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‘Humanitarian Impunity, Criminal Justice and Invisible Children: Social
Consequences of the War with the Lord’s Resistance Army’
+ Melissa Parker & Tim Allen
‘Deworming Delusions: Mass Treatment for African Parasites in a Biosocial
Perspective’
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Tim Allen and Melissa Parker
“Humanitarian Impunity, Criminal Justice and Invisible Children: Social Consequences of
the War with the Lords Resistance Army”

Humanitarians rely on rules and norms — from laws or principles, to religious and
biomedical values, to best practice and ethical guidelines. The rules and norms create
apparently coherent and predictable spaces. For humanitarians in the field, they establish
locations in which the horrors they sometimes witness can be observed from a distance, or
even set aside. The latter tendency is reinforced by life in compounds and aid towns in
which a strange semblance of life at home is replicated. Humanitarians always need to
balance empathy and self-preservation. They need to institutionalise engagement and,
in-effect, excuse disengagement. However, there are obvious dangers, notably cognitive
dissonance and humanitarian impunity. Cognitive dissonance and humanitarian impunity
in the war zone of Acholiland in central northern Uganda are the focus of this lecture. The
region has been affected by conflict for decades, with more than 30,000 young people
being abducted or joining the Lord ’s Resistance Army (LRA). Many of these people
subsequently escaped or were captured by the Ugandan army; and they passed through
reception centres on their way 'home’. The reception centres were managed with the
support of international humanitarian agencies, but no-one knows what subsequently
happened to most of those passing through them (including traumatised children). Many
were left in internal displacement camps where conditions were appalling, and they had
live with relatively who were aware they had spent time with the LRA, and had probably
been required to kill or maim victims. They have been much more invisible than the so
called ‘invisible children’ that have been the focus of media campaigns about the situation
in the region. What has happened to these formerly abducted people is symptomatic of
wider developments. There have been local consequences of the LRA war, and also ones
that are of far reaching global significance, because it is here that the International
Criminal Court focussed its first investigations, and it was the situation in this region that
resulted in its first arrest warrants. Where do humanitarians fit in to the upheavals that
have occurred, and the attempts to impose accountability for terrible crimes? The lecture
will draw on long-term anthropological fieldwork from periods before, during and after the

war. In particular it will present findings on what has happened to people who spent time



with the Lord 's Resistance Army, based on interviews with 234 people (who were selected
by taking a 10% random sample of records at a reception centre in Gulu). Aspects of social
integration and exclusion in the post war setting of northern Uganda will be

highlighted. One problem that many encounter is cen, a kind of malevolent emanation
from those that have experienced or perpetrated violence. It can make social healing a
fraught process. Another issue is the relative insignificance of local reconciliation rituals
that have been a prime focus of those advocating traditional justice. There are big
discrepancies between the lived experiences of those who have been caught up in the war
and the normative assumptions of those purportedly helping them. Meanwhile, most of
the humanitarian agencies that were active during the war have withdrawn, and media
interest has shifted elsewhere. The International Criminal Court is prosecuting one of the
Lord’s Resistance Army commanders, but the process is largely being ignored, and the
accountability of others (including aid agencies) for what was described by a senior UN

official in 2003 as amongst the worst of all humanitarian crises, is simply forgotten.

Melissa Parker and Tim Allen

“Deworming Delusions: Mass Treatment for African Parasites in a Biosocial Perspective”

Recent debates about deworming school-aged children in East Africa have been described
as ‘The Worm Wars’ on a World Bank website.The stakes are high. Deworming has
become one of the top priorities in the fight against infectious diseases. Leading
economists and epidemiologists have vigorously promoted the idea, claiming that it has
the potential to end poverty, They cite historical examples from the USA, Japan and
elsewhere, and give particular emphasis from data collected in Kenya since the end of the
1990s, and published in a key article in 2004. Staff at the World Health Organisation, the
Gates Foundation and the World Bank (among other institutions) have endorsed the
approach, and school-based treatments are a key component of large-scale mass drug
administration. The current, integrated approach to mass drug administration has
emerged as the largest global health programme that the world has ever seen. However,
biosocial research in Uganda and Tanzania suggest that things are not as
straightforward as has been claimed. Drawing on anthropological field research at sites
spread across the region, and engaging with both biological and social evidence, this
lecture shows that assertions about the effects of school-based deworming are
over-optimistic. The results of the much-cited study on deworming Kenyan school children,

which has been used to promote the intervention, are flawed, and a systematic review of



randomised controlled trials demonstrates that deworming is unlikely to improve overall
public health. Also, confusions arise by applying the term deworming to a variety of very
different helminth infections and to different treatment regimes, while local level research
in schools reveals that drug coverage usually falls below target levels. In most places where
data exist, infection levels remain disappointingly high. Without indefinite free deworming,
any declines in endemicity are likely to be reversed. Moreover, there are social problems
arising from mass drug administration, which have generally been ignored.There is no
doubt that curative therapy for children infected with debilitating parasitic infections is
appropriate, but overly positive evaluations of indiscriminate deworming are
counter-productive. In presenting the material we will also reflect on the

the challenges and opportunities associated with doing critically-engaged ethnographic
fieldwork on such an important and widely promoted intervention.We will pose

several controversial questions about the nature of evidence, about how

evidence relates to policy choices, about the ways in which large grants shape the evidence
that is collected and the way it is presented, and about why it is possible to treat African
children in schools without their parents’ permission (something that is unlikely to be

considered ethical in other parts of the world).



