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Summary

Introduction


In this paper, I try to lay down the ethical foundations for African traditional mechanisms of conflict resolution. I argue from the precise case of the Mato Oput, which is a traditional process of reconciliation, called for to restore social harmony in North Uganda, a region which has been for long torn by the deadly conflict between the Uganda People’s Defence Force and the Lord’s Resistance Army, and where the above-mentioned local mechanism faces critiques allegedly drawn from the human rights tradition and the international justice. My philosophical reconstruction poses ethical underpinnings of the traditional African mechanisms of conflict resolution in the following axioms: (i) the ethical demand for the recognition of a common humanness; (ii) the African weltanschauung (worldview) which gives axiomatic value to the search for the restoration of the broken relationship and social harmony rather than to retribution alone.


To attain this goal, my paper will take the following steps. First, I will briefly offer a description of the mato oput as a mechanism of restorative justice. Second, I will bring out the arguments raised against this traditional forgiveness and reconciliation mechanism. Third, I will unfold the ethical underpinnings of the traditional African peace and reconciliation mechanisms as a way of rehabilitating it by bringing to light the values therein comprised. Last but not least I will conclude my paper with a few recommendations.

I. A PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE ‘MATO OPUT’ AS A RESTORATIVE JUSTICE MECHANISM

As we may know, Uganda has been torn apart by a deadly conflict for two decades now. The conflict is identified as a North-South divide, and the battlefield is mainly the Acholiland, to the north of Uganda. Account of the root causes of the conflict strikingly varies according to one’s perspective and biases. However, it is a fact that the conflict plunges its roots into the history of the country, especially the colonial and postcolonial period.

Whatever the facts are, it is indubitable that the war between Museveni’s army and Kony’s rebellion has lasted twenty-two years until the recent Juba peace agreement, maiming, mutilating, killing, abducting children to work as sex slaves, and forcing the displacement of two million Ugandans, with impunity. Over the years, various initiatives have been taken to resolve the conflict, but with little success. Currently, Ugandan people’s hope seems to be invested in the traditional conflict resolution device, called mato oput. What is this mechanism all about? How is it implemented?


The reconciliation process between two conflicting parties within the Acholi community would include the following steps: (i) Acceptance of responsibility; (ii) Repentance; (iii) Forgiveness; (iv) Compensation; and (v) reconciliation through the mato oput ceremony. The ceremony takes place as follow:

At a public ceremony, the "victim" and "perpetrator" stand facing each other, holding a long stick between them. Acholi elders instruct the two, reprimanding their misdeed and then the two parties crush two eggs on the floor with their feet. The eggs signify innocence, and by stepping on them, both are supposed to be purified. Next, the elders pour a local brew into a gourd on the ground underneath the stick. Both victim and perpetrator kneel down and drink from one gourd at the same time a bitter brew made from the bitter roots or leaves of the oput tree. This goes on in pairs until every member from each community has partaken in the bitter oput potion. At the ceremony's culmination, two lambs are placed in opposite directions in front of the participants. The animals are slaughtered into parts, and each party exchanges the heads, then rears, of their lambs. The lamb is cooked over a fire that evening and both parties eat from the same plate, in a final act of reconciliation.”  

The ceremony has a highly symbolic dimension. Drinking the bitter potion symbolizes the acceptance by the two communities of the bitterness of the conflict they had gone through, and their resolution not to taste such bitterness again. The red color of the potion, coming from a slaughtered lamb’s blood mixed with the tree brewage, symbolizes the blood shed during the conflict. The meal following the drinking ceremony celebrates the covenant of peace in presence of the ancestors and the living-dead.  

Among the Acholi people, the prevailing feeling about the conflict in North Uganda is that “the insurgency cannot be won by the gun”
. Mzee Binayo Ogaba, 85, an Acholi elder justifies the need for using the traditional method: "We have been using mato oput to solve conflicts for many years".


Yet, this traditional practice goes under the fire of critiques that seem to undermine not only the validity of the mato oput in particular, but, to a certain extent, of African traditional mechanisms of justice and reconciliation in general. Let us look at these critiques.

II. The Mato Oput Process: a Strategic Surrender of Justice?


While the mato oput process is welcome with enthusiasm by various actors in Uganda’s conflict, critics raise suspicion, questions, doubts and concerns about its moral validity as a means for war termination and its applicability. Two types of critiques can be discerned. Some pertain to the theoretical validity of the process, others to its applicability, but they remain tightly interwoven.

1. At the application level: (i) Some critics denounce mato oput’s inability to distinguish between degree of gravity of crimes committed, and categories of responsibilities of perpetrators.

(ii) It is also being argued against the mato oput process that the idea of justice emerging from it is insufficient for it puts aside the necessity of exacting justice for the dead. Indeed, when pleading for the implementation of the mato oput approach, emphasis is put on the fears, misery and psychological trauma of the collective mass of Acholi survivors, and the subsequent wish for a quick fix. Consequently, justice for the dead is not a preoccupation for this traditional reconciliation device.

(iii) It has also been pointed out that promoting the Mato Oput process for the LRA elements simply promotes impunity for numberless war crimes and crimes against humanity committed by a cruel and terrorist organization. Some critics also target the normative level of the Mato oput. 

2. At the theoretical level, critiques are constructed in the light of the just war theory and the rhetoric of international justice. Critics argue that, for the two Ugandan belligerents who unjustly waged and unjustly led war, Mato Oput becomes a means for escaping accountability and punishment for their criminal motives, behaviours and actions. Furthermore, aware of the fact that an individual is the subject of international humanitarian and human rights law, proponents of the human rights tradition suggest that war crimes, and crimes against humanity committed in North Uganda by both the Ugandan army and the insurgency, are international crimes that must be subjected to the exigencies of international justice, called to apply punishment without exception.
 


In summary, these arguments disqualify the Acholi traditional mechanism for the quest for peace and reconciliation in Northern Uganda. They state that it is not punitive enough; it is one-sided; and thus, conventional justice is more appropriate to solve conflicts than traditional African mechanism. However, questions may also be addressed to these objections: is punitive or retributive justice the best way of responding to abuses committed in a generalized conflict? Does the conception of human rights that international justice put forth fit within the framework of the worldview and the vision of human being and society which shape Africans’ daily life?


The problem raised by these objections against the mato oput mechanism must be addressed in a comprehensive way. The following propositions offer the basis for the ethical underpinnings of the traditional African reconciliation mechanisms:

(i) The concept of human rights should take into account the conception of human beings inherent to a particular society. The African worldview holds the harmonious coexistence between human beings as a fundamental ethical principle, and promotes a communitarian conception of human beings rather than an individualistic one. In this sense, the restoration of the relationship is more valuable than material compensation.

(ii) Thus, if restoration of the broken relationship is crucial, then the concept of justice intended (meant) to resolve conflict in African societies must take into account the worldview and the ethical exigencies of the people concerned. Thus, in African context restorative justice, without excluding punitive justice, may offer more chance for peace than punitive justice alone. Therefore, effort should be made to integrate traditional African reconciliation mechanism with conventional justice mechanism.  

III. Ethical Foundations for Traditional Reconciliation Mechanisms

III.1. The quest for Harmonious Coexistence of Beings as a fundamental ethical principle


What is known as the international human rights thought promotes and protects the rights of each individual. However, the conception of the person in this thought takes root in a tradition whereby individual’s dignity is envisaged independently of his/her community. Bujo makes it clear that the individual subject of human rights according to the international human rights bodies of knowledge is an autonomous, free and self-determinant individual, whose rights are affirmed without reference to others,
 such that the sole obligation others have towards this individual is not to interfere in his rights. In my point of view, it is such a conception of individual that renders the mato oput (and other African reconciliation mechanisms) obsolete and unable to protect Acholi’s individual rights. However, this is a western concept of the human person, which is highly individualistic.
 Does the African conception of the human person draw from the same source?

On the contrary, the traditional African way of life is rather marked by a strong sense of community. Indeed, in this context, the individual never conceives him/herself as cut off or opposed to the community. Rather, s/he is first and foremost a member of a community, larger and smaller, be it family, clan, tribe, etc. S/he sees himself or herself as belonging to a community. The sense of belonging is so important because it is in and with his/her community that the individual finds, defines and gives meaning to his/her life. This African philosophy of life is subsumed in Mbiti’s popular formula: “I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I am”.
 Furthermore, the implication of this “we-paradigme” is well translated in the proverb: “An injury to one is an injury to all”. 


The cardinal principle conducting the life of the traditional African consciously living in this hierarchy of beings is the Harmonious Coexistence between the spiritual world and the physical world. As the African conception of life is anthropocentric, this means that the harmony is sought between (i) man and spiritual beings; (ii) man and man/ neighbor, foreigner, etc; (iii) man and the environment or nature.

III.2. Restoring Humanness as a Categorical Imperative for Peace

As noted above, for the African, the overarching principle of life is to pursue a harmonious coexistence with all the beings, spiritual and physical. Breach of this harmony makes life not worth living. It can be towards spiritual beings or physical beings, particular fellow humans. However, in either case what is intended is the total re-establishment of the broken ontological order and harmony. For this purpose, rituals and special ceremonies involving, libations, dances, incantations, sacrifices may be performed.  


The preoccupation of justice with reference to the African worldview is the restoration of the broken relationship, and the search for the harmony with all the beings. It is a restorative justice which is concerned with victims, survivors and the entire community, in the quest for repair, trust building, reconciliation, and reintegration of the offender within the community. This means restoring one’s humanness, be s/he victim or perpetrator, rendering back to both the perpetrator and victim their dignity as human beings. Such conception of justice does not fully concur with the conventional justice approach, which emphasizes establishing the guilt and executing retribution and punishment without reference to the victim or the entire wider family or future reincorporation of the offender into the community.
 In the light of this worldview, whereby the human person’s conception is grounded in both the solidarity of the community and his dignity as person, based on the harmonious coexistence with all other beings, is it not possible to envisage the mato oput process for restoring peace, and reconciliation in Northern Uganda?

Conclusion

This paper was an attempt at rehabilitating African traditional reconciliation mechanisms by unveiling their ethical foundations. Any attempt at demeaning African traditional peace mechanisms in the name of conventional justice or through the rhetoric of human rights seems to ignore the cultural grounding which shapes African worldview, lifestyle, philosophies and practices. The success of conflict resolution in Africa may demand the integration of African traditional peace-building practices with conventional peace-building mechanisms rather than holding them exclusively.


At the dawn of the second Synod of Bishops of Africa, it is an urgent need for all to rediscover the values of our traditions about peace, justice and reconciliation. Indeed, the wisdom accumulated by our local traditions may still be helpful in a continent carved up by conflicts. The task for peace-building in traditional Africa involved all the members of the community. The elders: their wisdom and experience accumulated in the course of time made them competent and genuine arbitrators of disputes, and put at their disposal useful techniques for restoring harmony in the conflicting communities. It is this task that the ministers of the Church are called to pursue today in the realm which is theirs. Political leadership should also find its source of inspiration from this wisdom of the elders so that politics in today’s Africa may serve the cause of justice and peace rather than being an industry of conflicts and divisions among communities.

Women: are called to rediscover their role in peace and reconciliation. Some African traditions gave women a prominent and active role in conflict resolution and peace-building. No war had to be waged without consulting women. When a woman gives refuge to a fugitive in her hut, this stops any further need of attacking the fugitive. Women were able to stop an ongoing fight between two men by simply standing between them. This active involvement of women in peace-building actions should not remain a mere nostalgia, but rather it has to be revived by women in the family and at different level of their participation in the life of the community so that the reign of peace may be enjoyed effectively. 
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