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“The documentary No Place for a Rebel bears witness to the grim rea-
lity of former rebels who try to break the mold after their return to civil 
society. In a conflict we prefer to draw a clear line between victims and 
perpetrators so we can hold those who are responsible accountable. 
The reality however is much more complex. This film explores what it is 
to be a survivor in a place where you don’t know the codes and conven-
tions. Where your neighbors fear you as they have suffered from your 
violence. Where the people who became your friends and family remain 
in the bush fighting.”

MAARTJE WEGDAM & ARIADNE ASIMAKOPOULOS



SYNOPSIS
Sixteen years after rebels abducted him as a child, Opono Opondo returns home to Uganda as an adult war commander. Now he has to readapt to civil 
society.
 
Opono grew up to become a war commander in the Lord’s Resistance Army of Joseph Kony. Now, he must fight for acceptance back home. The film 
shows Opono’s fight for his future, while struggling to come to terms with his past and to reconcile with his family. While Opono pursues a new career 
as a carpenter - he opens a shop and designs business cards – he attempts to reconnect with the people closest to him: his brother, his uncle and his 
best friend who used to be in the LRA with him. A daytrip to visit his mom painfully exposes how the scars of war also continue to divide them.
One day Opono’s former comrade, LRA top commander Dominic Ongwen, is captured and taken to the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 
Ongwen is charged with seventy counts of war crimes and crimes against humanity. Questions of accountability start to dominate Opono’s thoughts. 
Suddenly he gets the opportunity to join the Ugandan army. Opono has to decide whether he will pick up his arms once again, this time to fight his 
former comrades. 

No Place for a Rebel is an intimate account, a journey into Opono’s world, complicated by the trauma that comes as much from being silenced in the 
present as from a youth destroyed by violence. Yet above all, the film shows the courageous attempt of a human being to re-shape his fate.



DIRECTORS

Maartje Wegdam (1982), director, ci-
nematographer, worked as a camera 
journalist for Dutch public broadcasting 
corporations before enrolling the Docu-
mentary Media Studies program at The 
New School (NYC, 2010). Upon her return 
to The Netherlands she started working 
as director and camerawoman for docu-
mentary film. Maartje holds a MSc in In-
ternational Communications (University 
of Amsterdam, 2006).

Ariadne Asimakopoulos (1984), director, 
is a social entrepreneur in the field of youth, 
peace and security. She conducted research 
in northern Uganda on reintegration and jus-
tice in the case of people who grow up to be 
both victim and perpetrators of grave atro-
cities. This research laid the foundation for 
No Place for a Rebel. Ariadne holds a MA in 
Conflictstudies and Human Rights (Utrecht 
University, 2010). While working as a trainer 
and youth advocate on issues of peace and 
security, she encountered many inspiring 
young peacebuilders from around the world. 
This encouraged her to tell their stories, the-
reby highlighting their contribution to peace.



 We all know stories of child soldiers. But what happens after they return home? In a conflict we prefer to draw a line between victims and perpe-
trators so we can hold those who are responsible accountable. The reality however is often much more complex. This film, about a young man who 
balances the fine line between victim and perpetrator, explores what it is to be a survivor in this reality.

Making any film about former child soldiers is to enter a world of clichés. Presenting them either as the victims of brutal violence, or as the few brave 
survivors lucky to get a second chance, or as ruthless war machines wired to kill on command, reduces them to stereotypical concepts. It is wouldn’t 
do right to their complex identities and does not help us to gain deeper understanding of what it means to survive systemic violence. Recent films  
such as Beasts of no Nation and Wrong Elements nuance their stories in powerful ways. Yet, the story of former rebels does not end with their return 
home. This unprecedented film explores a new chapter: their present-day reality. 

No Place for a Rebel centers the uncomfortable quietness of the present instead of the past turmoil and violence. It poses questions rather than 
providing clear-cut answers. The film trusts on personal reflection and depth of the character to reveal the socio-political context he finds himself in. 
That makes for a strong character based film that questions the nature of human existence. 

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT



A hidden crisis after a crisis
Stability doesn’t come with a peace agreement or ceasefire, but with rehabilitation and reconciliation of the victims of war, among whom those who 
fought. In Uganda, after a two decades lasting brutal war between Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army and the Ugandan Government, the guns 
fell silent. Many of the remaining LRA members are returning home. However, former rebels lack job prospects. Pervasive trauma, stigma and a fear 
of retaliation hinder them in their family and public lives. Local experts confirm that these former fighters are increasingly vulnerable to future mobi-
lization by political or armed groups. 

The weakened social fabrics and underlying traumas of the people of Northern Uganda can form a realistic and yet overlooked threat to the stability 
in the region. No Place for a Rebel exposes this ‘hidden crisis after a crisis’. Through a very personal account, the documentary No Place for a Re-
bel addresses the universal human need for a sense of belonging and the possible consequences for those who lack a place that they can truly call 
‘home’.

This film comes at a moment when for the first time a former child soldier, Dominic Ongwen, is being prosecuted at the International Criminal Court. 
Dominic Ongwen was abducted by the LRA as a child and grew to be a top commander. The trial against Ongwen started in January 2017. He is char-
ged with seventy counts of war crimes and crimes against humanity; the same crimes of which he once was a victim. The international community 
generally considers justice through prosecution by tribunals such as the ICC as an essential element for peace and reconciliation. However, the film 



poses a difficult question: what does justice mean for whom in the case of these victim-perpetrators? These questions apply to many other young 
people who grew up fighting in armed conflicts worldwide, for instance in Colombia, Afghanistan and Syria. Through this film we ask the question 
how we, as individuals, as a society and as the international community, can equip ourselves to acknowledge, act upon and do justice to the complex 
reality of victim-perpetrators.
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V I C T I M ,  P E R P E T R ATO R … PA R I A H ? :  “ N O  P L AC E  F O R  A  R E B E L” P O S E S  TO U G H  Q U E S T I O N S  A B O U T  A M N E S T Y,  R E CO N -
C I L I AT I O N  A N D  ACCO U N TA B I L I T Y  I N  G U LU

By Janet  Anderson 
source:  https : // just icehub.org/ar t ic le/v ic t im-perpetratorpar iah-no -place -rebel-poses-tough- quest ions-about-amnest y-reconci l iat ion

Li fe  hasn’t  dealt  Ugandan former  rebel  Opono Opondo an easy  hand.  L ike  Dominic  Ongwen,  he was  abduc ted by the Lord ’s 
Res istance Army (LRA)  as  a  chi ld  and forced to  par t ic ipate  in  the rebel  groups re ign of  terror  over  Nor thern Uganda.  Howe -
ver,  unl ike  Ongwen,  who’s  on tr ia l  at  the I nternat ional  Cr iminal  Cour t ,  Opondo has  been granted amnest y  by the Ugandan 
government.  Despite  this  he has  been turned away by his  fami ly  and communit y  in  the nor thern c i t y  of  Gulu.

This  re lay  c i rcuit  of  v ic t im-turned-perpetrator-turned-par iah is  the subjec t  of  the new f i lm by M aar t je  Wegdam and Ar iad-
ne Asimakopoulos  apt ly  t i t led “No Place for  a  Rebel”.  The t wo f i lmmakers  sat  down at  the premiere  of  their  movie  for  an 
inter v iew with Just ice  Hub’s  Janet  Anderson to  ta lk  about  their  projec t  –  the unique ta le  of  innocence lost  –  that ’s  Opono 
Opondo’s  l i fe,  and what  they expec t  audiences  to  take away f rom the f i lm.   L ight ly  edited for  c lar i t y,  the inter v iew has  been 
publ ished here  as  par t  of  Just ice  Hub’s  #M yJust ice  ser ies.

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTORS



JH:  Could you sum up the stor y  of  the f i lm in  a  couple  of  l ines?

Maar t je  Wegdam:  The f i lm is  a  por tra i t  of  Opono Opondo who is  a  26-year- old  young man.  He was  abduc ted at  the age of  10 
by the rebels  of  the Lord ’s  Res istance Army.  He stayed with the rebels  for  16 years  -  unt i l  he  was  26.  At  that  age he escaped 
the army and came home.  We have been fol lowing him for  three years  upon his  return home whi le  he’s  t r y ing to  re integrate 
into the communit y.  We see a l l  the obstacles  as  he attempts  to  reconnec t  with his  fami ly,  with  the people  that  are  c lose to 
him and the things  that  prevent  him from real ly  star t ing over.

JH:  Why this  par t icular  f i lm? What  was  the inspirat ion for  i t?

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  I n  2010,  [  whi le  I  was  studying]  I  went  to  Gulu in  Uganda to  do f ie ld  work  for  my Master ’s  research. 
I t  was  ac tual ly  the t r ia l  against  [ former  LRA commander  Colonel  Thomas Kwoyelo]  that  real ly  t r iggered me because i t  was 
the f i rst  t r ia l ;  he  was  the f i rst  not  to  get  amnest y  and then I  read that  he was  ac tual ly  a lso  abduc ted at  the age of  13 .

I t  made me think .  How does  that  work?  When you are  abduc ted as  a  chi ld,  you grow up in  the LRA,  then you escape.  I n 
(Kwoyelo’s )  case,  he was  captured.  You come and then you are  brought  to  t r ia l .  I  researched what  people  in  the communit y 
thought  of  the t r ia l .  How does  i t  impac t  them? Do they have an opinion at  a l l?  Do they k now about  i t?  So that  was  the star t . 
I  s tayed there  for  months.

Maar t je  and I  have k nown each other  s ince we were ver y  young.  When I  came home,  M aar t je  had a lso returned f rom New 
York  where she studied f i lm.  That ’s  when we star ted ta lk ing about  this .  She read my thesis .  I t  was  real ly  the v ic t im-perpe -
trator  dichotomy that  real ly  t r iggered us.

Maar t je  Wegdam:  I  th ink we a lso real ised that  [a]  thes is  can be ver y  academic,  [but]  could attrac t  a  broader  audience i f 
you take a  smal l  p iece of  i t  and turn that  into a  f i lm.  So i t  was  not  the intent ion to  turn the whole  thesis  into a  f i lm becau-
se  that  would be too broad.  We took the v ic t im-perpetrator  dichotomy and searched for  a  person who could embody these 
di f ferent  s ides  internal ly.

JH:  What  k ind of  st ruggle  does  Opondo go through himsel f?  I  understand that  i t ’s  d i f f icult  for  h im to integrate  back 
into societ y  but  how does  he feel?

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  I t  p lays  on many levels  I  th ink .  When he returned home,  he went  to  his  fami ly  and af ter  s ix  weeks 
he decided to  leave again .  He does  not  feel  welcome there,  he feels  unsafe  even.  People  in  Gulu suspec t  that  he was  par t 
of  an atrocit y  that  took place and he fears  [h is  neighbours]  might  do something to  him.  H is  father  and his  brother  told  him 
that  they don’t  want  him there  e i ther.  He lef t  and he was  a l l  a lone in  Gulu town.  He has  no means to  provide for  h imsel f.  He 
has  physical  problems st i l l ,  so  he cannot  do physical  work  which makes  i t  d i f f icult  for  h im to f ind a  job.

Maar t je  Wegdam:  I  th ink he has  the intent ion to  star t  over  and to  invest  in  his  future  but  he is  being held back by ex ternal 
fac tors  and a lso by internal  t rauma.  That ’s  what  i t  real ly  boi ls  down to.  He feels  l ike  he’s  real ly  not  par t  of  th is  communit y 
or  fami ly.  He doesn’t  feel  the warmth of  the communit y,  which he fe l t  whi le  in  the LRA.  He feels  l ike  he is  a  soldier.  That ’s 



his  ident i t y.  He feels  real ly  out  of  p lace.  He never  sa id  this ,  but  to  me,  he comes across  as  k ind of  a  lost  soul  who is  t r y ing 
to  f ind somewhere to  land.

JH:  How does  the f i lm explore  the issue of  accountabi l i t y?

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  Opondo has  an amnest y  cer t i f icate  so at  least  formal ly  he doesn’t  have to  fear  prosecut ion.  Whi le 
we were f i lming there  in  2015,  suddenly  [Dominic]  Ongwen surrendered.  I t  was  a  bless ing for  us  because we were look ing 
for  a  hook to  integrate  the just ice  component  in  the stor y.

Maar t je  Wegdam:  Also,  whi le  prosecut ion isn’t  par t  of  Opondo’s  dai ly  l i fe,  he  does  ref lec t  on the things  happening around 
him l ike  the arrest  of  Ongwen,  h is  prosecut ion and how feels  about  his  own amnest y.   I  th ink  he is  ver y  ref lec t ive,  ver y  e lo -
quent  on these issues.  You can see that  he has  thought  about  i t . 

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  He weighs  his  words  ver y  careful ly  when he responds to  quest ions  about  Ongwen.  He says  the go -
vernment  fa i led to  protec t  h im but  he doesn’t  want  to  say  anything e lse.  Because a l though he has  his  amnest y  cer t i f icate 
now,  he doesn’t  k now what  might  happen in  the future.  He doesn’t  want  to  jeopardise  his  amnest y  but  you can feel  that  he 
has  ver y  strong opinions.



JH:  Does  the he worr y  that  the communit y  might  st i l l  want  to  force him to face some sor t  of  reckoning?  

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  He is  ver y  aware of  the communit y  around him and what  they say  or  think about  him.  He is  more 
afra id  that  the communit y  could e i ther  revenge,  goss ip  or  st igmatise  him than he is  af ra id  of  being arrested at  this  point 
because he does  have the amnest y  cer t i f icate.

To add to  what  M aar t je  sa id  before,  Opondo also sa id  that  he thinks  they should give a l l  LRA soldiers  who were abduc ted as 
chi ldren amnest y  ( inc luding Ongwen)  but  they shouldn’t  use  the word “ forgiveness” because they were real ly  young when 
they went  to  the bush so they didn’t  k now what  they were doing.  He feels  ver y  strongly  that  the forgiveness  card is  being 
played in  the wrong way.

JH:  How does  he feel  about  the f i lm now?

Maar t je  Wegdam:  The thing is  he hasn’t  seen i t  yet .  We’ve been work ing s ince Januar y,  ever y  day,  to  f in ish the f i lm so there 
was  real ly  no t ime.  Also,  he is  somewhere we cannot  reach him.  We cannot  just  schedule  a  meet ing with him.      

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  Dur ing the f i lming process,  we were real ly  open with him about  what  we want  the f i lm to  show.  I 
th ink the more open you are  in  the beginning and the less  you keep the protagonist  of  the f i lm in  the dark ,  the more assured 
you can be that  someone wi l l  appreciate  i t .  Maybe he’s  not  going to  l ike  ever ything he sees  but  I  th ink he wi l l  understand 
the purpose of  i t  and I  th ink he wi l l  f ind that  i t  ref lec ts  h is  s i tuat ion and personal i t y.  That  I  th ink is  what  we can hope for.

JH:  What  ef fec t  do you expec t  the f i lm to  have?

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  For  a  general  audience,  i t  wi l l  evoke thoughts  on the grey area bet ween v ic t im and perpetrator 
and a lso what  happens when they come home.  Unl ike  how i t ’s  of ten por trayed,  the stor y  doesn’t  end when the chi ld  soldier 
comes home.  I t ’s  just  the beginning of  a  new chapter.

Maar t je  Wegdam:  Ref lec t ing on the Ongwen case,  Opondo says  when he was  abduc ted himsel f,  he  was  young and innocent 
and didn’t  k now what  he was  doing.  But  of  course  you can a lso argue that  at  one point  he was  20,  25 ,  26 .  Can you st i l l  say 
“ I  d idn’t  k now what  I  was  doing”?  O ther  people  escaped,  why didn’t  you escape or  at  least  t r y  to  escape? These are  a lso 
quest ions  that  we hope to  t r igger.  We are  not  giv ing the answers.  These are  not  easy  quest ions  but  that  i s  what  you want 
people  to  think about .

Ar iadne Asimakopoulos :  Also because they are  universal  quest ions.  They don’t  only  apply  to  the s i tuat ion in  Uganda.  The 
f i lm is  a  vehic le  to  think about  these things  in  a  broader  contex t .  Also,  we hope to  star t  a  d iscuss ion about  how people  l ike 
Opondo can be integrated back into the societ y  so  that  they be par t  of  rebui lding the communit y  in  a  post- conf l ic t  contex t .
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