aster. Immediately after the event, shock 
and denial are typical.” Trauma persists 
and affects people long term, often reduc-
ing their capacities to work, support others 
and deal with the normalcy of daily lives. 
However, psycho-social support can make 
a difference, especially if the causes of the 
trauma are acknowledged by the national 
public.

Collective trauma impacts not just the 
individuals but the entire communities and 
societies. More often than not its impact is 
felt for a long time to come. Neither in India 
nor in Pakistan has there been much sys-
tematic institutional effort to deal with the 
tragedy.

The perpetrators of massacres largely 
enjoyed impunity. Reckless politicians still 
thrive on mobilising faith communities 
against one another. As the history of parti-
tion is not often discussed in a fact-oriented 
manner, collective memory is defined by 
what people of one’s own community say. All 
too often, people attribute violence only to 
the other community, overlooking that mem-
bers of their own faith acted with equal bru-
tality. At the same time, the historical truth is 
that not everyone took part in the violence – 
and that neighbours sometimes saved neigh-
bours belonging to the different faith.
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Harmful identity politics

The ruling political party 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in 
India, is inspired by the ideol-
ogy of Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS). Its core philoso-
phy revolves around the idea of 
a predominantly Hindu India 
which deserves a role in global 
leadership.

In Pakistan, faith-based 
identity politics matters too, 
though not in the same way as 
in India. Radical Sunnis have 
managed to largely redefine 
“Islam” as their own version 
of the faith, discriminating 
against others.

It would be an illusion to 
believe that earlier Indian gov-
ernments after independence 
in 1947 built a harmonious and 
inclusive society. Most of the 
time, the Congress party was 
in charge. Power mostly rested 
in the hands of upper caste and 
upper class elites. The minori-
ties remained marginalised. 
Governments rarely targeted 
them with hate rhetoric, though 

the anti-Sikh pogrom in Delhi 
in 1984 was a terrible exception. 
Today, the minorities and es-
pecially Muslims have become 
targets of systematic and insti-
tutionalised hate campaigns. In 
this sense, the trauma of parti-
tion is still most virulent.

The popular adage says 
that the colonial power ruled 
India only with 15,000 Brits in 
the country. They managed to 
control the huge subcontinent, 
because Indians contributed 
to and supported their rule for 
more than two centuries. In-
deed, the upper casts largely 
flourished, as they had under 
Mughal rule before.

As part of the colonial tac-
tics, the British relied on a pol-
icy of divide and rule. They fo-
cused on pitting Hindus and 
Muslims against one another, 
inculcating religious identity 
as the primary identity. His-
torically, language, caste and 
class were of at least equal im-
portance, with the caste system 

permeating other faiths than 
Hinduism. After the uprising 
of 1857, which involved Hindus 
and Muslims and which South-
Asians call the first war of inde-
pendence, the colonial power 
stringently followed its divide-
and-rule strategy.

The Congress party, 
formed in 1885, was the po-
litical forerunner in the fight 
against the British. It was not 
a Hindu organisation, but some 
Muslims nevertheless felt ex-
cluded. Accordingly, the All In-
dia Muslim League was formed 
in 1906. Congress wanted India 
to stay united after independ-

ence, but the Muslim League 
insisted on a separate state. 
The reasoning was that, under 
Congress rule, Muslims would 
suffer as second-class citizens.

In the years up to the in-
dependence of the country, the 
tensions grew so much that ha-
tred spread. In 1946, the Great 
Calcutta Killings were a terrible 
communal riot between Hin-
dus and Muslims. When the 
British gave up power, India 
and Pakistan became two sep-
arate states one year later. In 
both countries, members of the 
established elites controlled 
the new governments.  SB
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Why even the most atrocious evil 
can have a banal basis

Zionists have a pattern of accusing Jews of 
anti-Semitism if they fail to support Israel in 
the way Zionists want them to. A prominent 
example was Hannah Arendt, whose book 
“Eichmann in Jerusalem” caused a contro-
versy 60 years ago. It was an important con-
tribution to understanding the atrocities of 
the Nazi dictatorship and totalitarian rule in 
general.

By Suparna Banerjee

Hannah Arendt was a German born Jewish 
intellectual who had to flee Nazi Germany. 
As a reporter for the American magazine 
The New Yorker, she covered the trial of 
Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem. Eichmann 
had organised the transportation of over 

2 million European Jews to various death 
camps – Auschwitz and Treblinka, for exam-
ple. Around 1950, he had managed to flee to 
Argentina. Mossad, the Israeli Intelligence 
Agency, kidnapped him and took him to Is-
rael to put him on trial.

Arendt’s New Yorker articles were 
later compiled in a book. It was highly con-
troversial when it appeared in 1963. Indeed, 
Arendt was even accused of anti-Semitism 
and Jewish self-hatred. The subtitle of the 
book – the banality of evil – was often mis-
understood, and she later regretted having 
chosen it. Today, the book is considered 
a classic essay on important aspects of to-
talitarian rule.

In her eyes, Eichmann was a criminal 
who deserved the death penalty. However, 

he was banal in the sense of obeying orders, 
fulfilling his duties and trying to move for-
ward in his career. Doing so was evil, be-
cause he was serving a genocidal regime, 
enabling it to commit mass murder. Her re-
porting shows quite clearly that Eichmann 
was not consumed by racist hatred himself. 
Nor did he actually kill or even wound any-
one directly. However, he never asked him-
self what consequences his action had nor 
questioned whether the regime he was serv-
ing was legitimate. He insisted that he only 
ever fulfilled duties and that any guilt had to 
be borne by his superiors, not him. Arendt 
considered him “banal” in the sense of be-
ing a petty bureaucrat.

Nonetheless, some read her subtitle 
in the sense of Nazi evil having been trivial. 
That was clearly not the case she was mak-
ing. The Israeli prosecution, however, was 
casting Eichmann in the role of a blood-
thirsty monster and mastermind of the gen-
ocide. Arendt insisted that this was a false 
interpretation of his personality – and that 
he never had the official authority to enforce 
such a horrendous continent-wide scheme.

She admitted that Eichmann was 
guilty of bragging about his role, and that P
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Hannah Arendt portrait on display at a 2020 exhibition funded by Germany’s Federal Government in her honour. 
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he did so among Nazi refugees in Argen-
tina, was why he was ultimately discovered 
in hiding. She insisted, however, that the 
evidence showed that he was nothing more 
than a diligent and efficient underling who 
wanted to do his job well but did not care 
about the implications. Many found her as-
sessment disturbing. The public wanted to 
see Nazi criminals as sociopaths and psy-
chopaths, not ordinary careerists. 

DISAGREEING WITH ISRAEL’S GOVERNMENT 

David Ben Gurion, then Israel’s prime min-
ister, moreover, wanted to use Eichmann’s 
case to illustrate how Jews had always suf-
fered discrimination and were constantly 
at risk of persecution. He was interested in 
portraying Eichmann as an anti-Semitic 
hate monster.

Arendt, a former Zionist herself, found 
anti-Semitism unacceptable. She nonethe-
less rejected the way Ben Gurion wanted 
Eichmann to be seen. To her, his approach 
meant to ignore what made the Nazi geno-
cide unique. It was particularly atrocious, 
to her, because it was implemented by low-
level officers in cool-blooded, sober-mind-
ed, bureaucratic operations. Eichmann was 
a prominent example of a civil servant who 
behaved as though he was implementing 
a standard government policy, unconcerned 
by the horrendous suffering it caused.

According to Arendt, the trial in Jeru-
salem had the markings of a show trial. She 
argued that Israel would never have kid-
napped Eichmann if it had not been very 
sure of the result. If the outcome of a case 
is obvious before it is even heard, however, 
the focus is clearly not on discovering what 
exactly the culprit did and what evidence 
is available. To Arendt, the unprecedented 
“banality” of mass murder mattered more 
than a show trial that emphasised anti-
Semitism in order to legitimise Israel.

Eichmann had actually not formally 
broken German law. He insisted that he was 
therefore not a criminal. Arendt disagreed. 
Her point was that Nazi law violated funda-
mental principles of humanity. Moreover, 
even the Nazis had not punished people 
who refused to take part in genocidal action. 
Eichmann’s crime, in her eyes, was to serve 
a criminal regime with ambition but with-
out questions.

When top Nazis were tried for war 
crimes and crimes against humanity in 

Nuremberg after World War II, the interna-
tional court decided that their guilt did not 
depend on whether or not they had broken 
German law. What mattered was that their 
actions caused serious harm. Considering it 
normal would make it impossible to enforce 
any kind of peaceful international order. 
Arendt appreciated that approach. In her 
eyes, it applied to Eichmann too.

Arendt was adamant that a criminal 
trial was not about the suffering of victims, 
but the guilt of perpetrators. Her point was 
that murder – and even more genocide – not 
only has individual victims, but disturbs 
peace in society and, indeed, between na-
tions. Guilt must be addressed, she argued, 
to restore peace and trust. That is an impor-
tant part of coming to terms with a traumat-
ic past. Recompensation of victims matters 
too, but to Arendt it was a separate issue.

Arendt’s book also caused controversy 
by not brushing under the carpet the role of 
the so called “Judenräte” (Jewish councils) 
in the genocide. These councils consisted 
of local Jewish elders who were supposed 
to manage their community. To a very large 
extent, they cooperated with the Nazis, and 
many of them were allowed to escape the 
holocaust as the reward. Arendt spelled out 
clearly that their systematic sharing of per-

sons’ details with the Nazi administration 
allowed the regime to identify Jews eas-
ily. Without such, the genocide would have 
been harder to organise. Eichmann’s trans-
port logistics, for example, relied on such 
information.

For many Jews, that was an uncom-
fortable truth. Accordingly, Arendt was fast 
and insultingly accused of anti-Semitism. 
Indeed, she fully appreciated the perfor-
mance of the judges in Jerusalem and en-
dorsed the death penalty for Eichmann. The 
judges, she wrote, paid close attention to the 
accused and were not swayed by the pros-
ecution’s focus on anti-Semitism.

The full horror of Nazi murders was 
their industrial precision and scale, accord-
ing to Arendt. It was only possible because 
people like Eichmann lacked the ability to 
consider the moral dimension of the orders 
they obeyed – and thus their own action. 
In this sense Eichmann was indeed ordi-
nary, trivial or banal. His work, of course, 
was not ordinary but atrocious. That he was 
not driven by a strong anti-Semitic ideology 
made him even more frightful. Insights of 
this kind is why the book is still considered 
important today. Reporting from the trial in 
Jerusalem, Arendt actually dissected an im-
portant characteristic of totalitarianism.

People doing evil may only be doing 
so because they are banally irresponsible. 
Under a different government, Eichmann 
might have been harmless. What made him 
evil was that he unquestioningly obeyed or-
ders, not that deep inside he desired to kill 
and harm others. He was guilty because he 
failed to consider the suffering he made hap-
pen. This point is important for understand-
ing not only Nazi atrocities, but crimes com-
mitted under totalitarian rule in general. 

Eichmann in Jerusalem and other 
books Hannah Arendt wrote became clas-
sics. This author deserves attention at time 
when authoritarian leaders are gaining 
clout in many places.
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REFUGEES

Open-door policy

Uganda is not only the largest refugee host-
ing country in Africa, but also among the top-
five globally. What makes Uganda special is 
its progressive stance on refugee issues. As 
masses of people flee from strife-torn coun-
tries and despotism, international donors 
appreciate Uganda’s valuable service to the 
international community.

By Roselyn Davina Vusia

Situated in East Africa with a population of 
not quite 50 million people, Uganda is home 
to more than 1.5 million refugees, mainly 
from South Sudan and the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo (DRC).

Unlike in other hosting nations, refu-
gees in Uganda do not live in fenced camps. 
The country has a well-developed and well-
executed refugee response framework, 

which fosters self-reliance. Jeje Odongo, the 
Ugandan Minister of Foreign Affairs, has 
said: “Here, refugees are given land to live 
on and farm; they are enabled to move free-
ly, access social services such as education, 
start businesses and find employment.” He 
emphasised that refugees are treated with 
dignity.

Refugees in Uganda are indeed allo-
cated land for settlement and kitchen gar-
dening. They thus grow some of the food 
they need themselves. In northern Uganda, 
local communities’ generosity has provided 
land for settling refugees. The region is rath-
er poor and not densely populated. 

In the western region, the government 
has made some of its own land available for 
this purpose. In both regions, refugees do 
not get enough land for commercial farm-
ing.

A variety of factors have contributed 
to Uganda’s progressive stance. The Refu-
gee Act of 2006 and Refugee regulation 
2010 have accorded refugees with the right 
to work as well as the freedoms of move-
ment and association. These two policies 
have also provided a strong legal and regu-
latory framework for refugee rights, which 
is in line with the “leave no one behind” 
approach of the New York Declaration on 
Refugees and Migrants which the UN Gen-
eral Assembly adopted in 2016. Its main ob-
jective is responsibility sharing by countries 
to ease the pressure on the country hosting 
refugees and ensuring conditions in the 
country of origin are improved for them to 
go back and live in dignity.

Progressive policies, which grant ref-
ugees the right to live and work in the coun-
try hosting them, are helpful only when 
they are implemented effectively. The 
Ugandan government has created a depart-
ment for refugees. Among other things, it is 
in charge of the comprehensive refugee re-
sponse framework (CRRF) with a 35-mem-
ber steering group. It plans and imple-
ments measures and coordinates among P

ho
to

: p
ic

tu
re

-a
lli

an
ce

/A
A

/N
ic

ho
la

s 
K

aj
ob

a

Refugees from the Democratic Republic of the Congo pass through the Bunagana border area of Uganda in October 2022. 
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different ministries. The private sector and 
civil-society organisations are involved too.

Uganda’s approach to refugees is both 
nuanced and holistic. Multi-stakeholder co-
ordination discourages siloed action. Indeed, 
the government’s current Third National De-
velopment Plan addresses refugee issues.

INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT

Uganda is a low-income country. Its welcom-
ing attitude towards refugees is supported 
internationally. Indeed, its open-door 
stance has proved beneficial to the country. 
Uganda is receiving both humanitarian aid 
and official development assistance (ODA).

Given that the country has been strug-
gling with its fight against poverty and pro-
viding basic amenities to its citizens, donor 
funding matters very much. It often ben-
efits both refugees and local communities. 

For example, the UN Refugee Agency (UN-
HCR) is running a project which is designed 
to build local infrastructure, which serves  
everyone living in a given area. The World 
Bank too is making efforts to improve local-
level development opportunities. These 
projects are meant to ease pressure on the 
country and the people hosting refugees.

Donors generally appreciate Uganda’s 
welcoming attitude to refugees. For exam-
ple, the European Union made €200 mil-
lion available over four years. The hosting of  
refugees also has downsides. Detrimental 
impacts on the environment have increased. 
For example, the demand for fire wood has 
grown and is contributing to deforestation.

The impacts of climate change, more-
over, are affecting agriculture and food 
prices are rising internationally. Conflicts 
over resources occur regularly. Aid flows are 
not keeping up with the need, and Uganda’s 

refugee-friendly programmes tend to be un-
derfunded.

Uganda nonetheless continues to prac-
tice its open-door policy. It is doing the inter-
national community a service. People who 
flee from strife-torn areas to foreign coun-
tries need a place where they can live in dig-
nity – and global problems are compounded 
if they do not find one. Inclusive policies are 
thus necessary, and they must pay attention 
to the special needs of traumatised people 
who have experienced brutal violence.
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Increasingly self-reliant women

At present, 52 percent of the 
refugee population in Uganda 
are women and 29 % are chil-
dren. According to the national 
statistics, one in two refugee 
households are headed by 
women. The respective share 
for Ugandan households is one 
in three. Accordingly, many 
refugee response interventions 
are geared towards empower-
ing women.

The bilateral German 
development agency GIZ 
(Deutsche Gesellschaft für In-
ternationale Zusammenarbeit) 
is supporting inclusive socio-
economic opportunities for 
refugees and host communi-
ties in six West Nile districts. 
The project is cofunded by the  
European Union Trust Fund 
and Germany’s Federal Minis-
try for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ).

It provides access to fi-
nancial services and markets, 
offers capacity building and 

skills training. The idea is to 
generate income and employ-
ment through farming and off-
farm activities. Off-farm activi-
ties include agro-processing, 
branding and packaging, as 
well as the launching of start-
ups (MSME – micro, small and 
medium enterprises).

To date, about 3000 
women have received voca-
tional training, while more 
than 4500 women are mem-
bers of farmer groups trained 
in good agronomic practice 
and climate smart agriculture. 
About half of the project’s par-
ticipants are refugees and the 
other half consists of members 
of the host community. Women 
have created their own support 
groups which enable economic 
growth and support. Others get 
psycho-social support from the 
groups.

The focus of the project 
is to create an enabling envi-
ronment for self-reliance and 

resilience among refugees and 
host communities. The point 
is that an emergency response 
is not enough, as long-term 
development is needed too. 
Empowering members of the 
refugee and the host commu-
nities serves both purposes. 
Addressing both communities 
helps to avoid the worsening of 
disparities. To some extent, it 
also addresses the problem of 
“othering” in the sense of ag-
gressive identity politics.

Experience shows that 
this approach encourages 
women to step out of their tra-
ditional roles. Indeed, a consid-
erable number are now active 
in in male-dominated trades 
like plumbing, carpentry and 
welding/metal fabrication. For 
those who have ventured into 
these trades, it has proven easy 
to find jobs. Employment is 
harder to get in traditionally fe-
male trades like hairdressing or 
tailoring.  RV
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The GIZ project provides women with vocational training. 
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