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1. Ending civil wars 

1.1 Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) 

1.1.1 Context  and meaning of DDR 

Since the end of the Cold War, the world has witnessed an increase in intrastate conflicts, 

along with a more active involvement of the international community in resolving these 

conflicts. Such involvement of the international community often takes the shape of 

facilitating negotiations between warring parties to reach a settlement and, following that, the 

deployment of a peacekeeping force to monitor implementation of the settlement, often under 

the auspices of the United Nations.1 To illustrate; 50 peacekeeping missions have been 

launched by the UN since 1988, compared to only 13 between 1948 and 1988.2 

 

As peacekeeping has become an increasingly important field of policy intervention, attention 

for the topic among social scientists has increased as well. A growing body of literature has 

emerged over the past two decades, that aims at explaining why civil wars occur and how they 

can best be ended. Although conflicts receive most attention while they are taking place, 

increased research efforts have recently also been directed towards the implementation of 

peace settlements and post-conflict development, distinguishing factors of success and failure 

of specific interventions, and providing useful lessons learnt to policy-makers.3 A key aspect 

of a peaceful transition from war to peace, that has received a great deal of  scholarly 

attention, is the demobilization, disarmament and reintegration (DDR) of former fighters.4 The 

dismantling of former rebel movements is considered crucial to restoring post-conflict 

security, as the abundance of weapons increases the likelihood renewed violence, either as a 

result of renewed war or due to banditry.5 Comprehensive peace settlements therefore usually 

contain provisions for implementing a DDR-process, which is monitored by international 

actors, usually a UN peacekeeping mission.6 

 

While disarmament refers to the collection, control and disposal of arms, demobilization 

consists of the “formal disbanding of military formations and, at the individual level, as the 

process of releasing soldiers from a mobilized state.”7 Reintegration refers to programs that 

aim at reintegrating civilians into civil life, by providing training and usually regular cash 

                                                 
1
 Humphreys and Weinstein (2005) 

2
 Berdal (1996), Department of Peacekeeping Missions (DPKO) (1999) 

3
 Stedman (2002) 

4
 Spear (2002). A lthough sometimes referred to as DDRR (adding Reinsertion, Rehabilitation or Reconciliation, 

or DDDR (adding Demilitarization), DDR as referring to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration is the 

most commonly used term. 
5
 United Nations (2000), Salomons (2005) 

6
 Berdal (1996) 

7
 Berdal (1996) p. 39 and DPKO (1999) 
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payments for a certain period of time. These are the main elements of what is often integrated 

into a DDR process. Given the strategic weight of handing in weapons and releasing fighters 

from duty, the success of a DDR-process strongly depends on the overall success of the peace 

process of which it forms part. When implementation of the settlement staggers and parties are 

uncertain of the other party‟s dedication to the peace process, a DDR-process is not likely to 

be realized.8  

 

DDR is a relatively young area of policy intervention, as the first DDR projects were 

implemented by UN Peacekeeping missions in Namibia and Cambodia during the early 

1990s.9 Following these first experiences with DDR, the concept became a common 

ingredient in policy documents regarding post-conflict development policies, and a common 

practice in peacekeeping operations. After the UN Secretary General made DDR a priority for 

UN peacekeeping interventions in 1998, it became a  more or less standard element in UN 

peacekeeping missions.10 Since the mid-1990s, nearly 40 DDR processes have been carried 

out,11 and the development of guidelines and tools has been ongoing. 12 Yet, most analysts 

observe a gap between paper and practice, as many acknowledged „lessons learnt‟ are not 

absorbed by practitioners. For example, it is still common practice to measure the success of 

disarmament campaigns by the amount of collected weapons, despite growing evidence that 

weapons collection does not automatically lead to improved security. 13 This is part of a 

tendency to conceive of DDR as a technical tool in the mechanics of peacekeeping, 

disconnecting it from the political context in which it is carried out.14 That technocratic bias is 

clearly visible in the vast array of literature about DDR that has arisen during the past two 

decades. 

 

1.1.2 DDR as an object of scientific knowledge 

Most literature on DDR reflects the concerns of policy makers and inevitably adopts the ir 

perspective. Policy makers are concerned with operational procedures, organizational 

processes and with obtaining  donor funding. Inevitably, they have and have a top-down 

perspective on DDR. Consequently, many studies have been done that extract „lessons learnt‟ 

and „best practices‟ from a DDR-process in a certain country.15 Furthermore, when scholars 

take more comparative approach, their analyses often focus on operational and managerial 

                                                 
8
 Berdal (1996) 

9
 Muggah (2005), Klem and Douma (2008) 

10
 Klem and Douma (2008) 

11
 Berdal and Ucko (2009) 

12
 United Nations (2006) 

13
 Muggah (2005) 

14
 Berdal and Ucko (2009) 

15
 Berdal and Ucko (2009). For examples, see Vines (1998) on Mozambique, Özerdem (2002) on Afghanistan, 

Boshoff and Vrey (2006) on Burundi 
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aspects of DDR programming.16 Although these studies have contributed greatly to our 

understanding of the issues involved in DDR programming, and often have a very direct value 

to policymakers involved in DDR project implementation, a significant gap in our 

understanding will remain if we stick to the macro-perspective of policymakers. Therefore, 

this study takes a bottom-up approach, starting from the realities of individual combatants 

who DDR-policymakers intend to disarm and reintegrate. 

 Peacekeepers, and the DDR policymakers among them, enter a country when a peace 

agreement has been (nearly) reached. From a post-conflict perspective, they try to understand 

the past conflict and its implications for post-conflict policies. The peace settlement forms the 

frame through which their understanding of the society is shaped: to the peacekeeper, this 

agreement forms a given, that possesses an inherent logic. From the perspective of a fighter, 

however, things are likely to be perceived quite differently. The peace agreement – and the 

DDR process – constitutes the end of an episode of their lives in which they have fought for 

an armed movement. The war in which they fought forms their frame of reference and to 

understand their participation in DDR programs, as well as their assumed impact on post-

conflict security, we must understand their perspective on the war in which they fought. For 

this reason, I believe that any inquiry into DDR should start with an inquiry of war. In other 

words, in order to understand what it means to be disarmed, demobilized and reintegrated, we 

must first understand what it means to be armed, mobilized and to become part of a guerilla 

movement. This links DDR policy to current debates in academics concerning the causes of 

civil war and the transition to peace.  

 

1.2 Theories of civil war 

1.2.1 Economic agendas in civil war 

As was mentioned above, issues related to civil conflict and post-conflict development have 

received increased attention from scholars and policy-makers over the past two decades. 

While policy analysts tend to focus on practical issues related to conflict resolution and post-

conflict reconstruction, current theoretical debates among academics center around the more 

fundamental questions of what causes civil wars to erupt, continue and end. One of the 

principal discussions among scholars concerns the motivation of actors in civil war, and the 

extent to which they are informed by either greed or grievance. The classical approach to civil 

war assumes that armed rebellion against state-authorities results from grievances over some 

(perceived) deprivation of wealth or power, often based on ethnic divisions. 17 Recently, 

contributions to the debate made by economists – most notably by World Bank economist 

Paul Collier – have focused on the rationality of civil wars, emphasizing economic 

                                                 
16

 Examples are Knight and Özerdem (2004), Salomons (2005) and Faltas (2001) 
17

 Relat ive deprivation theory was popular among political scientists in the 1960s and 1970s and put forward, 

among others in Gurr (1970)  
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motivations of the actors involved. Criticizing the grievance-paradigm in political science, 

Collier argues that actors in civil wars, are driven by economic opportunities that are attached 

to armed rebellion. When economic gains offered by rebellion are high and circumstances 

make rebellion feasible, the probability that armed conflict occurs increases. 18 If a conflict is 

brought to an end, the extent to which such economic incentives dissolve, is thought to be the 

main explanation for a successful transition from war to peace. 19 However, Collier‟s greed-

based approach relies heavily on empirical findings derived from cross-country statistical 

analysis and has a weak theoretical basis. Although cross-country statistical analysis can be an 

appropriate method for testing existing theories, the method has limitations when it comes to 

theory-generating research. Stathis Kalyvas observes that: 

Given the current state of our theoretical and empirical knowledge, specifying and testing 

cross-national models accounting for [the] variation in violence remains challenging to say the 

least. Conceptual clarification and theoretical development seem to be the wisest starting 

points.
20

 

 

Acknowledging the limitations of cross-country statistical analysis, recent studies have sought 

to move beyond the greed-grievance divide. Rejecting a reductionist economic approach, rich 

case studies have been published that emphasize the interplay between economic, political, 

security and ethnic agendas at the onset of civil wars.21 Even when explaining the onset of 

wars that have typically been represented as being purely resource-driven, such as those in 

Sierra Leone and Angola, the role of political grievances cannot be neglected.  22 At the same 

time, it is recognized that the dynamics of a conflict after it has started, is greatly impacted by 

the economic opportunities that exist to actors, natural resource extraction being one of them. 

Although these studies have provided a comprehensive analysis of the political economy of 

civil war dynamic, most studies take the same macro-perspective as cross-country statistical 

analysis, aiming to explain the eruption of a civil war in country x or y. Yet, to fully 

understand the dynamics of armed rebellion, we need more knowledge on the organization of 

armed opposition movements. Indeed, a important contribution of the greed-approach is that it 

drew attention to rebel- finance: in order to maintain the fight, armed groups must have access 

to financial resources to build up their forces. But finance is not the only aspect of organizing 

rebellion: operational strategies, political tactics and recruitment policies, to name but a few, 

are also decisive organizational aspects of armed movements. However, empirical studies on 

the way rebel organizations operate are extremely scarce, but also tremendously valuable, as 

                                                 
18

 See Collier (2000), Collier and Hoeffler (2002a), Collier and Hoeffler (2002b), Collier and Sambanis (2002) 

Collier et al. (2003), Collier and Hoeffler (2004a ) 
19

 Co llier et al 2003, Kamphuis (2005) 
20

 Kalyvas (2003) p.5 
21

 Examples are Mwanasali (2000), Bray, Lunde, and Murshed (2003) 
22

 Ballentine and Nitzschke (2003) 
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we shall discuss later in this section, after looking into another recent debate about the nature 

of civil war. 

 

1.2.2 ‘New Wars’: a historical perspective 

Another major source of discussion among scholars in the field stems from a historical 

perspective on civil conflict and deals with the question to which extent civil conflict has 

fundamentally changed since the end of the Cold War. Similar to the abovementioned greed-

based  approach, this theory can also be seen as a reaction to the „classical‟ grievance-based 

explanation of civil war. The image of armed rebellion as a reaction to marginalization, 

exclusion or repression of certain social groups from society was especially commonplace in 

the 1960s and early 1970s, when insurgent groups operating in Africa and Asia were 

articulating a strong Maoist ideology.23 However, some theorists claim that the post-cold war 

era has witnessed a decline in ideology-driven insurgencies, and a new type of warfare has 

emerged that thrives on economic opportunities created by the globalized economy. 24 These 

new wars are different from „traditional‟ wars with respect to their goals, the methods used in 

fighting the war and the way they are financed. 25   

As Mary Kaldor – a leading theorist in this debate - argues, the goals of new wars are 

derived from identity politics in contrast to the ideological and geo-political goals of old wars. 

Furthermore, the method of warfare in new wars is not through centralized state-armies that 

defend state- interests, but is rather characterized by the naissance of new types of fighting 

units, that are highly decentralized and are sustained by controlling the population. These new 

war fighting units are what Kaldor defines as paramilitary groups: 

Typically, the new wars are characterized by a multiplicity of types of fighting units, both 

public and private, state and non-state, or some kind of mixture. […] The most common 

fighting units are paramilitary groups, that is to say, autonomous groups of armed men 

generally centered around an individual leader.
26

   

 

Small arms surpluses built up during the Cold War ended up on the global market for a low 

price, providing fertile ground for paramilitary groups. They are part of what Kaldor calls the 

„global war economy‟ which is a product of globalization and creates opportunities for other 

economic activities used by paramilitary groups to finance their activities. Plunder, hostage-

taking, black market trade such as drug trade or so-called blood-diamonds, provide sources of 

finance to actors that are typical for new wars. Also, contributions from diaspora groups form 

an important source of income for paramilitary groups.  

                                                 
23

 See Clapham (2007) 
24

 Kaldor (2006) 
25

 Kaldor (2006) p. 7-14 
26

 Kaldor (2006) p. 97-98 
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The New War-theorists claim that greed forms a prime drive in New Wars and in this sense, 

they share a common ground with the greed-based approach that was discussed above. 

However, it is worth mentioning that the ontology underlying the two approaches is quite 

different. While New War-theorists argue that greed is a dominant motivation in current civil 

wars - which makes them fundamentally different from „old wars‟- the econometrist approach 

is based on the assumption that greed forms a universal explanation for the occurrence of civil 

war, wherever and whenever it takes place. The greed-approach is informed by an ontology 

that is a-historical and in accordance with the deductive-nomological philosophy of science, 

while the New Wars-approach assumes that the nature of conflicts may change across time, 

although it does not allow for regional differences, based on the assumption that those have 

been dissolved by globalization. 

Providing a creatively new perspective on current civil wars, the New Wars thesis has 

incited intense discussions among scholars, who have pointed out many weaknesses in the 

theory. The main counterargument has been directed towards the historical claims of the 

theory, providing historical evidence that the New Wars are not very different from earlier 

civil war.27 Indeed, the paramilitary fighting units as described by Kaldor as typical for post-

Cold War civil conflicts, show sufficient similarities with guerilla movements operating 

during the Cold War. Kalyvas claims that the end of the cold war did not so much change the 

nature of civil conflicts, as it changed the conceptual categories by which participants and 

observers describe civil wars.28 As a result of the dissolution of coherent political categories, 

he argues, the end of the Cold War has lead to an overemphasis of the criminal aspects of civil 

conflicts. A similar argument is made by Clapham and Bøås and Dunn after comparing 

African guerilla movements of today, with those of ten to twenty years ago, noting a decline 

in the ideological basis of contemporary African guerilla movements. 29 However, they argue 

that the ideological commitments articulated by insurgencies during the Cold War were likely 

to have much to do with securing financial and military support, as Africa formed part of the 

U.S – Soviet rivalry for allies.30 They furthermore contest the assumption of homogeneity of 

civil wars across countries and continents, based on a rather narrow view of globalization. 

Proposing a regional approach to civil war, it is argued that African guerillas need to be 

studied in relation to their specific historical context, taking into account the local realities in 

which insurgencies arise.31 Though highly contested, the New Wars thesis has provided an 

insightful perspective to current day insurgencies. Yet, it does not provide enough clarity on 

the mechanisms involved in pushing civilians into armed movements, which this research will 

aim to investigate.  

                                                 
27

 See Newman (2004) Kalyvas (2001) 
28

 Kalyvas (2001) p. 117-118 
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 Clapham (2007), Bøås and Dunn (2007b) 
30

 Bøås and Dunn (2007b) p. 15-17 
31

 Clapham 1998, Bøås and Dunn (2007b) 
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1.2.3 Little knowledge of rebel movements 

Despite the growing attention for civil war in the social sciences, little academic effort has 

been directed towards gathering empirical data on rebel movements that instigate civil wars 

and the individuals that form it. In cross-country statistical analyses, rebel movements remain 

“black boxes” in the network of causal explanations. And a lthough historical case-studies of 

specific conflicts pay attention to the behavior of rebel movements on a general level, it is not 

usual for researchers to collect data inside rebel movements. This is easy to understand for a 

variety of (mostly practical) reasons. First of all, a civil war often leads to a situation where 

reliable and unbiased information is scarcely available. In addition, civil war makes regions 

where movements operate extremely insecure, a situation that often remains unchanged for 

years after the conflict officially ends. Conflict-affected areas furthermore tend to lack basic 

infrastructure that enables researchers to travel into these areas. Morten Bøås and Kevin Dunn 

put forward the claim that it is partially due to the deeply rooted tradition of state-centered 

analysis in political science, that the study of rebel movements has been nearly neglected in 

the field of civil war studies.32 Jeremy Weinstein argues that the neglect of micro- level 

research on rebellion, has biased our understanding of uprisings towards the perspectives of 

movements‟ elites, and indicates that more systematic research inside rebel movements is 

necessary.33 

The question why civil war erupts in a country at a given point in time, can be 

translated to the micro- level as a question regarding the success of a rebel movement to pose a 

military threat to the central government. Given the commonly used definition of civil war as 

causing at least 1000 combat-related deaths per year, of which 5% must be suffered by either 

party to the conflict,34 we are essentially trying to answer a question concerning the ability of 

a rebel movement to cause such deaths. Although one aspect of the „success‟ o f such 

movements may lay in the extent to which the environment provides opportunities for finance 

and for recruiting fighters, the story does not end there. To fully understand the sources of 

rebellion, we must know more about the instruments used by rebe l movements, as well as the 

local realities in which they build their organization, recruit and members, and fight for their 

causes, whether they are grievance- or greed-based. To gain precisely this type of insight in 

the functioning of rebel movements in Africa, Christopher Clapham took a comparative 

approach to African guerilla movements.35 For once switching attention to the movements that 

rebel, he advocated the study of African movements as part of their proper historical context. 

From this perspective, he brought together a collection of studies on post-independence 

                                                 
32

 Boas and Dunn (2007a) p.3 
33

 Weinstein (2007) p. 351-352 
34

 Co llier and Hoeffler (2004b): 3, using the definit ion of civil war proposed by Small and Singer (1982)  
35

Clapham (1998) 
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African movements, providing great insight into the political and military strategies followed 

by different African movements and their varying success.  

According to Clapham, insurgencies in Africa – especially in the Horn – should be 

understood as a reaction to failed Postcolonial states, which provide both opportunities and 

incentives for armed rebellion. While some rebel movements succeed in taking over and 

managing the state, other movements have not managed to pose a serious threat to the rulers 

of the state. To explain the variation of success of movements, three factors are thought to be 

relevant. First of all, the way the movement is structured can be of great influence on its 

efficacy. Clear command and control structures, formal training of combatants and the level of 

discipline among combatants can all contribute to an organization‟s strength. The second 

factor explaining insurgencies‟ success is the relation between the movement a nd its host 

society. Movements depend on host societies for the supply of food, shelter and recruits. This 

relationship can be one of control, or of close identification. Solidarity and support of the 

movements‟ struggle by host societies are conductive to a movements‟ success and correlates 

with the extent to which the movement is perceived to defend a common interest. 

Identification of the host population with the movement on the basis of ethnic or clan-based 

ties is another factor that affects the popular support for the movement in the areas where it 

operates. A third feature of rebel movements are the international relations of the movement. 

Political and economic backing by other states, as well as the movements connectedness to the 

global (aid-) economy are aspects of insurgencies‟ international politics that influence their 

access to financial and military resources. These three factors – organizational structure, 

relationships with host communities and international politics – are key to understanding 

success and failure of African rebel movements. 36 

In 2007, Morten Bøås and Kevin Dunn published a sequel to Clapham‟s initiative, 

asserting that:  

Armed insurgents have become an increasingly significant element of African politics, 

(…) yet careful analysis of such movements has been an exception. (…) Christopher 

Clapham‟s 1998 collection African Guerillas is still the only attempt to study African 

insurgencies in a comparative manner.
37

 

Understanding rebel movements is not only a valuable goal in itself, b ut is also necessary for 

designing policies to end civil conflict: DDR programs, aimed at dismantling insurgencies, 

being one of them. This becomes clear from a study by Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy 

Weinstein who did a survey among 1,043 former combatants from various rebel movements 

in Sierra Leone, questioning them about their motivations to join the movement, their 

experiences wile fighting for the movement and matters related to the peace process and the 

                                                 
36
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scattered, some insightful studies have nonetheless been published, e.g. Mkandawire (2002), Richards (1996) and 

Young (1996) 
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ongoing DDR program.38 By choosing a post-conflict setting, they were able to link pre-

conflict realities and experiences during the conflict, with the effectiveness of the DDR 

programs. Their findings challenge theoretical assumptions of macro- level debates, for 

instance by showing that the motivation to join a rebel movement varies greatly across 

individuals and do not fit neatly into the greed-grievance dichotomy. Socio-economic 

deprivation, rewards offered by the movement and social pressure from community members 

were among the motivations reported by interviewees in the sample. In addition, Humphreys 

and Weinstein emphasize the importance of acknowledging involuntary recruitment, since as 

much as 88% of the interviewees in the sample who fought on the side of the Revolutionary 

United Front (RUF) reported to be forcefully recruited.39  

With regard to the DDR process in Sierra Leone, Humphreys and Weinstein, surprisingly, find 

no connection between the participation in formal DDR programs and the reintegration 

success of former combatants.40 Instead, they find that: 

A combatant‟s experience of the war – in particular, the extent to which he engaged in abusive 

practices – is the most important determinant of reintegration success. Individuals who 

perpetrated widespread human rights abuses face significant difficulty in gaining acceptance 

from their families and communities after the war.
41

 

Although several challenges to the conclusion that DDR programs are ineffective, are 

discussed by the authors,42 the finding demonstrates that more research at the micro- level is at 

the very least worthwhile. 

A similar micro- level research project was done in Liberia by Bøås and Hatløy , using 

a mix of quantitative and qualitative research methods. 43 Alongside a survey among 491 

former combatants living in two different areas of Monrovia, face-to- face- interviews and 

focus groups were done during the post-conflict period in 2005. According to their results, the 

majority of the former combatants reported to have joined militant groups in order to obtain 

security, either for themselves or for their family.44 The researchers further find no significant 

differences between former combatants and „regular‟ Liberian youth: they were not more or 

less marginalized than other Liberians. Yet, the logic of the Liberian DDR programme was 

based on the assumption that lifting the marginalized status of ex-combatants – by providing 

training and temporary payments – would ensure sustainable reintegration. However, as 
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security formed the main motive for individuals to join, the researchers argue tha t the extent to 

which the post-conflict Liberian polity is able to provide such security can be expected to be 

of more significance to the sustainability of reintegration. They conclude that:  

A greater understanding of what led people to „get in‟ to a conflict situation will help explain both 

how and why the conflict was initiated and sustained, and enable the development of more 

effective and sustainable processes and policies to bring them fully back out.
 45

 

 

The research project that I carried out in Sudan, and that forms the basis of this dissertation, 

originates from an appreciation of these recent efforts to broaden our understanding of civil 

war at the micro- level. I am convinced that such understanding can contribute to the quality of 

policies and programs that aim at reintegrating former combatants into civil life. So far, as 

mentioned above, studies on DDR effectiveness have taken a top-down approach, taking for 

granted the reality of policy makers. Instead, my research consisted of data-collection at the 

individual level, similar to the research done by Humphreys and Weinstein in Sierra Leone. 

Yet, taking a qualitative approach based on face-to-face interviewing, rather than the format of 

a survey, the research does not seek to find determinants of rebellion. Rather, its purpose is to 

reconstruct the context in which individuals join an armed movement and stay part of it, 

understanding the perspective from which fighters look at war and peace. This approach 

avoids imposing the researcher‟s pre-conceived categories on the respondents. The research‟s 

main research questions are: 

1) What motivates people to join armed rebellion during civil war? 

2) What forms the basis for their (dis-)continued affiliation to the movement throughout 

the war? 

3) What is their perspective on building a life after the war, and what is the relevance of 

DDR programming in that respect? 

 

Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with 76 individual fighters in Sudan, 

aimed at reconstructing respondents life-course. Focus was on the context in which they were 

recruited for armed battle, their experiences during their time with the movement, and their 

perception of life after the war had ended. The next paragraph will further elaborate on the 

methodological approach of the research. 

 

1.3 Research among (former) fighters in Sudan 

In Sudan, a peace agreement was signed between the Sudanese government and the Southern 

Sudanese guerilla army the Sudanese People‟s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) in 

January 2005, putting an end to over 20 years of civil war. The Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement contains provisions for carrying out a DDR process in South Sudan as part of 

                                                 
45
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wider security arrangements and reforms intended to transform the SPLA from a guerilla 

movement into an official army. In addition to the peace process in South Sudan, peace 

agreements were signed between the government and the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) in 

Darfur (May 2006)46 and in Eastern Sudan (October 2006), between the government and the 

Eastern Front. Both agreements also contain provisions for DDR processes. Both regarding 

the motivations for civilians to become fighters during civil war, as well as the transition from 

fighters to civilians after a war ends, Sudan thus offers a variety of cases. Choosing Sudan as a 

case further had the advantage that I had done research in the country before, had a network 

and could speak the language. 

 

1.3.1 Research design 

From June 2008 until June 2009, I lived in Sudan to interview former fighters in various 

locations in South Sudan and in Eastern Sudan. Prior to my departure to Sudan, while I was 

planning my fieldwork, I had been gathering information on the DDR process through official 

reports and through some contacts in Sudan. From this information it appeared that DDR 

programmes in Eastern Sudan and in South Sudan were up and running. I could not find out 

what was happening in Darfur in terms of DDR. My plan was to focus on South Sudan, use 

Eastern Sudan as a case for comparison, and possibly also Darfur if that would be feasible. In 

South Sudan, I planned to visit locations where former fighters were being reintegrated 

through DDR, as well as locations where no DDR was being offered, to interview those who 

were reintegrating without assistance. As a third target group, I planned to interview SPLA 

soldiers who were still in active service. Finally, I planned to interview people who had never 

joined the SPLA as a “control-group”, to distinguish factors that restrain a person from joining 

an armed group. This research design would enable me to avoid possible bias regarding the 

first research question (motivation to join). Simultaneously, regarding the DDR-related 

research question, the design would provide three groups that could be compared: those 

remaining in the army, those reintegrating with assistance and those reintegrating without 

assistance. Cross-comparison would then enable analyzing the relevance of the DDR program.  

A similar design – though targeting smaller numbers of respondents given the limitation of 

available time and resources – would be followed in the East, and possibly in Darfur.  

However, upon arrival in Sudan in June 2008, it soon turned out that the DDR process 

had not yet started anywhere in Sudan, with the exception of a disarmament campaign in 

Eastern Sudan. The only progress made in terms of DDR was the production of policy 

documents and the establishment of DDR Commissions throughout the country. This required 

me to revise my research design, selecting locations on the basis of different criteria, ruling 

out DDR-participants as a target group. Based in Khartoum, where I was affiliated to Juba 

                                                 
46
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University‟s Centre for Peace and Development Studies, I travelled to four locations for 

periods of 2-4 weeks to conduct interviews among active soldiers and former fighters who had 

reintegrated without assistance. I had initially anticipated to also interview active and former 

SPLA soldiers stationed in Khartoum, but due to increasing tensions resulting from the 

indictment of President Omer Al Bashir by the International Criminal Court, I did not manage 

to get access to the SPLA barracks. Interviews in Khartoum remained limited to policy-

makers and politicians, some of whom were former rebel- leaders. In addition, I interviewed 

one former SPLA soldier in Khartoum, who I met my coincidence. 

The dictatorial rule in North Sudan created many constraints to doing fieldwork in that 

part of Sudan. The omnipresence of the National Security, who control the movement of 

foreigners in the country and monitor their actions formed a major constraint. That this threat 

was all too real, turned out during my first visit to Eastern Sudan in October 2008, when I 

visited Kassala to interview former fighters affiliated to armed movements in the East. There, 

I first visited the regional DDR Commission to inform them of my presence and to explain my 

research interest and my intentions. During the next few days I made contact with members of 

armed movements and arranged a translator. On my third day in Kassala I was ready to start 

interviewing, but was apprehended by an agent of the National Security and taken to their 

office for interrogation. I was accused of being “political”, and not having the appropriate 

paperwork for doing research. After a few hours, I was released and told to leave Kassala 

immediately.  

I decided to postpone my next visit to Eastern Sudan until the end of my fieldwork 

period, and first focus on travelling to the South. In addition, this experience with the National 

Security made me realize that doing fieldwork in Darfur would not be feasible at all, as the 

National Security is known to be even more aggressive there. It was too unlikely that I would 

be able to interview SLA-fighters in a setting that would allow them to speak freely. In 

addition, I would be putting respondents at risk of being targeted by the National Security for 

talking to me. And given that the overall security situation in Darfur would create far-reaching 

restrictions to my movement, I had to conclude that Darfur was simply not a viable option. 

My research would thus be limited to locations in South Sudan and Eastern Sudan. When I 

finally returned back to Eastern Sudan in May 2009, I had good contacts who advised me on 

how to go about my research and managed to interview 11 former fighters affiliated to the 

Eastern Front. 

 With research limited to the SPLA in South Sudan and the Eastern Front (an alliance 

of the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions) in Eastern Sudan, I had two cases of a 

DDR process under a peace agreement. In the South, the DDR process was part of a 

transformation of the SPLA from a guerilla movement into a professional army. In the East, 

armed groups were being dissolved and integrated into the government security sector, 

creating a different setting for the DDR process. As for the research question regarding the 

motivation to join an armed group during civil war, I had three different armed movements to 
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study, all three of which had come to a negotiated settlement with the government. During my 

fieldwork in Blue Nile State, I learned about the existence of another armed movement, that 

had been active in that area for a few years in the 1990s but then collapsed: the Sudan 

National Alliance/Sudan Allied Forces (SNA/SAF). I had never come across this movement in 

the literature, which is logical given that they had remained marginal and had only lived a 

short life. Meeting more and more people who had been part of this movement, I decided to 

include it as a case in my research, as it provides an interesting case of an unsuccessful armed 

rebellion: not having managed to build up sufficient strength to challenge the state‟s 

monopoly of violence. In relation to the question what causes civil war, operationalized to the 

level of armed movements‟ strategies, this provides a useful case. Although it proved difficult 

to find respondents, as this movement had already collapsed in 2001, I interviewed three 

individuals formerly affiliated to the movement, one of which was the movement‟s founder.  

 

1.3.2 Fieldwork 

Given that research in Darfur was impossible, I selected two different locations in South 

Sudan, one Transitional area47 and two locations in Eastern Sudan. Given that I had been more 

or less expelled from Kassala, only one location in the East remained: Port Sudan in Red Sea 

State. In South Sudan, I selected an urban and a rural area: Juba is the region‟s only urban 

centre and its capital, Upper Nile is a rural area. Blue Nile State was selected as the 

Transitional Area, because a DDR pilot project was starting there in April 2009.  

                                                 
47
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Figure 1. Map of Sudan 
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Although I could arrange my travel to 

the main towns at these locations using 

local transport, further movement outside 

the towns was rather restricted. In South 

Sudan, although I was allowed to move 

around, the lack of roads and 

transportation makes safe travel costly. It 

would require renting a four-wheel drive 

and a driver, which was not possible 

within my budget. Further, travel outside 

the towns is dangerous, due to the 

presence of militia and bandits. In 

Eastern Sudan, I could only get travel 

permits to travel to the main towns 

where I then had to stay. In terms of 

accommodation, I stayed in a variety of 

places. In Juba, I initially stayed at the university campus, where the hygiene situation was so 

bad that I got too sick to be able to stay there and moved to an NGO guesthouse. In Upper 

Nile, I stayed in a facility run by the church. In Blue Nile State and Port Sudan, I stayed with 

families of (Sudanese) friends.  

These circumstances provided many opportunities for participatory observation and 

informal conversations. In Renk, the church where I was staying had a small restaurant on its 

compound where soldiers, teachers, chiefs and church staff had their breakfast and dinner. 

Spending time with these people in such an informal setting enabled countless valuable 

conversations. In Damazin, the family who hosted me had a large network of local politicians, 

community leaders and UN staff, who would drop by the house in the evenings for tea. This 

setting also provided valuable opportunities for observation and discussion, which contributed 

to my overall understanding of the communities in which I was doing research.  

  At the field locations in South Sudan, I first contacted the local authorities to explain 

my presence and my research interests. After they had authorized my research – often giving 

me a letter with a signature and a stamp which I could show in case of questions (see appendix 

I for an example) – the next step was to find respondents. For interviewing SPLA soldiers in 

active service I first visited the local SPLA commander to ask for permission. In most cases, 

they were open, understanding and helpful, and allowed me to stay in the army barracks to 

interview whoever passed by. This also provided opportunities for observation and informal 

chats with soldiers, in addition to “formal” interviews (see the next paragraph). Normally, a 

soldier would be designated to assist me during my presence at the barracks, which was very 

useful. I was completely free in selecting respondents and tried to arrange a balanced mix of 

Overview of field visits 

Kassala  (Kassala State, Eastern Sudan) 

26-29 October 2008 

Juba (Central Equatoria, South Sudan) 

14 January 2009 – 4 February 2009 

17 March 2009 – 31 March  

Renk (Upper Nile, South Sudan) 

4 April – 25 April 

Damazin/Roseires (Blue Nile State, Transitional 

Area) 

26 April – 13 May 

Port Sudan (Red Sea State, Eastern Sudan) 

18 May – 2 June 

Khartoum (capital of Sudan) 

Ongoing from June 2008 – June 2009 
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age-groups, tribes, ranks and levels of education. Although the majority of soldiers in the 

SPLA are male, I made an effort to include a few female soldiers at every location. 

Only in Damazin (Blue Nile State), obtaining access to SPLA soldiers was more complicated, 

as a local SPLA commander did not feel comfortable with having me do interviews among 

soldiers. In Damazin, the SPLA works together with the government army in so-called Joint 

Integrated Units. Apparently, there had been tensions within these units, and – despite of 

having a welcoming attitude and a genuine interest in my research project – the commander of 

the SPLA section of the joint unit clearly did not want risk suspicion on the side of his 

government-army counterpart by having a khawayyia48 walking around in the SPLA barracks. 

With the assistance of another local commander, I did manage to interview active SPLA 

soldiers who were in the area as civilians, but I had little influence over the selection of these 

respondents. 

 Finding former SPLA fighters who had reintegrated without assistance was generally 

more complicated. Asking random people if they had fought for the SPLA or knew someone 

who had, would have created suspicion. I therefore approached community leaders – tribal 

leaders (“chiefs”) or church leaders – who assisted me in finding these respondents. As for the 

“control-group” of people who had never joined the SPLA, it turned out to be impossible to 

explain to people that I wanted to interview them for something they did not do. After a few 

fruitless attempts, I realized that doing formal interviews with this target group was not 

feasible. Of course, during informal chats with people, I did gather some information 

regarding the factors that could prevent a person from joining. Some of this material is 

presented and discussed in chapter 2.  

In Eastern Sudan, approaching and interviewing respondents was strongly constrained 

by the presence of the National Security. Through my network, I managed to get in touch with 

senior people in the Eastern Front, who facilitated interviews with former fighters. This way, I 

succeeded to interview 11 former fighters belonging to the Eastern Front in Port Sudan, 

although the setting was never ideal. I was limitedly able to create occasions for interviewing 

respondents myself. Mostly, I had to wait around in the office of my facilitators for 

respondents to appear, and then I had to interview them at the spot with other people present. 

Another occasion was created by some helpful respondents at a cultural fair, which I was 

supposedly visiting as a khawayyia learning about the local culture. There, I did have an 

opportunity to separate myself and my respondents from the crowd to interview them in a 

private setting. Regarding the selection of respondents, I was limited to a network of 

university students who arranged for their friends to come to the fair for an interview. This has 

created a bias, as most of the respondents were educated. However, this was simply something 

I could not influence.   
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It must be concluded that the circumstances in Sudan for doing research are highly 

challenging. In the North, the reality of a military dictatorship limits the opportunities for 

talking about politically sensitive subjects. In the South, while there (still) is openness on the 

side of the authorities, movement is severely restricted and limited to the main towns. These 

circumstances create obstacles for obtaining a perfect sample of respondents, that is 

representative for the population being researched. In fact, it is impossible to even assess the 

extent to which the sample is representative for the population, as there is no population data 

available. For example, there is no information regarding the composition of the armed 

movements in terms of age, tribes, or levels of education to compare the sample with. Lacking 

such population data, the only way to prevent bias in the selection of respondents is using 

common sense. Despite all the challenges, I managed to conduct a total of 76 formal 

interviews with persons currently and formerly affiliated to five armed groups, in addition to 

numerous informal conversations with current and former fighters as well as “normal people”. 

 

1.3.3 Conducting the interviews 

1.3.3.1 Interview Setting 

Once respondents were selected and agreed to sit down with me for a “formal”49 interview, I 

had to create a suitable setting in which they would feel comfortable to speak freely and 

disclose personal information. At the army barracks I was sometimes given an office or  a hut 

which I could use to interview respondents in private, without being disturbed. For 

respondents who were interviewed outside the barracks, creating a private setting normally 

required some creativity, but a solution was always found. Many such interviews were 

conducted in a quiet place in the shade of a large tree or a building. In the East, creating a 

suitable setting for interviews was much more challenging due to the presence of the National 

Security, as was described in the previous paragraph.  

 Once a setting was created, I first spent a substantial amount of time explaining the 

purpose of my research and what I would do with their information, in order to obtain their 

informed consent. In South Sudan, it was sometimes difficult to explain the concept of 

academic research, as many respondents had never gone beyond primary school, if even. The 

way I normally framed it, was that I was writing a book about the SPLA and that I was 

gathering stories from the soldiers and former soldiers for that purpose. I also mentioned the 

DDR process as a specific interest in my research, but no one had ever heard of DDR, as the 

programmes in Sudan had not yet started. I emphasized that their information would be treated 

confidentially, and that they could be quoted in the book, but never mentioning their names. I 

always made sure they understood that they were in no way obligated to cooperate, and that 

they were completely free to refuse to answer any of the questions during the interview. After 

this introduction, I asked again if they wanted to cooperate with the interview. In Eastern 
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Sudan, explaining my research interest was much easier, as the level of education was 

generally higher, especially among the respondents in my sample, most of whom were 

university students. In addition, all former fighter had heard of the DDR process, which they 

felt was a justified topic for research, given that that they were dissatisfied with how the  

process was going. In this case, it was necessary to clarify the limitations of my research and 

avoid creating false expectations regarding its potential impact.  

 The ideal interview setting would be one in which the respondent and I were the only 

two people present. However, language-barriers sometimes necessitated the inclusion of a 

translator. In South Sudan, while many respondents had a fair level of English and a translator 

was not necessary, I wanted to avoid a possible bias in the sample by only including English 

speakers. The use of a translator was then inevitable, and it was challenging to find good 

translators who respondents felt comfortable with. In the army, I noticed that respondents 

were most comfortable with a translator who was also a soldier, and I normally asked them to 

look for an English-speaking colleague themselves, to ensure that this would be a person they 

trusted. In Upper Nile, the assistant I was given by the army turned out to be an excellent 

translator and translated many of the interviews. My fear that this may limit respondents‟ 

freedom to be critical towards the army was contradicted with the accounts of some very 

critical deserters who generously shared their discontent, despite the  presence of a translator.  

 While I had a basic level of Arabic from the beginning, which enabled me to monitor 

the translations of my translator, my level improved over time. By the end of my fieldwork 

period I could conduct interviews in Arabic without a translator. In the East, this proved to be 

especially valuable, as a translator I had hired to be on stand-by in case conversations would 

get too complicated, was mistrusted by my respondents. One person I interviewed with the 

translator present, came to find me a few days later and told me he would like to talk to me 

again in private. In this interview, he disclosed much more information and I decided to 

continue interviewing in Arabic, even though this sometimes meant having to ask a person to 

repeat something, or explain the meaning of a certain word to me.  

 

1.3.3.2 The practice of interviewing 

The checklist I used during the interviews can be found in Appendix II. Interviews lasted 

between half an hour and two hours, with the majority of them lasting about one hour. While 

researchers are often advised to record and transcribe interviews, as this is the most accurate 

way to record the interview, I decided against using a voice recorder for several reasons. 

Firstly, it is well known that voice recording can restrain respondents from revealing 

information.50 This effect can be expected to be even stronger in Sudan, where people are not 

used to and often suspicious towards cameras and microphones. In the East, using a voice-

recorder would have been out of the question given the general fear for the National Security. 
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But even in the South, people would not likely to have been comfortable with having their 

voice recorded. Yet, the most important reason for not recording the interviews, was my own 

fear of having the National Security confiscate my material. I estimated that the potential harm 

caused by a few notebooks full of illegible notes would be far less than recordings of 

respondents‟ narratives. I also felt that national security agents being able to read such notes 

would be less of a violation of respondents‟ privacy than them being able to listen to their 

voices. My method of recording the interviews was therefore by note-taking and I converted 

my notes into interview reports the same day as the interviews. An example of an interview 

report can be found in Appendix III.  

 Interviews followed the structure of the checklist, aiming to reconstruct the life course 

of the respondent. It was sometimes difficult to track dates and times and even the age of 

respondents, as many had never used a calendar before they joined the army. Assessing a 

respondent‟s age, for example, sometimes took a fair amount of time. For example, 

respondents would sometimes provide a birth year that was not consistent with the age they 

claimed  they were. Similarly, assessing the year they had joined the movement was 

complicated and consequently, their age when they were recruited. What was interesting, is 

that dates became more accurate during the parts of the interview that covered the 

respondents‟ lives after recruitment. Dates of key-victories, political events, the death of a 

fellow-fighter, or the day on which a respondent was injured in battle, were often presented 

with great accuracy.  

 Another challenge was to separate current attitudes and ideas from those in the past. A 

question like “what did you know about the SPLA‟s goals before you joined” was difficult to 

answer, and respondents often started talking about their current knowledge. Going trough the 

question a couple of times, encouraging the respondent to remember his living situation prior 

to joining, asking to specify their sources of this supposed information, were helpful in 

separating the past from the present.  

 During the interviews, respondents often recollected events in their lives that were 

emotionally charged: the attack on a village or the deaths of family members. Because I was 

worried that the recollection of traumatizing events could be harmful to respondents, I had 

gathered some information about how to deal with such situations prior to starting the 

fieldwork. Some seasoned experts had assured me that people generally do not speak about 

things which they know will be harmful for them to speak about. In general, you can expect 

people to guard their own boundaries. Indeed, I was struck with the apparent ease with which 

respondents were generally able to describe killings in their village, or experiences on the 

battlefield. At the same time, I was sometimes confronted with intense emotions during 

interviews. My response then was to stop the interview and open up the conversation for the 

respondent to talk about this particular event as long as they felt necessary. I also reminded 

them that they could stop the interview at any time, and in a single case the respo ndent did 
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prefer to stop. Normally, I would follow-up such interviews with phone calls the days after the 

interview to see how they were doing.  

 Not all interviews resulted in complete interview reports. Some interviews were 

interrupted, sometimes language-barriers impaired the quality of the interviews too much to 

write a reliable interview report. Despite the fact that even such incomplete interviews 

sometimes had an enormous value to my understanding of the subjects under research, I 

decided not to use the material for this dissertation. The overview below displays the 

completed semi-structured interviews that resulted in a complete  interview report.  

 

Table 1. Overview of completed semi-structured interviews  

Armed group Location N 

Sudan People‟s Liberation Army 

(SPLA) 

Juba  21 

Renk 22 

Damazin 17 

Khartoum 1 

Beja Congress Port Sudan  7 

Khartoum 2 

Rashaida Free Lions Port Sudan 1 

Khartoum 1 

Sudan National Alliance/ Sudan 

Allied Forces (SNA/SAF) 

Damazin 1 

Port Sudan 1 

Khartoum 1 

Tribal militia Juba 1 

Total 76 

 

1.3.3.3 An ideal method? 

Qualitative interviewing is a commonly used and generally accepted method for social 

scientific research that aims to understand the worldview of an individual. Compared to 

participant observation, it has the significant advantage of being able to reconstruct events in 

the personal history of respondents, which was essential in this research. Compared to survey-

type structural interviewing, qualitative interviewing enables researchers to dissect the points 

of view of respondents, rather than testing the researcher‟s pre-conceived ideas. In that 

respect, qualitative interviewing is the most suitable starting point for theory-generating 

research. However, the method also has its limitations. First of all, qualitative interviewing 

does not provide “hard data” that allow reliable causal inferences that can be generalized to 

the population. Although an attempt will be made in chapter 2 to quantify the data gathered 

through the interviews, this analysis should be interpreted with some caution. It should be 
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seen as a tentative conclusion, that could actually be a first step in developing a research 

design for a quantitative study on the topic.  

A second challenge concerns the reliability of the acquired data: how can we be sure 

that respondents were accurate and telling the truth during the interviews? First of all, 

respondents‟ memories of past events may be inaccurate or colored by the present. Since some 

respondents had joined the armed movements at the onset of the war in South Sudan, these 

people were  asked to recount events that happened over 20 years ago. Indeed, respondents did 

seem to have difficulties remembering events in the past. I tried to increase the accuracy of 

answers by going through their accounts thoroughly, recapping what the respondent had said. 

Also, I sometimes asked certain questions again later in the interview, to verify if they 

provided the same answer. In case of a discrepancy, we could go through the events in 

chronological order again, to help the respondent remember the events more accurately.  

But inaccuracy of the account could also stem from a reluctance on the side of 

respondents to talk about certain events, or giving socially desirable answers. The political 

context in South Sudan, where the SPLA is perceived as having won the war and is 

transforming into a legitimate government, people were extremely open about their affiliation 

to the movement. The questions about their recruitment were not taboo as might be the case in 

a context where an armed movement is framed as a criminal or terrorist movement. Voluntary 

recruitment was not something to be ashamed of, but I soon found out that forced recruitment 

was something respondents had more problems admitting to. During some interviews, 

respondents first claimed that they had joined voluntarily, but later in the interview made clear 

that they were forcibly recruited. I tried to lower the barrier to talk about forced recruitment by 

explaining that I had heard many stories of boys who were taken by the SPLA to fight for 

them, asking them if they had ever witnessed something like that. In a few cases, respondents 

immediately said “That happened to me too”, after which we went through the specifics of the 

events surrounding their recruitment again. Another strategy I used to reduce the likelihood 

that a respondent provides a socially desirable answer, was to remind respondents that they 

were free to indicate that they did not want to talk about certain issues. From time to time 

respondents used this freedom to skip a question, which is preferable to providing false 

accounts. On one occasion, when I was sticking to a question a respondent was trying to 

avoid, he said: “Do you remember that you said I could just say it if I don‟t want to talk about 

something? Well, this is something I don‟t like to talk about, if that‟s ok” – elegantly 

reminding me of the rules I had set for the interview.  

I used these strategies as well when talking about other sensitive issues and, in the end, 

I am fairly confident that I obtained reliable accounts from the respondents. The only topic I 

am sure respondents did not answer truthfully in some cases, were questions related to 

possible misbehavior during their time in the army. I have come across many accounts from 

civilians about SPLA soldiers looting villages during the war after they defeated the 

government army and of intimidation and forcing people to provide food or sex. Yet, when 
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asked to which extent respondents had been involved in such practices, they all denied. They 

did often admit that these things happened in the army, but all of them claimed they had never 

done so themselves. It is quite unlikely that none of the 76 respondents had ever been involved 

in such practices, but I was not able to discuss this possible involvement during the interviews, 

despite my attempts. This is unfortunate, given the finding in previous micro- level research 

that individuals who were engaged in abusive practices during the war, face more difficulties 

reintegrating into civilian life than those who were not.51 

 The general approach to increasing the reliability of qualitative data is to apply some 

form of triangulation. In this research context, the possibilities for triangulation were rather 

limited. Ideally, I would have verified the account of a respondent for example by 

interviewing their friends or members of their families. However, respondents were often 

away from their relatives, either stationed in a location other than their home area, or having 

left their home area behind to look for work. Secondly, it would have been difficult to justify 

to respondents why I would want to talk to their families or friends. There were only a few 

occasions on which an opportunity for triangulation arose naturally, because I was invited to 

the homes of respondents where I could chat with their family members and ask some 

questions informally.  

Though applying triangulation in the sense of fact-checking at the level of individual 

accounts was seldom possible, there were certainly ways to acquire a perspective on events 

from alternative sources on a more general level. At all of the locations, I had conversations 

with tribal leaders (“chiefs”) and / or church leaders who were very knowledgeable and 

relatively impartial. Of course, having promised anonymity to the respondents, I could not ask 

them if the account of respondent x or y was factually true. But I could test my general 

inferences and concepts with people who had an inside view and who had been observing the 

situation in their area throughout the war. They could help me interpret the patterns that I 

found in the respondents‟ narratives. To some extent they could also verify the accuracy of 

respondents‟ accounts of attacks on villages and army battles in the area, although the same 

problem occurred with tracking dates and years as was described above.  

Additional sources were available for the verification of such events and I owe much 

to the historical research of the war in South Sudan by Douglas Johnson, who wrote the most 

comprehensive, detailed and impartial work on the civil war in Sudan and the SPLM/A to 

date,52 though his research never structurally investigated the perceptions and motivations of 

SPLA fighters in a way that this research does. While there are many other sources on Sudan 

– going back to Sir Evans-Pritchards‟ classical studies of the Azande and the Nuer during late 
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Colonial times53 – few provide a detailed account of what was happening „on the ground‟ 

during the war. In addition, many sources describing political events during the war are 

written by (former) politicians from a partisan point of view.54 In addition, there are numerous 

reports and articles on Sudan, published by academics and NGOs that are based on desk 

research and do not present new data, nor are they based on fieldwork in the region. Though 

all these studies and analyses provided interesting background reading, the amount of sources 

usable for triangulation were limited to a few. 55 Regarding the conflict in Eastern Sudan, the 

sources are even more limited. Virtually nothing has been written about the East, apart from 

one well- researched International Crisis Group report, 56 and a few insightful publications by 

Sara Pantuliano on the Beja tribe,57 with whom I have also had very valuable conversations.  

 Although the method of qualitative interviewing has its limitations, I have done as 

much as possible to increase the reliability of the narratives, given the circumstances. All 

these efforts have brought forth 76 narratives of former and current fighters, that provide 

insight into their transformation from civilians to soldiers and their perspective on 

transforming back. The stories are often tragic, sometimes shocking, and sometimes strikingly 

familiar. The rest of this dissertation will be dedicated to the interpretation and analysis of 

these stories.  
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2 Recruitment 
This chapter deals with the recruitment of soldiers into the various armed movements in 

Sudan, with a strong focus on the SPLA. After a brief historical background to the conflict 

between north and south Sudan, and the foundation of the SPLA in 1983, I will switch to the 

perspectives of my respondents to reconstruct the contexts from which they joint the 

movement and their motivations to do so. A categorization of respondents will be presented 

on the basis of their most prominent motivation to join. A short analysis of data gathered 

among people who did not join the movement, will further add to our understanding of factors 

contributing to a person‟ joining. Finally, after a revision of the categories of respondents 

found with regards to motivation to join the SPLA, I will present similar data concerning three 

guerilla movements in Eastern Sudan. Although the respondents from these militia are 

relatively small in number and provides less basis for generalization, it is also more diverse, 

including narratives of some of the founders of these militia. Comparison between individual 

level data gathered within the various movements, will create room for tentative theoretical 

conclusions regarding the survival and success- factors of building a rebel movement. These 

will be discussed in the last paragraph of this chapter.  

 

2.1 Independence, war, peace and the foundation of the SPLA 

2.1.1 Tensions between north and south 

In Sudan, armed rebellion against the central government has occurred in all peripheral areas 

of the country, with the most recent outbreak in the western region of Darfur, where the 

Darfur Peace Agreement was signed in 2006, but where the conflict is still ongoing. Armed 

groups have also been active in the eastern region, where peace talks led to the signing of the 

Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement in October 2006. The longest running conflict and most 

intense in terms of the amount of casualties, is the rebellion of southern Sudanese armed 

groups against the central government.  

What the armed groups in the various Sudanese regions have in common, is that their 

rebellion is based on a rationale of economic and political marginalization of the periphery by 

the center. Historically, development in Sudan had always been concentrated in a few regions 

around the country‟s capital, Khartoum: a pattern that was to a great extent reinforced by the 

British colonial rule (Johnson 2004:9-22). Policies to enhance economic development during 

the British rule consisted mostly of projects in central Sudan. The Gezira plain, situated south 

of Khartoum, between the Blue and White Nile, was the country‟s most productive area and 

was favored in terms of investments and the provision of social services compared to 

practically all other areas.58  The cotton that was produced in this area soon became the 
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county‟s most valuable export product and the government‟s main source of income. 

Infrastructure between the center and Port Sudan was improved and as a result the axis 

between Port Sudan and Central Sudan started to profit from the economic development there. 

However, the profits made in the Gezira Scheme were not redistributed to underdeveloped 

regions, which meant that benefits remained concentrated in a few privileged zones. The  

economic and social inequalities that were established during colonial rule have remained 

until today, creating a permanent incentive for political opposition in all marginalized regions 

against the central government. However, in the East and West of the country, this opposition 

has mostly made use of non-violent instruments, until the mid-1990s. Southern Sudanese 

opposition, on the contrary, adopted the use of military means almost immediately after 

independence.  

 Tensions between the North and the South specifically, are also rooted in a history of 

sheer exploitation that started during Turco-Egyptian rule when the southern part of the 

country was used extensively for the accumulation of slaves. The fertile land and the water of 

the Nile also made the south an interesting neighbor and settlements of traders and military 

troops started to emerge in the south during the Turco-Egyptian rule. The widespread practice 

of slave-raiding among southern „black‟ tribes, caused southerners to be granted a low social  

status. Despite their interference in the south, the Turco-Egyptian rule did not manage to 

establish an administration in the south, and the same goes for the Mahdist regime that 

followed after the revolution of 1881.59 It was only during the British rule (1899-1956)  that 

the South was fully integrated as part of the Sudan and an administration was established. But, 

out of fear of Islam, the Southern policy of the British discouraged Arab language and Islamic 

culture and encouraged tribalism and Christianity instead.60 When the British started to 

prepare their departure from the Sudan during the decolonization period following the Second 

World War, the intention was to create two separate countries, with the possibility of linking 

the South to the East African colonies. But since the most influential Sudanese leaders in the 

North all proposed a one-state solution, the British government worked towards a federal 

system, within a united Sudan.61  

 

2.1.2 Prelude to the first civil war 

The first elections for a self-governing Sudanese parliament were held in 1953, before 

independence, during the final years of the British decolonization period. The National 

Unionist Party (NUP)62 became the largest party and formed a government with Al-Azhari as 

Prime Minister (under the British Governor-General). The new government adopted a 

Sudanization policy, which meant that all important administrative positions in the South 
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would be held by Northerners. The rationale behind this policy was to get rid of the British 

civil servants and that Northerners were more qualified and experienced to hold these posts, 

but by educated Southerners it was understood as an attempt to colonize the South,63 

especially since they had been promised that the priority for positions in the South would be 

given to Southerners. These events ultimately led to a mutiny in parts of Equatoria in 1955. 

After the mutiny, the British were eager to leave Sudan and hastened the process towards 

independence, so that Sudan became independent in 1956, „with many issues of its nationhood 

still unresolved‟,64 the most important ones being whether Sudan was to become a unionist or 

a federalist state and whether it should have a secular or an Islamic constitution. 65 After 

independence, a federal solution was soon rejected by Northern parties in Khartoum, which 

led to the establishment of the Federal Party in the South to take part in the first post-

independence Parliamentary elections to be held in 1958. The Federal Party was a political 

alliance with respect to a single issue, but had to deal with tribal and personal differences 

between its members.66 The Federal Party won nearly all of the Southern seats in those 

elections, while the NUP still became the largest party in Sudan as a whole. But – because 

they could not reach an agreement on a coalition with any of the other parties, a government 

was formed by Umma, a party affiliated to Al Mahdi religious sect, and People‟s Democratic 

Party (PDP), with Abdallah Khalil becoming Prime Minister. This coalition turned out to be 

unworkable, and while parties were seeking new alliances, the army took over in November 

1958, with General Abbud as its leader. The county would remain under his leadership until 

1964. 

 The Abbud leadership soon presented a Ten Year Plan of Economic and Social 

development, which revolved around three irrigation projects in the northeast of Sudan. These 

three projects together received 75 % of the total expenditures on agriculture.67 These 

economic policies again privileged the regions that were already more advanced and ignored 

the needs of economically underdeveloped areas in the South as well as the North. The Abbud 

government further adopted a cultural policy toward the South of Islamization and 

Arabization. This meant that Arabic was introduced as the language of instruction in schools 

while conversion to Islam was encouraged and Christian missionaries were placed under 

severe restrictions.68 Increased opposition to the Khartoum government, especially among 

educated Southerners and students, led to the birth of SANU: the Sudan African Nationalist 

Union. SANU was a movement in exile, composed of leading Southern politicians and 

students and a guerilla force mainly constituted by the 1955 mutineers. The guerilla fighters 
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became known under the name Anyanya. Their aggression against government forces formed 

the beginning of the fists civil war.69  

 

2.1.3 The first civil war 

The First civil war ended in 1972 when the southern rebels reached a peace agreement with 

the government in Addis Ababa. The second civil war started in 1983 and lasted until 2005, 

when the SPLA and the ruling National Congress Party signed the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement in Naivasha, Kenya. Although the first civil war is outside the scope of this study, 

some of my interviewees had been part of the Anyanya, before joining the SPLA after the 

collapse of the Addis Ababa Agreement. Although their number (4) is too small to legitimize 

generalizations, it is interesting to look at some of their remarks regarding their recruitment 

into the Anayanya and explore similarities and differences with the SPLA. 

“I joined Anyanya-1 when I was about 19. The enemy was rushing to the South in those days. 

And they declared Friday a day of rest in all Sudan, even though we are Christians. I went to 

Israel for military training a few times.”  

– 60 year old male respondent 

 

“During the first Anyanya war, I was a student. Then, the war started. You know, it was really 

a student uprising. The reasons were the Sunday Strike, the closing of the mission schools and 

power sharing.”  

– 63 year old male respondent 

 

“In 1964, I was 12 years old, and going to a boarding school in Yei district [near the Ugandan 

border]. There was a demonstration, and they closed all the schools in South Sudan. The 

demonstration was a protest against the Sharia law. The Anyanya was already appearing in 

those days. I was living away from my family in the boarding school when the army started to 

arrest and kill our teachers. We saw them being tied and killed. We ran to the bush. There, we 

had not other option to join the Anyanya. Some of us didn‟t want to stay in the Anyanya. They 

were released to go to school in Uganda, where our people were staying in refugee camps. I 

decided to stay. I wanted revenge from the way they killed our teachers. In the Anyanya, we 

were considered too young  and they put us in training first. When I was 17, I was allowed to 

take part in the battles”  

– 53 year old male respondent 

  

“In 1964, I joined the Anyanya. I was still very young, about 12. Before joining the Anyanya, I 

was going to school in Atar [Upper Nile]. When I was in school, many young people of the 

south were being arrested and killed by the army. I joined in 1964, and was trained until 1972, 

when they signed the Addis Ababa agreement.”   

– 56 year old male respondent 
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Certain elements of recruitment that are articulated here, would also become characteristic in 

recruitment of people into the SPLA, during the second civil war, as we shall see in the next 

paragraph. Firstly, joining the armed struggle was often a response to a sudden deterioration 

of the security situation that both posed a direct threat to the individual, while creating 

personal grievances that formed a motivation to join. This is exemplified by the remarks of the 

last two respondents above, who both report an acute change in the security situation in their 

area, causing them to have very little options other than joining the fight. Personal grievances, 

fed by witnessing the killings of fellow-citizens, formed another motivation, which we 

encounter in on of the narratives (third respondent above) as well.70 

Another notable feature that the Anyanya forces shared with the SPLA concerns the 

recruitment and treatment of relatively young children. Although it was common for children 

to be taken into the SPLA during the second civil war – through both forced and voluntary 

recruitment – it was quite rare for these children to be involved in battles as long as they were 

young. They were often put in training until they reached a more mature age, and it was 

common for them to be released from time to time to go to school. Indeed, the recruitment and 

treatment of children by the SPLA – and even those individuals mentioned above, who were 

affiliated to the Anyanya – challenges the commonly accepted concept of a “child-soldier” as 

a victim, forced to join a rebellion, transformed into a fighting-machine using drugs and 

alcohol – an image that is based mainly on the recruitment of children during the civil wars in 

Sierra Leone and  Liberia. The incompatibility of this concept of a child soldier with the role 

of children in the SPLA will be elaborated on in chapter 3. For now, it suffices to mention it as 

a similarity between the Anyanya and the SPLA.  

 

2.1.4 Peace and the demobilization of the Anyanya 

The Addis Ababa Agreement ended the first civil war in 1972. The Sudanese government and 

the Southern Sudanese Liberation Movement (SSLM) signed an agreement  after negotiations 

facilitated by the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the All Africa Conference of 

Churches (AACC). By this time, the Abbud leadership under which the war started, had been 

replaced by the rule of Jaf‟ar Nimeiri,  in 1969. The armed struggle between the Anyanya 

fighters and the central government had reached a military stalemate in 1971, which was 

perceived as one of long duration, although there was not factually an equality of forces.71 

Rather, the government in Khartoum was starting to realize that the Southern insurgency was 

becoming costly and would not be ended easily, as the Anyanya were considered to be 

committed to their political goals. At the same time, it was becoming clear to the Anyanya 
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forces that their political goals (increase autonomy or independence) were not coming closer 

through their armed rebellion, and that beating the government forces was nearly impossible.  

 However, the government entered the negotiations with the precondition that Sudan 

would remain united. Southern independence being ruled out, the SSLM thus tried to obtain as 

much autonomy as possible, within the concept of a united Sudan, initially aiming at a federal 

solution. The final agreement did not go that far, but did establish a Southern Regional 

Government, which consisted of a Regional Assembly, which would appoint a regional 

Executive Council. These institutions would come into power after a brief interim period, 

during which a High Executive Council for the South was to rule. The regional Executive 

Council had control over all Southern policy, accept defense, foreign affairs, currency and 

finance, and overall social and economic planning. The National Government would remain 

the body to handle those affairs.72 The Agreement also granted the South to use English as a 

“common language”, which could be used in schools, although Arabic was to remain the 

official language.73  

The Anyanya forces were to be incorporated into the Southern Command of the 

Sudanese Army and in the police, prison service and wildlife police. 74 This was also what 

happened to the respondents we met before.  

“By the time the Addis Ababa agreement was signed, I was 26 years old. The agreement was 

signed by our seniors, and us young ones accepted that this was now the policy. After the 

agreement, I joined the prisons, as part of the demobilization of the Anyanya .”  

– 63 year old male respondent 

 

“After the Addis Ababa Agreement, we came to Juba. I was very sorry about that agreement. It 

was a way our enemy was deceiving us. Still we accepted. We put our guns down and I was 

put in the Ministry of Health as an assistant in statistics. I was placed in Bahr el Ghazal.”   

– 60 year old male respondent 

 

“When the war ended in 1972, we came out of the bush. General Joseph Lagu asked me if I 

wanted to be integrated into the army. I said “no”, because I wanted to finish my studies. I 

went to Khartoum, and to Kosti, where I completed high school. Then, I joined the police 

officer college and became a prison officer.”  

– 53year old male respondent 

 

“The Addis Ababa peace was good. It stopped people from killing and beating each other. 

When they signed the Addis Ababa agreement, I reported myself to the SAF [Sudan Armed 

Forces], because the Anyanya was supposed to be part of  SAF. In the SAF, I worked as a 

driver. I was stationed in Khartoum.” 

 – 56 year old male respondent 
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The integration of Anyanya fighters into the national security apparatus did not go smoothly. 

Some elements of the Anyanya opposed the agreement with the government altogether, while 

others did agree, though not with it‟s security arrangements. Many were disgruntled for being 

given low ranks, others were not even considered qualified enough to join the army and ended 

up jobless. Fighters were not given many options: one could either accept the position given to 

them in the national army, police, prison service or wildlife police, or one could return to civil 

life on their own. Violent clashes occurred during the integration of the Anyanya, and a series 

of small scale mutinies were committed by integrated Anyanya in 1975, 1976 and 1977.75 

Those involved in the mutiny in Akobo in 1975, fled to Ethiopia, where they joined with those 

Anyanya-factions which had rejected the agreement altogether. Together they tried to revive 

the Anyanya, referring to themselves as Anyanya-2. The Anyanya-2 remained active 

throughout the peace-period, although this activity remained relatively insignificant and was 

mainly located along the Ethiopian border. By the early 1980s, some small and independent 

guerilla groups that started to operate throughout the South, also called themselves Anyanya-

2. One of the previously mentioned respondents was part of this residual guerilla during the 

peace period: 

 

“In 1983 I went back to the bush with the Anyanya-2 because the Addis Ababa agreement was 

made without consulting us. That agreement was a way our enemy was deceiving us. We 

managed to get weapons from Libya and build our strength in Bah al Ghazal and we fought. I 

was the chairman of Anyanya-2. I decided to attack alone, that was my decision. I had 15.000 

men, and we were 5 commanders.”  

– 60 year old male respondent 

 

The implementation of the Addis Ababa was not monitored by the international community 

and DDR did not yet gain its place in the world of international policy-making. If one 

considers DDR essential to the sustainability of a peace (agreement), one may explain the 

relapse into war, ten years after the signing of the Addis Ababa agreement, as a result of the 

lack of reintegration of Anyanya fighters. The current United Nations Mission in Sudan 

(UNMIS), mandated to monitor the implementation of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, 

indeed claims that “the failure to re-integrate the Anyanya ex-combatants, following the 1972 

peace agreement, ending the country‟s first civil war, is believed to have contributed to 

conditions leading to the outbreak of the second civil war.”76 This claim seems to be based on 

the observation that part of the Anyanya had remained active throughout the peace-period. 

However, it must be noted that these were few in number and their activities did not pose a 

real security threat. Most Anyanya fighters were absorbed into the security apparatus, and 
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many were holding positions in the army when the war restarted. They joined the rebellion by 

being part of a mutiny. Those who were not interested in either of these options, had to find 

their own way to re- integrate into civil life, without receiving support from a DDR program. 

During the ten years of peace, they must have come a long way, as is also suggested by the 

following remarks of the Anyanya fighter who did not join the army: he managed to complete 

his high school and find a job. By the time the SPLM/A was founded, he decided not to join: 

“In 1983, problems started when Nimeiri decided to drop the Addis Ababa agreement. He 

imposed Sharia law. Garang took some action with a few officers and started that movement 

that is now SPLM/A. By that time, I was working as a prison officer in Juba, and living with 

my wife and children. I heard about the movement, but didn‟t decide to join. I had very mixed 

feelings about the SPLA.”  

– 53 year old male respondent 

 

This soldier had thus reintegrated successfully and remained passive throughout the second 

civil war. Then, who where the ones who initially joined the SPLM/A and what was their 

motivation? And how crucial was the role of the former Anyanya fighters? Before addressing 

these questions, let us first look at the political developments that formed the background to 

the “Revolution” on May 16th 1983 and the foundation of the SPLM/A in July 1983.  

 

Implementation of the Addis Ababa Agreement would have granted the South with much of 

its desired freedom, regarding administrative, religious and cultural issues. As such, it formed 

a source of frustration to the power-elite in Khartoum. Throughout the peace period, plans to 

construct a canal to diverge water away from the South in order to benefit irrigated farming 

schemes in Northern Sudan created local discontent in the Jonglei province.77 Another plan 

that raised suspicion towards the Northerners‟ intentions was put forward in 1981 and 

consisted of dissolving the Southern Regions and creating three new regions instead: Bahr al-

Ghazal, Upper Nile and Equatoria. This was to form part of a national policy of 

„decentralization‟, also to be executed in the North, but would lead to de facto weakening of 

the power the Southern region could exercise. The vast majority of Southerners was against 

this idea, but it was pushed through by a presidential decree in June1982, after some 

prominent opponents to the plan had been jailed.78 Another issue that sparked Southern 

political resistance was the imposition of Shari‟a law in 1983, which can be explained as an 

attempt of Nimeiri to defy pressure from Islamists factions. Nimeiri had initiated a policy of  

National Reconciliation, which meant a move toward Islamic reforms. After surviving two 

coup attempts, the style of the Nimeiri government became increasingly authoritarian, leading 

to the exclusion of Southerner politicians from decision-making regarding the South and 

further diminished the Southerners‟ trust in the government‟s commitment  to the peace 
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agreement. The limitations put on the South‟s power, the exclusion of Southerners from 

decision making regarding the South‟s natural resources and the dissolution of cultural and 

religious freedom by imposing Shari‟a law, clearly contradicted the Addis Ababa Agreement.  

From 1981 onwards, growing discontent among Southerners caused three former 

Anyanya officers, who had become commanders in the Sudanese army after the Addis Ababa 

Agreement, to renew contacts with what was left of the Anyanya, and supplied arms to their 

forces.79 Separately, Major Kerubino Kuanyin Bol – another former Anyanya officer – had 

started to fight on the side of the Anyanya forces in Jonglei province. He was in command of 

the Sudanese army forces in Bor.80 Throughout April and May 1983, several southern army 

and police officers deserted the army and went into the bush. 81 On the 16th of May 1983, 

Major Kerubino‟s force in Bor was attacked by army forces82 under the command of Colonel 

Dominic Cassiano, who was himself a former Anyanya officer. Major Kerubino‟s force 

withdrew into the bush. On May 18th the same thing happened in the town of Pibor, and the 

breakaway-forces from the Sudanese army joined with the Anyanya guerilla‟s along the 

Ethiopian border. As the news of the events in Bor and Pibor spread, in combination with 

Nimeiri‟s plan to split the Southern region, more mutinies were initiated throughout the South, 

such as one committed by one of my interviewees: 

“When the war restarted, I was in Juba and I was a colonel in the Prisons Department. In Bor, 

the war started, and when I was sent to Bahr Al Ghazal with 200 men for an assignment, I 

committed mutiny and joined the SPLA.”  

– 63 year old male respondent 

 

Nimeiri‟s abolition of the Addis Ababa Agreement, clashes between the army and ex-

Anyanaya mutineers, thus sparked armed resistance throughout the south. Many of the 

mutineers fled to the Ethiopian border and a large number of them started to arrive in Itang in 

June 1983, where the three main figures of the events – John Garang, Akwot Atem and 

Samual Gai Tut – arrived in July.83 Discussions regarding the political course and leadership 

of the new movement started, and soon resulted in the foundation of the Sudan People‟s 

Liberation Movement/Army, under the command of Dr. John Garang de Mabior. Others 

competing for the movement‟s leadership were given positions in the “Provisional Executive 

Committee”.  

According to the SPLM/A manifesto of 1983, the movement was founded to fight for 

the creation of a socialist oriented united secular Sudan. This reflected a desire to obtain 

Ethiopian Support, as previous position papers that neither incorporated socialism or unity, 
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had been turned down by leaders in the Ethiopian military.84 Mengistu finally provided 

political and logistical support to the movement, using the movement to fight the Oromo 

insurgents inside Ethiopia.85 The political charter of the newly founded movement further 

went beyond the problem of the south, and depicted the problems in the south as part of a 

wider problem between the center and the periphery in Sudan. Development patterns in Sudan 

were described as biased towards the center, which was the result of power being in the hands 

of a small elite. The manifesto further contains long passages written in Marxist jargon, and 

ends with a clear overview of specific grievances resulting from the failure to implement the 

Addis Ababa Agreement: among them were the lack of investment and development in the 

South and the split of the Southern Region.86 During the war, in the late 1990s, the Khartoum 

government managed to start up oil production in areas along the North-South border. Since 

then, the SPLM/A‟s rhetoric regarding development has come to be framed in terms of the 

access to revenues brought forth by oil-production.87 

 

2.1 Organizing a rebellion: strategies of mobilization and recruitment 

The SPLA thus was founded as a political/military movement, aimed at establishing a “New 

Sudan” through armed struggle. As such, it needed to develop and implement policies to build 

an effective military organization. Drawing on the studies of African guerilla movements 

mentioned in the previous chapter, three factors of guerilla movement‟s organization are 

worth exploring: the internal structure of the movement (leadership, ideology, and 

organization), the relationships with the international system and the relationship with the host 

environment.88 Although the last factor is most relevant to the topic of this section, and will be 

discussed further in this chapter, as well as in chapter 3, we will briefly look at the other two 

organizational aspects of the SPLA. It must be mentioned, however, that during twenty years 

of warfare, the organizational structures and policies have been subject to change, which in 

itself could be considered as a contributor to the organization‟s survival. Organizational 

flexibility and the ability to adjust to changes in the environment in which one has to operate,  

contribute greatly to any organization‟s survival, and can thus be considered an important 

factor to take into account in the analysis of rebel organizations as well. 

 As opposed to the Anyanya, the SPLA was organized in a highly centralized manner, 

with the chairman of the organization, Dr. John Garang, in charge of both the political and 

military branch. Dr. John gained much respect as he was educated and had an enormous 

charisma. Militarily, all operational decisions were made by the chairman, who was also the 
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Commander in Chief. The control of the central command over the units in the field was tight, 

and there were no local units operating independently, as there had been in the Anyanya 

during the first civil war.89 The training of new recruits was also organized centrally : all new 

recruits were transferred to training camps in Ethiopia to be trained and organized.90 This 

policy was altered during the course of the war, when  training was increasingly organized in 

several places in the liberated areas throughout the south. This change of policy was mainly a 

response to the fall of the Mengistu government and the subsequent decrease of Ethiopian 

support to the SPLA.91 

 As has been mentioned, the ideology of the SPLM/A did not contain a separatist 

agenda, which had contributed to the lack of international support of the Anyanya during the 

first civil war92. Instead, it posed the southern problem as part of a more general problem of 

marginalization of Sudan‟s peripheral areas and promoted the vision of a New Sudan, in 

which resources were to be distributed equally. This ideology granted the SPLA not only with 

international support, but also paved the way to building alliances with military movements 

operating in other peripheral areas of Sudan – something that would prove to be a fruitful 

policy during the 1990s, when rebel movements started to erupt in eastern Sudan. In the early 

days, to secure Ethiopian military support, the SPLA‟s ideology was filled with Marxist 

language, labeling  the rebellion a “revolution” against a “bourgeoisified bureaucratic elite”, 

that was ruling the country in a neo-colonialist manner.93 As one policy-maker in the SPLA 

explains, the adoption of this ideology was strategic: 

“The SPLA was never really serious about socialism. When you go to a party, don‟t you wear 

a special dress? A different dress then when you are going to work? In the same way, 

socialism was a dress we wore when we went to war, to get that support.”  

– Policy advisor in the SPLA, interviewed January 2009 

 

When it came to the political mobilization and recruitment throughout the South, however, 

this Marxist “dress” was put aside, as was the complex New Sudan vision. For gaining the 

support of host societies for the SPLA‟s activities, local grievances, existing between southern 

and northern tribes, were used to pull people on the side of the SPLA. The SPLA radio 

announcements primarily framed the war as one against Arabs, and thus depended on existing 

grievances of southerners more than on the strength of the New Sudan vision. The same goes 

for the attraction of new recruits to the movement, an example of which is given by a current 

SPLM politician: 
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“In Northern Bahr El Ghazal, the Dinka had had conflicts with Misseriyya and Rizeigat over 

cattle, since the 1960s . The Northern tribes were armed, because they were former soldiers in 

the Sudanese army, so the Dinka wanted to get guns to defend themselves and their cattle. 

That was their main reason to join and come to Ethiopia: to get guns. The SPLA trained them, 

militarily and taught them “political orientation” and they started to understand that there was 

something going on that was bigger than their conflict with their neighboring tribes and that 

the only solution was a New Sudan, with rights based on equal citizenship. These fighters were 

deployed throughout the Sudan, as part of the SPLA.”  

– Member of the General Assembly, interviewed January 2009 

 

The SPLA‟s New Sudan charter thus also contributed to the movement´s flexibility: soldiers 

fighting for such a broad vision, instead of for defending their local interests, were more easily 

deployable throughout the south. During the 1990s, compulsory recruitment was introduced 

and generated the bulk of new recruits in those years. In the SPLA-controlled areas, 

commanders negotiated with chiefs, who were required to deliver a certain amount of recruits  

to the SPLA.94 Families who had sons of the proper age,95 were required to “sacrifice” a son to 

the movement. Families were not compensated for providing their sons, nor did soldiers 

themselves receive any form of payment. They were only provided food, shelter and clothing. 

As an interviewee explains: 

“The idea was that, once we win the war, everyone will be rewarded: because the next 

generation will live in the New Sudan. We will sacrifice ourselves for the next generation.”  

– Member of the General Assembly, interviewed January 2009 

 

2.2 On the individual level: Contexts of recruitment 

Let us now turn to the perspective of the fighters who were recruited by the SPLA and look at 

the narratives of the interviewed SPLA soldiers. First of all, let us try to gain more insight into 

the context in which individuals were recruited and to see if we can distinguish categories 

with regard to (aspects of) that context. What was life like before recruitment? How did the 

war change that life? What did respondents know about the reasons of the war and the 

objectives of the movement? And, ultimately, what made them join?  

 

2.2.1 A normal life in South Sudan 

During interviews, I always asked my interviewees to tell me something about their life before 

they joined the movement, guiding them with some general questions. 96 In their responses, 

they described their lives and often concluded that they were living “a normal life”. What 
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exactly a normal life is like in South Sudan and what aspects of it may be relevant for better 

understanding the context in which people were recruited into the SPLA, I did not learn 

through the interviews as much as through spending time in the areas where I did fieldwork 

and conversations with people who were not part of the research‟s target group: „normal 

people‟. This typically ethnographic research is hardly guided by rules and it is difficult to 

defend the accuracy and rightness of my observations and the conclusions I draw from them. 

The knowledge gathered from this type of research cannot be traced back to systematic 

observation. Rather, it is a type of knowledge that grows as a result of innumerable 

observations that all seem equally insignificant in relation to the direct object of the research, 

but together they generate an understanding of the respondents‟ Weltanschauung that is as 

relevant as the interviews themselves. Yet, these aspects of life are not often mentioned, 

because they are taken for granted: they are, after all, „normal‟. Below, I will describe those 

relevant aspects of life, and illustrate them with some observations that contributed to my 

understanding of the people I was researching. Needless to say, this description of life in 

South Sudan is inevitably incomplete. This is not a place to describe and discuss all aspects of 

life and the numerous differences that exist from tribe to tribe. Rather, what I will describe 

here, are those part of life in South Sudan that were relevant for my own understanding of the 

people around me, their actions, decisions and their statements, even with those people who 

had become my closest  friends.   

 

2.2.1.1 Material aspects of a normal life: making a living 

A normal life in South Sudan is a rural life. Although these days, oil-revenues form the bulk 

of the budget of the Government of South Sudan, this hardly reflects the way people in the 

South make a living and secure their livelihoods. Traditional livelihoods in the South consist 

of cattle-keeping, growing crops, fishing, hunting and trade. Most families employ a 

combination of these activities and the ecological diversity of the area causes great variation 

in those combinations.97 Households produce for their own consumption, but also need an 

income in order to complement their own production by purchasing foods in the market. For 

that, they need to produce a surplus, or have another source of inco me. Casual, day-based 

labor and petty trade are the most important of such sources of extra income. 98  

The meaning of cattle-keeping among the different tribes of South Sudan is a 

complicated matter and has been the subject of classical anthropological stud ies.99 Among 

many tribes, although cattle is used for consumption and production of milk, their main 

function is to serve as a kind of currency and, as such, they constitute a sign of a family‟s 

wealth. Marriage requires transfer of cattle from the family o f the groom to the family of the 
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bride, with most tribes having fixed amounts of cattle, while it is common among the Dinka 

tribe – the largest tribe in South Sudan – to negotiate the amount of cattle for the dowry. Cattle 

transfer is also used to settle disputes between families in some of the traditional court 

systems. Cows are the most valuable kind of cattle, and many Dinka names are derived from 

the color of cows.   

Unsurprisingly, cattle-ownership forms a major indicator of a family‟s wealth. And, 

since cattle is required for a man to marry a woman, the amount of wives a man has – 

practically all Southern Sudanese tribes practice polygamy – is an important proxy of his 

wealth. In a study done in 2008, measuring community- level perceptions of socio-economic 

status of households, three socio-economic groups were distinguished across all tribes and 

areas of south Sudan.100 They are represented in the table below. 

 

Table 2. Socio-economic categories in South Sudan.  

 Characteristics 

Socio-economic 

group 

   

 Livelihood Household Life-style 

Poor 

(50%-65%)101 

- a small farm or no 
farm at all; 

- the main income 
source based on 
casual labor. 

- poor or no shelter; 
- the head of the 

household a 
widowed female; 

- few (female) 

children; 
- no strong workers 

- meals were limited 
to one per day; 

- unable to purchase 
food; 

- dependence on 

others (kinship 
support, food aid, 

begging). 

Medium 

(19%-29%) 

- a livelihood derived 
from livestock, 

agriculture or 
diversified between 
the two; 

- salaried 
employment; 

- ownership of a small 
house;  

- many children and 
children attending 
school; 

- strong, hard workers 

- self reliance 

Better-off 

(10%-25%) 

- livelihoods in 

livestock, small 
business, 
agriculture, or 

diversified;  
- salaried 

employment 
 

- a permanent house; 

- many children and 
children attending 
school; 

- strong and hard 
workers;  

- self-reliance;  

- able to purchase 
tools; 

- access to land 
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Having a livelihood partially derived from raising cattle thus constitutes an important 

difference between poor households and medium and better-off households, as does the 

availability of a source of salaried employment in the family. Since South Sudan has virtually 

no private sector, the state is the main provider of salaried jobs. Jobs in the civil service, as 

police officer, army officer or as a teacher, form important contributio ns to a household‟s 

wealth and status. During the war, the availability of such jobs was limited to the garrison 

towns, controlled by the central government. In the SPLM-controlled areas, NGO‟s were the 

only source of salaried employment. As we shall see, since the peace, institutions of the 

Government of South Sudan (GoSS) as well as the SPLA have become the major employers 

in the South, alongside international NGO‟s.  

 Another characteristic of a poor household that distinguishes it from medium and 

better-off households, is the availability of food to the family-members. Medium and better-

off  households have a relative secure access to food, while poor households regularly face 

shortages, which they address by seeking assistance through begging or food-aid (if 

available). Other ways of coping with shortages employed frequently in South Sudan are 

lowering the portions of food, limiting the amount of meals a day, and reducing adult 

consumption.102 Being self- reliant, owning a house and having many children103 are other 

distinguishing features of medium and better-off families compared to poor ones.  

 

2.2.1.2 Expectations of life and death 

The previous paragraph distinguished categories of wealth within South Sudan, but if we 

compare living conditions in South Sudan with those elsewhere, people in South Sudan are 

generally poor. Whether one defines poverty in terms of insufficient income, lack of access to 

basic needs or lack of opportunities or freedom; people in South Sudan are poor according to 

all these definitions. They are deprived of almost everything. Described in statistical terms: 

over 90% of the population is estimated to live below the poverty- line of having an income of 

one dollar per day or less.104 Life-expectancy at birth is 42 years, with an infant mortality rate 
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of 150, and an under-5 child mortality rate of 250.105 This means, that out of every four 

newborn children, one will die before reaching the age of five. Diarrhea (with an under-five 

prevalence of 45% and Malaria (with an under-five prevalence of 61%) are their biggest 

killers, while 48% of children under five are malnourished. Access to health care is very 

limited, illustrated by the fact that only 5% of child-births are attended by skilled staff. 

Consequently, one out of ten women die during pregnancy or giving birth.106 Access to 

education is also limited, with a net enrollment of 20% in primary school, and only 2% of the 

population of South Sudan having completed primary school.  

 So, a „normal life‟ in South Sudan is a short life. A newborn child has a fair chance to 

die before the age of five and, even if it passes that age, it is not likely to grow old. Childhood 

is marked by disease and only few children have an opportunity to attend school. In our 

societies, the death of a young child is relatively rare and often shocks us deeply. In South 

Sudan, children die all the time and it is a possibility people anticipate. Most tribes have 

specific names for children who are born after a child who died, and these names are 

common.107 A woman I met in Juba, mentioned that she had two children and both of them 

were ill at the time. She said that she planned to have two more children and concluded: “ If I 

have four children, God will take two and two will be left for me. That will be enough.” The 

fact that people are used to dealing with the loss of children does not, of course, mean that 

they are not hurt by it. An interviewee in Juba, who had lost two of his three children, 

emotionally declared that he really did have three children. 

 Death, disease and hunger form integral parts of a normal life. They are always 

around. People, and especially children, are getting sick all the time. 108 With little to no 

income available, and little to no proper medical care around, many die. Survivors are 

frequently confronted with death and from a young age. A friend once told me that he used to 

help the older men of his family prepare the dead bodies of deceased family-members for 

burial, when he was still a young child. In Juba, a friend of mine once called me to cancel an 

appointment, because his cousin had died and he had to take the body to his village. His phone 

call was a strange mix of emotionality and casualness and it is hard to imagine a comparable 

conversation in my own culture. Death and suffering are common aspects of life in South 

Sudan. What is important here, is that they are so common, that they were not often elaborated 

on by my respondents who were describing their normal lives during interviews. 
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2.2.1.3 Knowledge of the world 

A normal life in South Sudan is, further, a life with limited knowledge of the world. Few 

people in South Sudan have an opportunity to attend primary school, as was mentioned in the 

previous paragraph. The amount of people completing primary school, secondary school, or 

beyond is even fewer. But school is but one way to learn about the world. Other ways include 

the media and travelling. Until recently, however, there has not been written media in South 

Sudan. Had it been there, it would have been of little use to people who did not learn to read. 

Television being too expensive, the radio is the main source of information for people of 

South Sudan.109 There are few roads in South Sudan, most of them being only accessible 

during the dry season, when long distances can be traveled by bus. But even then, long-

distance travelling remains time consuming and expensive and so, people travel long distances 

on foot.  

 As a consequence, many areas in the South are very isolated. In isolated villages one 

must travel for days to reach the nearest town. Figuratively speaking, this reduces width of 

people‟s Weltanschauung people‟s knowledge and understanding of only a small part of the 

world becomes the basis for people‟s imagination of the rest of the world. Those who do not 

have the means to travel, depend on others who travel for their knowledge of the part of the 

world that lays behind their own horizon, and this creates opportunities for manipulation. 

Consequently, as we shall see, many people had limited knowledge of the war that was going 

on in the South. Some did not even know that there was a war, until it reached their village, let 

alone did they know the politics behind it. They did not know that they were being 

„marginalized‟, or that better government services were available in the north of the country. 

They were not aware that they were living in the periphery of a nation and that all the power 

was located in the center. Their world was often limited to the small area that was within their 

reach. 

 Because people have limited knowledge of the world, due to a lack of access to 

education and other channels of information, they also have limited explanations of 

phenomena occurring around them. That does not only apply to the war, as was just 

mentioned, but to other aspects of life a s well. People do not know exactly what is causing 

their crops to decay, their cattle to die and their children to get sick. These things just happen. 

As in the days in which Evans-Prichard did his famous fieldwork among the Azande and the 

Nuer, witchcraft and sorcery still provide explanations for many phenomena among many 

tribes, although the spread of Christianity has, since then, replaced or mixed these 

explanations with God. God is considered a cause of many phenomena. God provides 

explanations where people‟s knowledge falls short. If you loose your cattle or your crops and 

people are getting sick and dying around you, seemingly without a cause, then you also lack 

the means to control these phenomena. So, a normal life in South Sudan is also a life in which 
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one has very little control over one´s own destiny and that of others. Things just happen; most 

of the time, all you can do is pray and trust in God.  

 

2.2.1.4 Categorizing the respondents 

Let us now turn to the combatants and explore their narratives for some of the above-

mentioned aspects of their „normal‟ lives before their lives were affected by the war. It must 

be mentioned here that not all respondent had vivid memories of their lives before the war 

started, because they were very young when the war reached their area, or because they were 

born during the war, not even knowing a life without war. Regarding the livelihoods of the 

households respondents were from, most respondents were from rural areas and fall into the 

“poor” and “medium” categories. 

 

Poor: 

“My father was a farmer, we did some small cultivation in the home. I was working in the 

garden for some days and some days I was free, like Sunday. I have 3 sisters and a brother, I 

am the second born child. Some of us were living at home, some of us worked in the garden. 

The food was not enough because our garden was not very large. We sold some things in the 

market, like maize, sorghum, ground nuts, okra and onion, and buy other things.”  

  – 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State
110

 

 

“The situation in my area was very bad. There was no education. My father died when I was 

very young. My older brother was taking care of the family. He didn‟t have a job. Day by day 

he was looking for work to make some money. In 1993, I went to Kinana, in North Sudan, to 

go to school. I was living in the church there and going to school.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“My family had a small farm, I lived there with my parents, an older brother and 2 sisters. 

There was not enough food, because of drought. We were suffering in our village because of 

the hunger. I did not go to school, because there was no school in my village.”  

– 20 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was living in the village with my mother, father and 3 brothers and 2 sisters. I‟m the first 

born child. My father didn‟t have a job, he couldn‟t read or write. He had a shamba [a small 

garden] with grain, pumpkin, beans. It was not enough for the family to eat. In the winter there 

was not enough food and children were very weak. The mothers went to the forest to find 

food. I was going to school in Kurmuk. I normally went there for a few months to study and 

then come back to the village. I finished primary school until grade 7.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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Medium: 

“I was living in Mabaan with my family. We had a garden and I was digging there and taking 

care of the cows, goats and pigs. My father was a farmer. I was going to school. I have 2 

brothers and 2 sisters. We were all living in the same house.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“My family had a farm for sorghum. I had many brothers and sisters, I was one of the younger 

ones. I was a cowboy, looking after the cows. There was no school in my village, so I did not 

go to school.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“My father was a farmer, he cultivated pomegranates, sesame, wheat, cassava and sold most of 

it in the market. I finished grade 1-4 in our village. After that my father bought me a bike, so I 

could continue school in another village.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

“I was living in Koriji with my family. My father was a farmer, we had cattle and we did 

cultivation. It was for ourselves to eat, but if we had a financial problem, my father would take 

some of the cattle or some of the crops to the market and sell it. My father has two wives. With 

my mother, he has 3 children, I am the oldest.” 

 – 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Better off: 

“I was born in Bor, where I lived with my family. We were wealthy. My father married 17 

wives: we had so much cattle. We also had a shop, and we cultivated some land. I think I have 

about 460 brothers and sisters
111

”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

  

“My parents died when I was 4 years old. From natural causes. I stayed with my uncle. I have 

2 sisters and a brother. I‟m the third. My uncle was a farmer. He had cows and a garden. We 

used to eat from the crops and from a dukkan [small shop] my uncle had. I did primary school 

in Kurmuk, and then came to Damazin in 1993 to go to high school. I sat for the Sudan High 

school Certificate in 1998. I was 22. I wanted to go to university to study medicine, but could 

not find the money.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“ I am from a family of 12 brothers and sisters, my father had 2 wives and a lot of cattle. I 

went from my village in Jonglei to Juba to at Juba Commercial. When I finished it, I travelled 

to Khartoum by plane  to take the central exam for the high school certificate.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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Here, we encounter some difficulties with dividing respondents into the socio-economic 

categories: a narrative may contain indicators of several categories. For example, the fourth 

respondent mentioned in the “poor” category, is “poor” on the basis of his family‟s livelihood, 

but the amount of children – 6 – gives reason to consider him “medium”. I have therefore 

taken the source of the family‟s income as the defining characteristic of each category, 

assuming that other characteristics are a consequence of the family‟s income. 112 Having a 

small farm as the only livelihood, creates an instable income, requiring children to work on 

the land rather than going to school. Limited availability of food, also weakens the children 

and decreases their chance of survival. It needs to be mentioned that the ability of sending 

children to school, also largely depends on the availability of schools in the region. If a (free) 

school is available in the village, it is more likely that poor children can attend school. The 

second respondent in the medium category draws our attention to the value of kinship-ties for 

the availability of opportunities to an individual. When his father died, he was still able to 

continue school under the care of his uncle. 

 Now, what does it mean to belong to these categories? Being poor means being 

vulnerable and physically weak. It means using crops solely for consumption both directly 

(consuming the harvested crops themselves) and indirectly (using the returns of sold crops for 

consumption). There is no possibility to produce a surplus and, hence, no way to build up 

reserves, making families extremely vulnerable, as their survival completely depends on the 

yield of a small piece of land. When crops are lost, or rains are insufficient, the effects on the 

family‟s consumption and physical health are disastrous. Education is a luxury: being poor 

means spending all your efforts into meeting your basic needs to guarantee physical survival.  

In medium families, as the livelihoods are more diverse, the risks are spread, and some 

room exists for producing a surplus and building capital. The fourth respondent in the 

“medium” category makes clear to which extent cattle forms such capital: his family sold 

pieces of cattle when the yields from their crops were insufficient. There is also more room in 

these families for children to attend primary school, depending on its availability. The third 

respondent in the “medium” category shows that the availability of capital creates flexibility 

to respond to the lack of government services: he could attend school in a village where it was 

available, because his father could buy him a bike.  Another possible response would have 

been to temporarily send the child to family members in a village that has educational 

facilities, something that is also quite common in South Sudan, and again exhibits the 

relevance of family-ties in creating opportunities for survival. 

The relevance of social capital also becomes clear when we look at the second 

respondent in the “better off” category, who was well taken care of by his uncle, after his 
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parents died. With his household‟s income derived from agriculture, cattle, and a small 

business, he could finish high school, which can be considered a luxury in South Sudan. He 

hits a glass ceiling only when trying to attend university. The last respondent above is clearly 

very well-off. He could travel to Khartoum by plane for the Sudanese High School Certificate: 

a centralized exam to enter university that could only be taken in Khartoum in those days (the 

early 1980s). It is important to observe here, that a person‟s knowledge of the world increases 

once people are in higher socio-economic groups, partially as a consequence of increased 

mobility, partially by increased education. Knowledge itself is a luxury. As we will see in the 

following paragraphs, this will turn out to have some implications for the different 

motivations of people to ultimately join the ranks of the SPLA. 

 

2.2.2 A normal life disrupted: the reality of war 

When battalions 104 and 105 mutinied in 1983, this marked the beginning of the Second Civil 

War. However, fighting did not erupt immediately and with the same intensity in all areas of 

the South. During the first few years of the war, the fighting remained limited to some clashes 

between the government army and the SPLA in areas along the Ethiopian border, which was 

where the SPLA had set up their training camps. The SPLA‟s strategy in these early years of 

the rebellion was limited to attacking units of the government army and seize their equipment, 

and not yet to capture and control areas.113 The responses of the government army were to 

strengthen control over the garrison towns and its inhabitants, and apply counter- insurgency 

strategies mainly along the north-south border. These counter- insurgencies consisted of 

arming Arab pastoralist tribes who then attacked and destroyed villages, killing its inhabitants. 

This later became more widely applied and was known under the name “scorched-earth 

policy” and was aimed at depriving the SPLA of popular support by destroying the population 

all together. Arab tribes were mobilized with Islamist propaganda, declaring the enemy as 

kafir (infidels) and the war against the SPLA as jihad (Holy War), capitalizing on existing 

tribal conflicts over cattle and grazing lands. 

From 1985 onwards, the SPLA managed to gain control over some areas in the south. 

In these so-called „liberated areas‟, they built relations with the local population to secure the 

supply of food and recruits. As was mentioned in paragraph 2.1, voluntary recruitment started 

to become complemented with forced recruitment, and the SPLA would negotiate the delivery 

of recruits with village chiefs.114 As more areas came under the control of the SPLA, fo rced 

recruitment started to become a more significant source of recruits throughout the late 1980s 

and 1990s. Recruits were drawn mainly from Upper Nile and Bahr Al Ghazal: areas that were 

hit hardest by the government scorched earth tactics.115 After 1985, the movement‟s activity in 

Equatoria increased, with more recruits coming from this area as a consequence. In the late 
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1980‟s its activities all over the South started to improve and the SPLA further succeeded to 

expand activities to the north, in places like the Nuba Mountains and Blue Nile State.116 

As can be derived from this brief and necessarily incomplete account of the war on the 

ground, the period of time in which the war started to affect communities, varied greatly from 

area to area, as did the way and the intensity of that disruption. We will now turn to the 

different ways the war affected the lives of the people in those areas.  

 

2.2.2.1 Danger and displacement: Arabs came and burned our houses 

Firstly, there were those areas that were struck by the government‟s counter- insurgency 

tactics. During the beginning of the war, these were limited to the border areas, where Arab 

tribes were mobilized against “African” tribes, but the tactic was later applied throughout the 

south and included the mobilization of militias consisting of non-Arab tribes.117 However, 

these militia did not nearly have an impact as devastating as the tactics of the mujahadeen. In 

areas where these militia were part of the government‟s counter-insurgency tactics, this caused 

immediate and intense insecurity, chaos and panic: 

 

“When the enemy came, they catch people. I‟m black, they are red Sudanese. They came to 

catch people, they were killing people and taking our wives and cows. They put fire in the 

house. My father was killed and three in my sister‟s house. I am fear. I am running.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“There were fights. There was the fight for Gorial. They were coming to take our village. They 

were chasing people and burning our houses and stealing our cattle. People left the village and 

ran. Outside the village there is just bush. There was no choice for them but to come back to 

the village. I was still young  then.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

“Soldiers were coming to the village and burned the houses. They killed the small children, put 

them in the home and burn them.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“My family had a garden in Chali El Fil. We had mango‟s and everything, watermelon, 

potatoes. But then people started running, because the Arabs were walking in the forest with 

cattle and sheep. When they find anyone in the grass, they kill him. Arabs took the soldiers 

from Damazin. And Khartoum. They came to my village and people were running to the 
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forest. I was too small. I was running with my mother and father and brothers and sisters. We 

went to Languaye refugee camp
118

.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

   

Respondents who were living in areas further away from the borders, also report great 

instability and danger caused by the war, although they do not report civilians being directly 

targeted in attacks by the government or militia.  Fighting was going on between the SPLA 

and the government army. 

 

“My father was a medical assistant, he had two wives, we all lived in a compound in Bor. 

When the war started in 1983, I was a student in secondary school. Our town got displaced. 

The army attacked battalion 105. Everyone ran out of the town. The army broke everything, 

and the town was looted. We went to a refugee camp in Ethiopia.” 

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When the war started, I was still very young: about 8 years old. I was living in Bor. The war 

started in our area, and there was a lot of fighting. We had to run for our lives, one day. I ran 

into the bush, with some of the other children from the village. Our family was split.”   

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The war made the area very insecure. The SPLA and the northern army were taking boys to 

fight for them. When Arabs used to come to our village, we ran away. I was afraid, because I 

was only a civilian.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

The sudden extreme insecurity brought by the war, caused mass-displacement in the areas 

across the South. Small camps of displaced started to emerge in these areas, and many people 

fled to Ethiopia, where large refugee camps appeared. For the SPLA, these camps became an 

important locus for mobilization and recruitment.  

 

2.2.2.2 Facing repression in the garrison-towns 

In areas which remained under the control of the central government during the war, the 

reality of war was quite different. These areas obviously include the northern part of the 

country, but also the so-called garrison-towns in the South. The government imposed a tight 

regime in those towns, introducing curfews,  restricting the movement of the people, and 

arresting anyone who was thought to be involved with the SPLA.  

 

“I was living in Renk since the beginning of the war. We had a big family, I was the first-born 

child. I was going to school in Renk. But the war made the situation very bad. Soldiers 
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sometimes came to take our cows. If you report it to the police, they won‟t help you. My father 

had cows and they were also stolen. My two uncles were killed by the army, they stole his 

cows. They were taking all of the cows.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was living in Renk, in a payam [area] called Shemedi, two hours away from Renk town. I 

was working here as a cowboy, since I finished school. There, the SAF [Sudan Armed Forces] 

came and stole some cows. We went to Renk to report it. Then the SAF accused my father that 

he was in the SPLA and they beat him. After that, we had another farm. The SAF came to take 

the goats to eat them. We couldn‟t say anything. If you say anything, you will be arrested.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was living in Juba when the war started. I worked together with those from the North. We 

were forced to work with them. They were torturing us southerners in Juba. To save yourself, 

you had to cooperate. Some tried to go to the SPLA and fight against the Arabs. But Juba was 

surrounded by Arabs. We could not get out. They will kill you if they find you. So, I worked in 

the Wildlife forces with those from the North. I was allowed to carry a gun to protect myself 

and my family.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“Our lives changed with the war. There was no more free movement, one could only move 

from town to town with military convoy. Salaries were not being paid and there was not much 

food. People were afraid of the people from the army. If you build a house, you will be 

captured. They will ask you how did you get that money for the house. They will assume it 

was given to you by the SPLA. If you wanted to move to another town, even to get some salt, 

they will capture you. My father used to be a police man, but he passed away. We still had his 

gun in our house. Once, the army was checking people for arms. When they found the gun in 

our house, they captured my brother. He was in jail for 3 months.” 

 – 35 year old male respondent from Western Equatoria 

 

Attempts of the SPLA to capture garrison-towns, added to the insecurity and suffering in these 

towns: 

 

“So many civilians in Juba were killed because the SPLA was shelling the city every day 

between ‟89 and ‟92. Via the radio they were telling the civilians to get out of Juba. But this 

was impossible. Juba was surrounded by the army from the north and if you tried to leave, they 

killed you. Many in Juba got desperate and those who could, went to Khartoum. I fled to 

Khartoum with my family.” 

 – 53 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 
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“During the war, Renk was part of the SAF controlled areas. The SPLA attacked in 1986, 

1987, 1988, 1989… The people here suffered a lot. I was put in jail a couple of times. I was 

forced to work with the security service of the SAF for a few years.  

– Chief of chiefs in Renk 

 

2.2.2.3 Repression by the SPLA 

Among the respondents, there are also those who did not experience effects of the war until 

the SPLA itself brought it to their area. These respondents are mainly from Western Equatoria 

and belong to the Bari-speaking tribes –a collection of tribes that speak Bari- language. Not 

having had bad experiences with the government army or its militia, their first experiences of 

oppression and violence during the war consisted of encounters with the SPLA: 

 

“We were farmers. We planted cassava and corn. We had a few goats, and I was responsible 

for raising them. I did not go to school, because I was still young. I was about 8 years old 

when the war reached my area (Yei). That was in 1991 when the SPLA came to our village. 

They were in Yei town, and they used our village to hide. They behaved in a harsh way. They 

forced the people in the village to give them food. We feared them. We were afraid to get 

killed”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“We were living in Juba when the war started to affect us. My father is a pastor and he was 

working with the Sudan Council of Churches in Juba. But in 1989 there was hunger in Juba. 

There was no more food. So we went back to our village. We went footing. On the way, we 

were arrested by the SPLA. They tortured us, even my father, who is a pastor. They took my 

father with them and he went for training to be a soldier. We were left with my mother and we 

went back to the village. A few months later, my father returned to the village.”   

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Equatorians generally also did not have a history of direct abusive experiences or memories of 

repression by the Khartoum government or the Arabs. The war, brought by the SPLA to their 

villages, was not being fought against an enemy that was natural for them, or which they 

shared with the SPLA. Equatorians also perceived the SPLA as a Dinka movement, as the 

Dinka filled the majority of its ranks.119 As a consequence, the acceptance of the SPLA by 

Equatorians has always been problematic, a problem that has remained until the present day. 

 

2.2.2.4 Understanding the war 

Before we turn to respondents‟ accounts of their recruitment, we will first look at  another 

aspect of the context of their recruitment: the perceptions people had of the war that was going 

on. What did respondents know about the causes of the war that was going on around them? 
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How did people interpret what was happening around them? What did they know about the 

SPLA and their goals? Who did they perceive to be their enemy? In my interviews, I normally 

took a lot of time to try to „extract‟ the ideas people had of the movement and its goals, before 

they had joined. It was often quite difficult to disentangle those attitudes from what they had 

learned while in the movement. The many years that have gone by and the many experiences 

interviewees had had, can be expected to have colored their accounts. Yet, a few groups can 

clearly be distinguished from the data, with regard to the knowledge people had of the politics 

behind the war that was going on and the role of the SPLA.  

 

2.2.2.5 Becoming informed about the movement and the war 

Let us first look at recruits‟ knowledge of the events going on at the political level, when the 

war erupted. Here, I distinguish two categories, simply consisting of the informed and the 

uninformed, the latter forming the vast majority. Among the informed, we first find the former 

Anyanya-fighters, who had been involved in the first civil war, and some of whom played an 

active role in the eruption of the second civil war, which has been discussed above. They were 

between 30-40 years old when the second civil war started.  

 

“There was a lack of implementation of the [Addis Ababa] peace agreement, and the South 

was split in three regions. There was no development, although there was money paid to 

Northerners who were supposed to start projects from that money, but nothing actually 

happened. Also, the teachers in the South were not being paid their salaries.”  

– 63 year old male respondent 

 

“In 1983, problems started when Nimeiri decided to drop the Addis Ababa agreement. He 

imposed Sharia law. Garang took some action with a few officers and started that movement 

that is now SPLM/A. By that time, I was working as a prison officer in Juba, and living with 

my wife and children.”  

– 53 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Then there were those few well-off  young Southerners who were able to travel and study, and 

were politically aware and informed. They had the opportunity to develop views and opinions 

of the war and its causes: 

 

“There was the abortion of the Addis Ababa Agreement. President Nimeiri said that this 

agreement is not a bible, and he made it clear he would not stick to it. Also, Sharia was 

enforced. In Khartoum, during Ramadan, even our dining tukuls had to be closed even though 

we are Christians.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I attended so many meetings of Southern intellectuals in Khartoum and elsewhere. I knew we 

would not win by political means and that armed struggle was necessary. All of our issues 

were already being addressed by politicians and with no results. My area is a marginalized 

area. We were denied education and our living conditions are not those of human beings. We 

have not been considered Sudanese, we were considered slaves.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

 “I was in Khartoum to sit for the high school certificate in 1982. I was supposed to go to 

university. I was about 20 years old. Then, I got information about people fighting. I heard that 

battalion 104 and 105 were deployed in Bor and were supposed to be redeployed to the north, 

but they refused. John Garang was leading them. Southern politicians in Khartoum were 

talking about it on the tv. I started to ask around. In Khartoum, Southerners were treated badly. 

There were evictions: people from the South, East and Nuba mountains were told to leave the 

capital. This is their own capital, they should have the right to live there. When I saw these 

things, I knew it was wrong. Southerners were not getting into positions in the government. 

Also, Muslims wanted to make everyone a Muslim. Religion should be a personal choice.” 

 – 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

But the majority of people had only a vague idea, or even no knowledge at all of the political 

events surrounding the war when the war started. Most people were merely living their lives, 

when the reality of the war reached their area at some point during the conflict, either by 

counter- insurgency attacks of the government army supported by its militia, or by fighting 

between the army and the SPLA. Once the war had started, acute insecurity was causing mass-

displacement of civilians across the South. People escaping the danger of war in their villages, 

ended up in the bush, where they were unable to know whether they could return back to their 

villages or which areas would be safe to go. A common element in the narratives of these 

interviewees is an encounter with the SPLA in the bush who explained what was going on. 

People were told to move to Ethiopia, some were guided by SPLA troops, and many started to 

arrive in camps along the Sudan-Ethiopian border from 1983.120 Here, again, information was 

provided by the SPLA, which had organized its training camps in close proximity to the 

refugee camps, which provided access to food aid supplies. It was in the bush and in those 

camps, through contact with the SPLA, where many people „learned‟ to understand the causes 

of the war. 

 

2.2.2.6 Integrating the logic of the war into a Weltanschauung 

However ill- informed about the details of the politics behind the ongoing war, the events 

taking place did make sense within the respondents‟ worldviews. Let us first look at those 

narratives that contain attacks by Arab militia on their villages in the early years of the war. In 

these areas, on the edges of the desert, Arab pastoralist tribes and non-Arab farmers have a 
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history of conflict over scarce resources, also including raids by Arab mujahedeen, although 

never as fierce as when the Khartoum government started to arm these tribes. The use of Arab 

tribes to fight the SPLA, built on existing suspicions on both sides. As was mentioned in 

paragraph 2.1 sympathy of Southerners for the SPLM/A thrived on those existing sentiments, 

that had been magnified by the violent attacks of the mujahedeen on their villages.  

 

“We used to have a big problem in our area. In the summer we prepare our fields. You work 

on the land from March-April up to December. But we have nomadics. They enter the garden 

with their cattle and in only few minutes they eat everything. But then when you go to the 

police, the police will agree with them. They will say that he bought the land and then they 

will put the Uduk [tribe] in prison. When you fight with those who ruined your garden, they 

will put you in prison. When we were growing up, these problems were occurring. When we 

joined the SPLA, we discovered that there is a problem in Sudan with the regime.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“There were Arabs who brought their goats and cows to our garden and they were eating our 

crops. Our father asked them „why your goats are eating from our garden. They didn‟t 

understand and continued to put their goats in our garden. Three times they came back, my 

father got very angry and killed them with a stick. This was a big problem, we had to move. 

We went to Ethiopia, to Languaye refugee camp. I was very small, I was put in school. I 

learned that the most important reason for the war is to chase the enemy from our country”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

But also people living further away from the borders had memories, stories and perceptions of 

the Arabs, which gave context and meaning to the newly erupted fighting.  

 

I was too young to really understand what the war was about. I didn‟t know at that time . The 

SPLA soldiers we met in the bush explained some of it to us. They explained to us that the 

Arabs are our enemy. And we knew it was true, because we remembered the Arabs used to 

come and take people from our area. We never saw those people again.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

But most respondents did not experience the beginning of the war. They were very young, or 

not even born yet, when the war started. They grew up in a world where the ongoing war was 

a given. Information regarding the war was more widely available. What these people learned 

about the war, the movement and its objectives, was limited and based entirely on information 

provided by the SPLA. 

 

“Our village was affected by the war. There was a lot of fighting. At times it was controlled by 

the government, at times it was under the SPLA control. I didn‟t really know what was going 

on. Later I found out that the SPLM is calling for justice and equality.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“The war was about something called “ismar” [slavery]. It is when the women have to work in 

the jellaba‟s house for such little or not any money. Also, in school there was only Arabic. We 

could not live together with English as our language. My father was a soldier in the SPLA.”  

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The people of the SPLM came to the village to explain the reasons for the war: there were no 

schools in the South, and no hospitals. The SPLM also constructed buildings, schools and 

markets in our area.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was only 3 years old when the war started, so I cannot speak about that time. But my father 

was recruited into the SPLA at age 36 in 1983. We were fighting for our land. It resembles our 

skin. Sudan, it means “black”, so it‟s our land.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I knew very little about the reasons of the war. But as I was growing up, I started to 

understand more. That there is an injustice. It was not a personal issue. It was not an issue of 

Arabs and non-Arabs. There were people without any food”  

– 29 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I knew about Dr. John and I knew that the government forces were attacking the villages in 

our area."  

– 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I knew that the war was about freedom in south Sudan. In all the South there was no 

freedom.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“ I knew what the SPLA was fighting for our rights.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

Although most respondents had some general idea of the goals of the SPLA – fighting for 

freedom and power – most of them explained to have learned about the reasons of the war 

only after they were recruited, when they were taught classes in political and moral 

orientation as part of their training. This will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

2.2.3 Joining 

Thus far, I have discussed the normal lives people in South Sudan were living when the war 

reached their area, and how that life changed once the war had reached their area, at some 

point during the war. I have pointed out that limited information was available about the war 

and the agenda of the SPLA, when the war erupted. In refugee camps where people fled to 
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more of such information was made available by the SPLA. As the war continued, and was 

becoming part of the normal lives of people in garrison towns and SPLA controlled areas, 

people‟s knowledge increased. Yet, most of my respondents reported to have learnt about the 

reasons of the war while they were in the movement.  

Now, let us look at the motivation of respondents to join the SPLA. From the 

narratives of my interviewees, 7 different categories of recruits emerge, which I will discuss 

below. The recruits are categorized according to the most prominent motivation to join the 

movement. It is important to note, though, that decisions are rarely made on the basis of a 

single motivation, and that a respondent may have had more than one motivation to join the 

SPLA. 

 

2.2.3.1 Insecurity  

This group consists of the respondents who joined as a response to increasing insecurity. In 

this category, we find those respondents we encountered in the previous paragraphs, who 

survived an attack on their village as well as those who were facing increasing insecurity in 

the garrison towns. For those who fled into the bush in an attack by the Mujahadeen or the 

government army on their village, not many opportunities remained. A lack of overview of the 

situation in the area and places where they may find safety, and not knowing if and when it 

would be safe to return to the village, not knowing if family members were still alive, made 

them extremely vulnerable. An encounter with the SPLA in the bush offered potential relative 

safety. 

 

“I found soldiers, they were also children. I was 12 years old. I told them I was afraid. I said 

„There is a problem in my village. They came to catch the people and burn the houses.‟ I 

joined them. I went to Bongo in Ethiopia for training”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“We run away. Maybe they can catch us. I ran to the forest and found my brother there. We 

joined the SPLA.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“There were not many problems in our area and people were doing ok despite the war. But 

then the situation became very bad suddenly. The Arabs were killing people in our town and 

we had to run. Those who managed to escape, joined the SPLA in the bush. I also escaped and 

I joined. We were many.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“Arabs were burning houses and churches. People were looking for a safe place. The SPLA 

started to recruit people in small [IDP] camps where people were looking for safety. I was 32 
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at that time. We went with them just for safety. They were killing our people, even our 

brothers were killed.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

These individuals had been uninvolved in the war until the war acutely posed a radically new 

reality to them, joined after a traumatizing event had destroyed all other opportunities. 

Although they generally had little or no knowledge of the SPLA charter and its activities, they 

joined to reduce their vulnerability. They simply joined because they had no idea what else to 

do. 

 Slightly different are the narratives of those respondents who were living in the 

garrison towns during the war and were facing oppression by the government army. Although 

the insecurity they faced was different from the insecurity resulting from the attacks of tribal 

militia on civilians, insecurity also formed a major motivation for them to join the SPLA. 

Instead of an acute danger and chaos, these respondents talk about a danger that gradually 

increased and settled in the awareness of youngsters. At some point, they realized they would 

be safer joining the SPLA. 

 

“The SAF [Sudanese Armed Forces] accused my father that he was in the SPLA and they beat 

him. After that, we had another farm. The SAF came to take the goats to eat them. We 

couldn‟t say anything. If you say anything, you will be arrested. That was the reason I joined 

the SPLA. I was 24 then. If I stay in Renk, I may be arrested by SAF, it‟s better to go to the 

forest.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“My decision to join was because in Renk, people were being killed like goats. You would 

find people dead in the road and you don‟t know why. I thought “I can‟t be killed like them”. 

That‟s why I joined.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

Then, there were other areas in the south that were facing insecurity due to fighting between 

the SPLA and the government. Also, refugee camps in Ethiopia were attacked after the fall of 

the Mengistu government in 1987. These insecurities drove many more into the ranks of the 

SPLA, where they were looking for safety and a way to control their fate.  

 

“During the war in Bor, so many things happened. There was no food and there was a flood 

and so many hurting. There was bombing and Antanovs. So many people were being killed. 

And there was shelling. This situation made me join the military.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When the army used to come to our village, we ran away. I was afraid, because I was only a 

civilian. I joined the SPLA in 1985, when I was 12 years old. I thought it would be safer to 
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join them, than to stay a civilian. When the SPLA came to our village, I told them I needed to 

be a soldier.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

“We ended up in Ethiopia, where we reached a UNHCR refugee camp in Itang, near the 

border. The refugee camp was very comfortable. We had food, and even went to school. But 

when the war in Ethiopia started, we had to leave and go back to Sudan. I was about 11 at that 

time. I went to Batchala (Jonglei area), not far from Bor. I found no other alternative than to  

join the SPLA. I had to join the army, because there were no other options and I needed to 

protect myself.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Insecurity, in one form or another, forms an important element in the narratives of many 

respondents. Those who escaped an attack on their village and ran into the bush, were 

vulnerable and in need of practically everything. The SPLA could offer immediate (relative) 

protection and many „went with them‟ – as they describe it themselves. To those who were 

facing other types of insecurity resulting from the war, and who had something of a choice, 

the SPLA could offer a life which was also full of danger, but in which people could become 

an actor in the events that were occurring, as opposed to a helpless  victim: „a civilian‟, 

waiting to be „slaughtered like a goat‟. The reality of war itself, the danger, instability, 

insecurity, its continuous threats and the nearness of death that is intrinsic to it, has thus 

brought forth  a large number of recruits for the SPLA.  

 

2.2.3.2 Personal grievances 

Another element that surfaces in many narratives, are personal grievances that are the direct 

consequence of the insecurity of the war. The typical scenario includes the killing of a family 

member by the enemy, which triggers anger and immediately makes the individual willing to 

join, in order to get revenge. Although respondents normally also mention other motivations, 

their immediate reason to join was a response to the injustice that they experienced.  

 

“In 1987, I joined the SPLA, I was 14 years old. I heard that my uncle Sam was killed. He was 

fighting for the SPLA and he was killed by the Arabs. So, I decided to revenge. I took my 

things and went to the bush. I went to Ethiopia.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I wanted to be in the military. Not do any other thing. My father was killed for the war. I 

wanted to be like my father and get revenge.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“My father was a soldier in the SPLA. My older brother also joined, but he got killed. I was so 

angry, that I wanted to join the fight. Not only because of my brother, but so many people 

died. I joined in 1992, when I was 13 years old. My father agreed”  

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When I was 10 years old, I joined the army. All my family were soldiers. Even my father he 

was a soldier in the SPLA. I want to be in the army to protect my country. Those Arabs want 

to put us down. They killed my father in Juba in 1993. I became angry. My 3 brothers were 

already soldiers. I walked from Juba to Yei. There, I found the SPLA and I joined them. I said 

to them “I want to be in the army.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Here, we see how the insecurities that result from the fighting also have an indirect effect on 

the availability of recruits. Fighting causes the loss of lives, which in turn causes anger and 

resentment on the side of the victims‟ relatives. Personal grievances derived from the loss of a 

life are found in narratives from respondents in SPLA-controlled areas, villages experiencing 

attacks by militia and the garrison towns. To those who had already passively sided with the 

rebel movement, or who shared the same enemy, this anger formed a trigger to start actively  

contributing to the struggle.  

 

2.2.3.3 Forced recruitment 

Forced recruitment started almost immediately after the eruption of the war, with the 

formation of the so-called Red Army. Young boys were taken from their homes by the SPLA, 

who told their parents that their children would be going to school in Ethiopia. There, they 

were put in refugee camps set up by aid organizations, but where the SPLA could spread their 

ideology and prepare the boys for the life of a soldier once they were to reach the proper age. 

These boys were referred to as the Red Army. 

 

“In 1989, I was 9 years old, I was taken by the SPLA to go to school in Addis Ababa. They got 

the permission from our parents. They agreed, because they were told we would go to school 

in Addis Ababa. We never reached Addis Ababa, but were taken to school somewhere else in 

Ethiopia. After that, we returned to Sudan for military training. We were called the “Jesh 

„Ahmr” [Red Army].”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 1990, I was collected with some more boys in our town to go to Ethiopia to study. The 

school was run by the SPLA, and our food came from the UN. The SPLA was teaching us. 

The course took about 4-5 years. It was like a normal primary school. In 1995, fighting started 

in Ethiopia, and Sudanese started to flee back to Sudan. We went to the border with Kenya, to 

our station called New Site. There, I received military training to become a soldier.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 
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During the 1990s, as more and more areas came under the control of the SPLA, policies of 

forced recruitment were implemented differently, targeting boys who had already reached a 

proper age for immediate recruitment. Forced recruitment in the SPLA controlled areas was 

meant to complement political mobilization aimed at generating voluntary recruitment. 

Generally, the SPLA commanders would periodically negotiate with village chiefs, and every 

family that had sons of the proper age, had to contribute to the armed struggle by presenting 

one of their sons to the movement. However, this did not mean that a family‟s contribution 

was limited to one son. Once boys reached the proper age – around 14 years – they became 

the target of forced recruitment, and throughout the years, families could be required to 

contribute three or four sons to the SPLA‟s struggle. Forced recruitment is, of course, 

characterized by the absence of a choice and absence of a motivation.   

  

“They took 3 of my older brothers to fight for them. All of them died. When I was 14 years 

old, they also took me. I was taken with other boys from the village and put in a truck to an 

area near Yei for training.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“In 1996, they [SPLA] came to mobilize soldiers in our village. I was 15 at that time. Their 

policy was that every family had to give them a soldier. It was arranged via the chiefs. I was 

the first born son, so I had to go. My father complained to the commander and to the chiefs. 

My mother was crying, they did not want me to go. But the commander said “he has to go.” 

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I was the last born son and my older brothers already joined. I was the only one left in the 

home. The SPLA commander talked to the chief, and every family had to give a son. I was 

recruited when I was 13 years old and I was still in school. If you refused to go, the SPLA will 

take your cattle. It‟s better to go. It was not my wish. It was because of that difficulty that I 

joined. I was annoyed because there was no one left in the home to take care of the family.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

Rules as to what was the proper age to join the movement, varied from area to area and from 

commander to commander. On the basis of the narratives of my respondents, it seems that 14-

15 was considered a minimum age, although younger boys were sometimes recruited if they 

were considered strong enough. The minimum-age was also lowered when the need for 

recruits became more desperate. Although there was no clear baseline for the proper age to 

join the movement, voluntary recruits who were considered too young were customarily 

turned down: 

 

“In 1999 I wanted to join the fight and go to the frontline. I was 15. I waned to go with them 

because they are the people who are fighting for our rights. For justice and equality. In 1999, I 
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took training in Kurmuk for 6 months. We were learning how to protect ourselves, and 

military training. We were also singing a lot, it was to give morale. I liked it, but it was hard. 

You have to be patient. There were also some classes about politics. After the training, the 

commander sent me back to Ethiopia. He said I am too young to fight and I should go back to 

school. I wanted to stay, but you can‟t say anything.”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I was 10 and I wanted to join. I found the SPLA and I joined them. I said to them “I want to 

be in the army.” They agreed. I took training for 2 years in the bush near Yei. It was a military 

training. I was still small. It was heavy and I was struggling even to carry the gun. After the 

training, they sent me to Kakuma camp [Kenya] to go to school.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

While it was usual for the SPLA to turn down recruits when they were considered too young, 

necessity also drove them to accept them from time to time. The same can be said about the 

policies regarding the tasks of youngsters, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

2.2.3.4 Attraction to the political identity of the movement 

A number of respondents joined the SPLA while they had other options, but they chose to 

commit themselves to the SPLA‟s struggle, because they agreed with its ideology. This group 

of respondents can be split into three sub-groups. First, there were former Anyanya fighters, 

and their direct followers, who joined with the eruption of the war,  in an atmosphere of a new 

revolution.  

 

“I joined the movement in 1983. I was part of the first battalion of the SPLM. I was a soldier 

of dr. John. I joined because I wanted to liberate my country. A lot of us joined in that time. 

Two of my brothers joined as well, but they died. We were the first soldiers of the SPLM.”  

– 52 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When the war started in 1983, I immediately went to the bush to join the fight. We were the 

young boys who came after the 1972 peace agreement. But that agreement was never 

implemented, so we decided to go to the bush again. We got information from Anyanya-1 

about the failed implementation of the peace. This caused us to feel pain, so we went to the 

bush”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In March 1983, when I heard about the revolution in Bor, I was in Khartoum. I immediately 

bought a plane ticket to Juba and went from there to Bor to join.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“[In 1983] I wanted to join the rebellion. I knew we needed to make a revolution. With two of 

my colleagues, I got a plane ticket to Juba and I stayed there for 2 days. From Juba, it was 

difficult to get out, and there was a curfew. But we could speak Arabic and we had student 

ID‟s so we managed to get out. We went from there to Bor. When we got to Bor, the town was 

completely militarized. There was not a single civilian left. The Northern army was controlling 

the place. We had to present our documentation and we were questioned for a long time. We 

told them we needed to get some money from our family. They let us go. When I arrived to my 

village, I found that all my age-mates had left. They had gone to Ethiopia with Garang and I 

decided to go there too. We went footing through the bush.” 

 – 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

An interesting case in this category is the recruitment of Lam Akol, who became a 

commander in the SPLA when the movement started. In his recent book121 he describes his 

personal experiences in the SPLA extensively and pays attention to his considerations before 

joining the movement. By the time the war erupted, he was working as a lecturer at the 

University of Khartoum, where he was in contact with southern opposition groups that were 

active in Khartoum. When the SPLA was founded, he was attracted by its objective to 

organize Southerners politically, and to join together in one political movement, instead of the 

many parallel organizations that existed in Khartoum. He wrote a letter to Dr. John Garang 

expressing his willingness to join the movement and was instructed in a response letter, to 

remain in Khartoum for political mobilization activities. In 1986, he decided to join the 

military struggle: 

I had taken stock of the political landscape in the country and how one could best contribute. 

(..) My conclusion was that under [the given] circumstances my contributions would be more 

effective in the field of combat than in Khartoum.
122

 

 

Together with his wife, he flew to Athens in May 1986 and from there to Addis Ababa, where 

he became Zonal Commander for Northern Upper Nile, and a member of the Political-

Military High Command.123 

 

The second group within the category of those who joined out of political motivations, 

consists of those who joined voluntarily as a reaction to political mobilization by the SPLA. 

As the war continued, the SPLA also mobilized civilians in the areas under its control – 

including refugee camps – to stimulate voluntary recruitment. Political mobilization consisted 

of rallies, in which the goals of the movement were explained and civilians were mobilized in 

favor of the SPLA. These activities were meant not only to generate voluntary recruits, but 

also to create general support for the movement among civilians, so that they would contribute 
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in other ways, such as providing food to soldiers of the movement. Boys who had the 

appropriate age, were also approached separately to convince them to join the movement. 

Some were attracted to the SPLA‟s message and joined.  

 

The people of the SPLM came to the village to explain the reasons for the war: there were no 

schools in the South, and no hospitals. The SPLM also constructed buildings, schools and 

markets in our area. In 1985 I joined them, to fight the Arabs. A group from our village went: 

all of the village‟s sons who wanted to fight, joined to fight the Arabs. My father and brother 

were happy, they hoped I would defeat the Arabs.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“When I got sick in Kakuma camp, and I had to go to Natinga camp in South Sudan for 

treatment. There I met with the SPLA. I wanted to go with them, because I recognized their 

reality. I asked them “why do you have a gun?” He said “We don‟t have any of our people in 

the government.” And this is true, so I wanted to come.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The third group of politically motivated recruits is made up of northern oppositionists. John 

Garang‟s choice of framing the prob lems in the South as a subclass of a wider problem in all 

of the Sudan, caused friction inside the movement. However, it also made the movement 

appealing to individuals who were from non-southern tribes, especially after the Inquaz  - the 

installation of the current military regime, referred to with the Arabic word for “salvation” – 

made political opposition in the North next to impossible. The following respondent belongs 

to the powerful Arab Jali‟ tribe, and joined the SPLA after the Inquaz.  

 

“I  fought in the (national) army [SAF], because our father taught us we have to take this 

chance. After 9 years, in 1985, I left the army, because I started to understand the problems in 

the country and who are the weak people. I started to become involved with the NDP 

(Communist party) in Roseires. We had meetings in the night and I attended them. I tried to 

find my position among these parties. In 1990, when Bashir took over power, I wanted to join 

the SPLA. I was 34 years old. I started to organize people in Roseires. I found a small group of 

people from SPLM here, and we met in secret. In 1992, I went to Ethiopia. I had a two year 

old son (Semi) at the time. I didn‟t tell anyone, only my brother knew about it.”   

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

[Respondent‟s brother]: “I organized his travel safely. We knew about the SPLA. More people 

were organizing themselves against this government. We knew the vision of Dr. John and we 

knew that the SPLA was not a game. That it was a serious organization. Me, myself, I didn‟t 

go. I am not a fighter. I have a different idea. I was going to university at the time.” 

– 41 year old brother of respondent 
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Apart from the respondent being a member of a Northern tribe joining the SPLA, it is also 

interesting to note that he did so after becoming well- informed about the movement‟s political 

goals and having evaluated them against those of other opposition movements. He had also 

been involved in political activities for the movement, through which he had gained thorough 

insight into the charter of the SPLA, showing a similarity with Lam Akol‟s recruitment. This 

was a luxury that civilians in the SPLA-controlled areas generally did not have. The Inquaz 

spurred opposition amongst Northerners, some of whom joined the SPLA, such as the 

abovementioned respondent, and some of whom started their own military movements, as will 

be discussed later on.   

 

2.2.3.5 Identif ication with the life of a soldier 

Another group of respondents were motivated to join the movement mainly as a result of a 

certain attraction to the life of a soldier. An important aspect of that attraction is a result of the 

„cultus‟ of the SPLA. With cultus, I mean the symbols and the behaviors of soldiers that could 

fascinate especially young boys: the uniforms, the guns, the status and the privileges SPLA 

soldiers could possess – these all formed (part of) a motivation for some respondents to join 

the movement. One respondent describes his motivation to join the SPLA as follows: 

“I joined because… you know, when you see your friends carrying guns, because they are 

fighting for the SPLA, it motivates you. You think “I want a gun too. Why shouldn‟t I join 

them?” So, when they were gathering those who were going to be recruited, I just joined 

them.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Not many respondents articulated these elements in their story the way this respondent did, 

but from my many observations at the SPLA camps, among soldiers in the towns and at 

SPLM rallies, I suspect that it played a significant role not only to increase cohesion among 

members, but also to attract new recruits. Apart from offering the opportunity to carry a gun, 

there were other elements that contributed to the SPLA‟s distinct group culture. For example, 

it was – and still is – a habit among members to address each other as “Comrade” and to use a 

specific jargon. Another anecdote that shows the extent to which the SPLA also formed a 

certain cult- like brotherhood, is described by Lam Akol in his book about the early years of 

the SPLA and concerns the oath-taking ritual, which was common in those days: 

A small quantity of salt was added to a tea glass about one-third full with water and stirred to 

that the salt dissolves. Then the tip of the thumb of the person taking oath is pricked with a 

needle and  drop or two of the blood coming out is made to fall into the salted water in the 

glass. (…) After this, the person who is recruited drinks most of the solution leaving a small 

quantity to be drunk by the person conducting the oath. This exercise is preceded by a pledge 

of loyalty to the organization made by the person taking the oath.”
124
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Furthermore, becoming a soldier meant taking control. It means taking a side in the conflict 

and, as such, it means changing one‟s status of a helpless vict im into that of an actor who 

influences events. As one respondent put it: Instead of staying and being slaughtered like a 

goat, I thought I can die as a hero. 

  

“There was so much fighting between the parties. People were running. Some went to the 

SPLA controlled areas, some to the SAF areas. You should not run to GoS controlled areas 

because you will not find food there; it was better to go to the SPLA controlled area. The 

SPLA took the town of Koriji and civilians were travelling with them and went back to their 

village. My family was among them. Me, I was fed up with running from place to place. It was 

better to join the SPLA and take up arms.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“My older brother went to join first and he died. Then I joined, when I was 15. I went because 

I could get more information there. Information to protect our civilians.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile 

 

To adolescent boys the SPLA offered an opportunity to wear a uniform, to carry a gun, and to 

die as a hero. It offered a certain order to those whose lives were so chaotically disrupted. 

Becoming a soldier meant leaving behind the life of a victim, and taking control in the 

threatening events that were going on all around. It meant obtaining the identity of an actor 

instead of a by-stander. In the next chapter, we will see how this aspect of life in the SPLA 

took shape for respondents after they were recruited. For now, it suffices to note that there was 

a certain attraction to the SPLA brought forth by a desire to belong somewhere, especially 

among adolescent boys.  

 

2.2.3.6 Lack of other opportunities 

To some extent, the motivation that is central in this paragraph was also incorporated in some 

of the previously discussed motivations. Forced recruitment is essentially the creation of a 

situation in which no other opportunity is left. In the narratives of insecurity, we also saw an 

acute narrowing of the range of available opportunities, which made respondents join the 

movement. However, another small group of respondents described their decision to join from 

the perspective of a civilian life that was still relatively intact. They say that they joined for 

the simple reason that there was nothing else to do.  

 

“When I was about 14, the school closed because of the danger. We were waiting for it to open 

again, but it didn‟t. We decided to join the movement.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“There was nothing to do in the village. There was no school, no work. I was enrolled in the 

school, but it was closed because of the war. So I joined.” 

 – 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

In these narratives, we do not find stories of mass insecurity or heavy fighting in the area of 

the interviewee that narrowed the range of opportunities far enough for joining the SPLA to be 

the only viable option left. Instead, the lack of other opportunities of these respondents is a 

direct result of the underdevelopment of the areas where respondents were from. Not having 

an opportunity to continue education, and no jobs being available, joining the SPLA was the 

only meaningful life path. It was, simply, something to do.  

 

2.2.3.7 Opportunities offered by the movement 

A limited number of the respondents described their decision to join the movement as a means 

to access material opportunities that the movements had to offer.  The reason for that is simply 

that the SPLA did not have that many (economic) opportunities to offer. As we shall discuss 

more extensively in the next chapter, the movement had difficulties even feeding its soldiers 

sufficiently and some were not even given clothing. Most soldiers complained about not being 

able to build a livelihood while they were in the movement. Only those high up in the 

movement had access to its financial means. Regular soldiers could only obtain some income 

by looting, but it is unlikely that people were able to make a realistic estimation of the income 

they could derive from that, given that respondents generally knew very little about the 

movement when they joined, as was discussed earlier. The only narratives that display an 

opportunistic motivation to join, came from people who were looking for opportunities to 

continue their education.  

 

“I was still looking for ways to continue my education, and sitting for the high school 

certificate and try to go to university. I heard that the SPLA also gave chance for continuing 

education. Some people were sent to Kenya and Ethiopia to university. In 2004, when the 

negotiations between the two parties were going good, there was no war and no danger at that 

time. This also made me join”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“All the guys in the SPLA were our boys, I knew most of them. I knew about the movement 

and its goals, I worked In the market, I got all the news. Freedom and rights were the main 

goals of the movement. There is no freedom. Also, to go to university, you have to work with 

them. I joined in 2004, during ceasefire.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

The SPLA indeed sent people outside the country for education from time to time. And 

education is an indirect way to increase one‟s income. However, not many people inside the 

movement were given this privilege and not many outside the movement knew about this. 
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Furthermore, these policies were not promoted in order to mobilize people. It can therefore be 

concluded that opportunities for economic gain were not a main motor behind recruitment into 

the SPLA.  

 

2.2.3.8 Staying behind 

So far, I have been trying to answer the question why people joined the SPLA, by 

investigating the narratives of people who in fact joined the SPLA. The question addressed 

has been what made a person join, emphasizing factors that were present in the contexts of 

those who joined. There is, however, a possibility that joining was facilitated by the absence 

of  factors in their contexts, that may have been key in preventing other individuals from 

joining. As was mentioned in chapter 1, a solid research design should include a “control-

group” of respondents who never joined the movement. Apart from the practical difficulties in 

selecting these respondents for an interview, which were described in chapter 1, there is 

another difficulty with this group of respondents. Many people who did not join, can be 

expected to not have done so because of the negation of the factors125 we have already 

discovered in the narratives of those who joined. For example, we can expect to find 

individuals who did not identify with the political goals of the movement (opposing those 

individuals discussed in paragraph 2.2.3.4). Or those who had other opportunities available to 

them (as opposed to those discussed in 2.2.3.6). Key to sensible selection of respondents in 

this group, would therefore be to focus on crucial cases126 and in this case a most-similar cases 

approach would apply. We would have to find respondents who were exposed to a security 

threat similar to those of the respondents we have met in paragraph 2.2.3.1 or who had 

experienced personal grievances like the ones described in paragraph 2.2.3.2, but who did not 

join the movement as a result. And since my understanding of these factors only grew as a 

result of this research, it could not be rationally integrated into in the research design of this 

research. As a result, my data-collection in this group was limited to observation and casual 

conversations. I will describe my data in this paragraph, but wish to emphasize its 

incompleteness and the need for inclusion of this specific target-group in future research 

efforts.  

In Damazin, I met the slightly younger brother of a man who had become a soldier in 

the SPLA in 1990. His older brother had already been politically involved in opposition 

politics for some years and had come to be politically active for the SPLA. When he decided 

to join the armed struggle of the movement, the younger brother helped him arrange his travel 

to Ethiopia. The younger brother also identified with the political goals of the movement and 

was actively involved. He was a drama student in university and set up activities in this 

framework to support the SPLA. Yet, he did not join his brother‟s side in battle. When asked 

why, he replied: 

                                                 
125

 Needless to say, we are limiting ourselves to explaining voluntary recru itment. 
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“I am not a fighter. I have a different idea. I was going to university at the time.”  

– 41 year old brother of respondent 

 

While the older brother had served in the national army as a soldier for some years during the 

1980s, his younger brother had not. In his explanation why he did not join the armed struggle, 

we find two elements, which are both the negation of factors that were described in pre vious 

paragraphs. Firstly, the younger brother says that he is not a fighter, indicating that he does not 

identify with being a soldier. In other conversations with him, he further emphasized that „not 

everyone is a soldier‟. Secondly, he had other opportunities available to him, as he was 

studying at the university. His life had already taken a different track than that of his older 

brother, who at the time of his decision was unschooled and unemployed. In the younger 

brother‟s case, these two things withheld him from becoming a soldier. At the same time, I 

must point out that I did meet soldiers who had joined when they were students, indicating 

that the availability of other opportunities by no means always prevents voluntary recruitment.  

 Two other people who had not (initially)  joined the movement provide an interesting 

crucial case, because they had been fighting for the Anyanya forces during the first civil war. 

Yet, they did not join the SPLA immediately when the second civil war began . Firstly, there 

is one respondent, who had joined the Anyanya due to insecurity and was integrated into the 

Sudan Armed Forces as part of the demobilization of the Anyanya, after the Addis Ababa 

Agreement was signed. He continued his job as a driver in the SAF in Khartoum when the 

second civil war began. While many of his brothers fought and died with the SPLA, he had no 

interest to join the SPLA. He could not articulate why this was the case. Later on he faced a 

necessity to join the SPLA, after he got stuck in insecurity in his home region during a family 

visit. Another respondent who did not join the SPLA, was had been integrated in the prisons 

department after the Addis Ababa Agreement. He decided not to join the SPLA, while many 

of his brothers were joining, because he disagreed with their „communist ideas‟. During heavy 

fighting in Juba, he managed to flee to Khartoum with his family and found a job  and a life 

there. He explained that his aversion towards the SPLA started to change, there, when he was 

faced with the harsh treatment of southerners in the capital.  

“Yet, I did not join the fight. By that time, I judged that it was already too late to join. And 

most of my brothers were already joining: not everyone needs to be in the SPLA. I thought it 

was better to stay in Khartoum and support my children through school.”  

– 53 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

This explanation directs our attention to a crucial point that has been neglected so far. If we 

see the struggle of the SPLA as a means to achieve equal treatment of Southerners, and 

development of the southern region, then it can be conceptualized as the production of a 

collective good, from which all Southerners would end up benefitting. One may decide to 
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make a contribution to that production of the collective good, but one can also decide to “free 

ride” and let others take care of the production127: “not everyone needs to be in the SPLA”. 

This leads to a question that has received a great deal of attention in sociology: why doesn‟t 

everyone free ride? From an individual point of view, contributing to the collective goods 

production (be it a social welfare system or a just society) is irrational when opportunities to 

free ride exist. Yet, another respondent framed his decision to join exactly as a negation of the 

free-rider position: 

 

“My family agreed with my decision. Many people were going to fight in these days. If I 

didn‟t go, who will fight? Maybe they were afraid for me to die, but someone had to go and 

fight.” 

 – 34 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

Another cue in the quote of the respondent who did not join after he had fled to Khartoum 

relates to his role in supporting a family. Indeed, most of my respondents who had joined the 

SPLA, were single at the time they did so and did not have a household depending on them, 

although they did often play a role in household production (taking care of the cattle, helping 

in agriculture). Yet, at the same time, there were respondents who became soldiers even when 

they were married and were supporting a family. They left their family in the care of their  

father, brothers or uncles. This ultimately sets a limit to the amount of family members in a 

family that can join. So, not only does not everyone need to be in the SPLA, also not everyone 

can be in the SPLA. The same is true on the societal level: for the SPLA to be a strong 

movement, it needed some form of civilian life to continue, in order to maintain production. 

As one respondent expresses it, when explaining his decision to shift from being a soldier to 

doing community work during the war: 

“I could have joined the movement[again] in Bor, but I didn‟t want to. My work was in the 

civil community. The policy was that not everyone has to go to the army. The civilians also 

need development. If everyone was a soldier, what country will we have after we liberate it? 

You need to develop the civil community.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The last case to be discussed in this paragraph is that of a student I met in Juba, who never 

fought for the SPLA, but who had been affiliated to the SPLM/A politically during the war. 

When he was around fourteen years old, he wanted to join the military battle. He was living in 

a village near the town of Yei, when at a political rally, he decided to join a group of new 

recruits. He said he wanted to join them, because he „loved the movement so much‟. Within a 

week, his uncle came to the barracks to take him back to his village. He did not join again, but 
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remained active politically. Here, we find a possible factor that prevents a person from 

joining: a negative attitude of the family towards the decision to join. In interviews with 

voluntarily recruited soldiers, I always asked about the reactions of the family to their 

decision. In most cases, there was not an explicitly negative reaction from the family. Many 

came from families that had already seen many of its youngsters join.  

“My family agreed with my decision. But they told me not to steal anything and only to fight 

and do what I was told, so I would not get in trouble.” – 36 year old male respondent from 

Eastern Equatoria 

 

“My family didn‟t say anything. They agreed. Of course they were afraid for me, that is a 

normal thing. Especially my mother was afraid. But that is normal. So I joined anyway.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

There were also many respondents who did not inform their family about their decision, and 

left in secret. Some argued it was for their own or their family‟s safety, while others did so to 

avoid anticipated resistance: 

 

“I did not tell my parents that I was going to join the army, because they would not allow me. 

They would have refused because I was still young.”  

– 24 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Finally, there were some respondents who went, despite a strong resistance from their family. 

 

“My family did not agree with my joining the SPLA. They don‟t like it, but they accept it, 

because I am already lost for them. There is a big distance between me and them. They have 

different ideas.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“My mother was crying and my father was crying when I told them. But my mind was made 

up. I had a wife and a 3 months old boy. I left them behind and I joined.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

In my interviews with soldiers who had voluntarily joined, I also ra ised the question why they 

thought some people in their surrounding did not join when they did. I posed the same 

question to people higher up in the movement and civil society leaders. Of course, their views 

are likely to be biased. Nevertheless, I will briefly present their ideas, as to stimulate further 

thinking, rather than as a final answer to the question.  

“Some of those who were convinced by our objectives joined our side. But those who didn‟t 

understand, did not. Also, there was fear. The government would come after the families of 

those who joined and kill them. So that made many people not to join.”  

– Commander in Blue Nile State, interviewed May 2009 
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“In an area like Kurmuk, which is remote and has no roads, the [central] government did not 

manage to rule the people. When those areas came under the control of the SPLA, many of the 

people joined the SPLA. Most of them joined because the war affected their area. There was 

no market left and no food. The SPLA came through their area and they joined. Most of them 

belong to Uduk, Brun and Mabaan tribes because they live in the areas controlled by the 

SPLA. But even in the SPLA-controlled areas there were ones who did not join. They just 

stayed there. They were doing their normal work and their lives were going as it was before.”  

– Tribal leader Blue Nile State, Interviewed May 2009 

 

“some people in the village did not join. That was because they didn‟t understand what was 

going on. I told them and tried to convince them, but some of them were too stupid to 

understand it. But also some followed, and joined.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“Those ones who did not want to join, maybe because they were not attracted to the uniforms 

and the guns. Maybe they were afraid to die.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

In the first quote, we find a hint of a motivation that was discussed before : identification with 

the political goals of the movement. Indeed, this commander – who had himself been 

responsible for the mobilization of new recruits in Blue Nile State – explains the staying 

behind of people as a lack of understanding of the movement‟s ideology. The tribal leader 

points into the direction of another motivation we have discussed; that of insecurity caused by 

the war. The third respondent, who was himself a soldier in the SPLA, highlights another 

motivation we encountered before: the attraction to the SPLA „cultus‟. But his quote also 

draws attention to an important inhibiting factor, also alluded to by the commander: fear. It 

can be expected that a fear to die kept people from joining the SPLA. Many soldiers who did 

join the movement, claimed not to have been afraid and showed that they had somehow 

accepted the possibility to die. To many, the war had already made them feel closer to their 

death. And, as we have seen in paragraph 2.2.1.2 life in South Sudan was already 

characterized by a certain nearness of death due to malnutrition and disease. To some degree, 

the movement offered them a way to die in a more meaningful way.  

 

“I went and said to myself: if I die it‟s for my country. I was fourteen.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

 “I was not afraid, because if we die, it is for our land.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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Coping with the fear to die once they were inside the movement, will be discusses in the next 

chapter. For now, we limit ourselves to acknowledging fear as an emotional restraint for 

joining the SPLA, which may have caused many to stay behind. In this respect, a possible link 

exists between the normal age of recruits and the apparent fearlessness. Most soldiers joined 

when they were adolescents, which is a life phase known for increased risk-behavior. 

 

2.2.3.9 A final categorization of recruits 

 Before we turn to a discussion of the various militant groups that fought in Eastern Sudan 

since the mid-1990s, let us first sum up the motivations we have discussed thus far. In the 

table below, the recruits in the sample128 are categorized along their prime motivation to join 

the movement.  

 

In addition to these motivations to join, the following possible restraints were identified: 

 

 

Restraints found in addition to the absence of above mentioned factors: 

- Choosing to “free ride”  

- (Strong) opposition within the family 

- Responsibility for supporting a family 

- Fear to die 
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 This sample (n=56) excludes respondents from Eastern Sudanese movements. Three of the SPLA respondents 

were women, who were affiliated to the movement because their husbands were soldiers. They were not 

categorized. In addition, 2 males who jo ined the SPLA after the peace agreement, were also excluded. 
129

 At 95% confidence level, based on a sample size of n=56 (excluding 5 respondents from the SPLA, as 

mentioned) 

Table 3. Categorization of SPLA recruits from the sample  

Category  Short description N Percentage  Percentage 

Range
129

 

Insecurity Joining as a response to increased insecurity 24 43% 30 – 56 
Personal grievance Joining triggered by a personal grievance 6 11% 2 – 19 
Force Forced recruitment  7 13% 4 – 21 
Political 

identification 

Joining as a result  attraction to the political identity 

of the movement 
12 21% 10 – 32 

Cultus Joining as a result of attraction to the life of a soldier  1 2% 0 – 6 
Lack of opportunities  Joining because of a lack o f other opportunities 4 7% 0 – 14 
Opportunism Joining to access benefits offered by the movement  2 3% 0 -8 

Total ---- 56 100% ----- 
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2.3 Comparison: Recruitment among movements in Eastern Sudan 

2.3.1 The birth of guerilla movements in Eastern Sudan 

Although the conflict in South Sudan has been one of the longest ones in African history and 

one of the more intense ones in terms of human suffering, it is by no means the only conflict 

in Sudan. More recently, the rebellion in Darfur has been receiving a fair share of attention 

from the international media and aid organizations. But, outside the scope of international 

attention, the eastern region of Sudan has also brought forth a few armed opposition groups 

during the 1990s: the Beja Congress, the Sudan National Alliance / Sudan Allied Forces and 

the Rashaida Free Lions. The Beja Congress had been a political party since Sudanese 

independence, but established an armed wing in 1994. Its constituency consists of the various 

tribes in eastern Sudan that are classified as the Beja tribes.130 In the same year, the Sudan 

National Alliance (SNA), with its military wing the Sudan Allied Forces (SAF)131 was 

founded. This movement had an inclusive charter, aiming at restoration of democratic rule in 

Sudan and drew its members from all tribes. In 1999, the Rashaida Free Lions was created as 

a militia to defend the interests of the Rashaida tribe.132 All of these militias received political, 

material and logistic support from the newly founded Eritrean government and all were 

operating from Asmara.133 

 The foundation of the Beja Congress, as well as the SNA/SAF was a direct response to 

the Inquaz: the installation of the current dictatorship by means of a coup in1989. The 

National Congress Party (NCP)134 came to power and abolished parliament and banned all 

political parties. Many opposition members and officers in the national army were arrested 

and put in prison. One officer, who later founded the SNA/SAF explains: 

 

“After the coup of 1989, many of  us [oppositionists] found ourselves together in jail. We got 

the idea to regroup ourselves and decided to form a group. In that prison, many ideas were 

made. Even the National Democratic Alliance [an alliance of 13 political parties based in 

Asmara] was made in that prison.”  

– Founder of the SNA/SAF 

 

After being released from prison, he travelled to Cairo, where many oppositionists were 

organizing themselves at the time. Together with other former army officers, he first formed 

an organization called Legitimate Command, and later the SNA/SAF. They started to look for 

opportunities to build a military organization and negotiated with the SPLA. Some of the 
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movement‟s members were sent to SPLA controlled areas for military training, but the 

cooperation stopped when the SPLA experienced a split in 1992. A soldier who experienced 

this event explains: 

“We were trained in this SPLA area, with another group from the SPLA. In 1991 we finished 

our training. Then, there was a split in the SPLA, Riek Mashar split from Garang in Nasir. Our 

camp was attacked by Riek‟s faction. Garang‟s group left, but we stayed there. We were taken 

by Riek‟s faction as prisoners of war. Then, later, we were taken into that faction as soldiers. 

We were fighting for SPLA-Unity.” 

- 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

With this cooperation having come to a dead end, the movement‟s leadership s tarted exploring 

other opportunities for finding support. In March 1994, the SNA leadership visited Asmara 

and agreed with the Eritrean government to start military operations in the East. The 

movement‟s leader clarifies the rationale behind this decision:  

  

“The SPLM/A was already working in the South, Blue Nile State and the Nuba Mountains. 

That‟s why we decided the best place to start was the East. Other areas were already covered 

by the SPLA. Our strategy was: 

- To open a new front against the government in the East 

- Operate in big towns like Port Sudan, Kassala and Damazin 

- And make use of the long border between Sudan and Eritrea, which is impossible to 

be secured completely by the government.  

– Founder of the SNA/SAF 

 

In 1995 and 1996 the first battalion of soldiers was trained in Eritrea. In April 1996, 

SNA/SAF launched their first military operation: an attack on an army camp. With the birth of 

an alliance between the Eritrean government and SNA/SAF, the road was paved for the Beja 

Congress to start building a military movement with help of the Eritrean government as well.  

Having organized themselves in Asmara as part of the National Democratic Alliance, they too 

made a decision to start using military means to obtain their objectives.  

“Because we had no means to defend their case politically, it was decided to fight. Arms were 

affluent in Eritrea and easy to accumulate.” 

– Politician for the Beja Congress 

  

“I had been part of the Beja Congress Leadership council for years. After the Inquaz, we were 

arrested. After we were released from prison, we went out to the field. The relationship with 

Eritrea was strong. We went there many times, maybe 10 times. They supported us. They gave 

us a camp and assisted us. In 1994, we started building the camps. After one year, we began 

the fight. We attacked military camps outside the city of Port Sudan. Port Sudan is important 

to the Sudanese economy. It has a strategic importance because of the pipeline.”  

– Administrator for the Beja Congress 
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In 1999, the Rashaida tribe decided to pick up arms against the central government as well, 

and founded the Rashaida Free Lions with Eritrean support. It‟s leader, Dr. Mabruk Mubarak 

Saleem, was a former member of Parliament for an opposition party (Democratic Unionist 

Party). After the Inquaz, he was arrested and fled to Cairo. The foundation of the Rashaida 

Free Lions was a result of oppressive government policies that affected the Rashaida. 

Smuggling activities between Sudan and Eritrea, which formed an important livelihood for 

many Rashaida, were restricted due to imposed taxations. In addition, while the Khartoum 

government sided with Iraq during the Gulf War, they suspected the Rashaida to side with 

Kuwait and to be sending men to Saudi Arabia to fight against the Iraqi invasion, which 

caused some harassment of Rashaida people by the government.135 This led to growing 

resentment towards the government among the Rashaida. But the direct cause of the conflict 

seems to revolve around stolen cars.  

 

“Before this government came to power, it was usual for Sudanese to work for the army in the 

Emirates. Many Rashaida were among them, because our roots are from the Arab peninsula. 

The Rashaida made money in the Emirate army, and they brought back land cruisers. This was 

something new in Sudan. The government took the land cruisers. It made a lot of people 

angry.” 

 – 34 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“During the Gulf war, the government was on the side of Iraq, and they thought the Rashaida 

were on the side of Kuwait, because we are Arabs. Then, they took the cars of the Rashaida 

and we decided to fight.”  

– Leader  of the Rashaida Free Lions 

 

The Rashaida Free Lions set up three camps along the Sudanese-Eritrean border from which 

they launched small military operations: e.g. stealing cars and weapons from the government 

army, cutting a road for a day. In 2002, they started to work together with the SPLA and the 

Beja Congress. In 2004 they merged with the Beja Congress, forming the Eastern Front. The 

Darfur-based rebel group Justice and Equality Movement later joined the Eastern Front as 

well.136 

 

2.3.2 Mobilization and recruitment among Eastern movements 

The political charters of the Beja Congress and the Rahaida Free Loins revolve around 

diverting government resources to Sudan‟s underdeveloped eastern regions and increasing 

their tribe‟s influence in political decision-making. The SNA had a broader charter, of 

democratic transformation of the whole of the Sudan, and aimed at including people from 
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other underdeveloped regions as well. Although they initially started their military activities in 

Eastern Sudan, they eventually ended up operating in the northern parts of Blue Nile State as 

well, for which they had to establish a relationship with Ethiopia. They opened a small 

recruiting office in Humera (Ethiopia) before launching their operations in Blue Nile State in 

1997. None of the three movements offered salaries to recruits, and none of them were 

involved in forced recruitment.  

 Recruitment of fighters for the SNA/SAF in Sudan was complicated by the 

dictatorship and its‟ strong national security service. According to the founder of the 

movement, recruitment in the SNA consisted of two waves: 

 

“The first stage was secret recruitment. We sent small messages to a few people who could be 

trusted. The second stage was more open. We spread leaflets and cassette tapes. We sent 

smaller groups to villages in the night to give people ideas. And to tell them we will operate in 

this area and we need support. We also used to have a broadcasting from Eritrea on the short 

wave “Voice of Revolution and Renewal”. Our members could listen.”  

– Founder of the SNA/SAF 

 

The first recruits were mainly students from Egypt, but  recruitment from the movement‟s 

office in Ethiopia focused on Sudanese working in agriculture in that area: 

 

“We started with 4, soon we were 15, most of those came from Egypt, where we were 

recruiting in the universities. They were students, they were opposition and they were jobless 

there in Egypt. We showed them our program and targets and some joined. And we got a 

chance to open a small office in Humera [Ethiopia]. From this office we managed to recruit 

people in that area. They were Sudanese who were working in that area in farms for daily 

payments (yomyaat). They came to collect money and then go back to Sudan. Some also came 

there to drink an play. We recruited from them. They joined because they had not many 

options. If they go back to Sudan, they can be caught by the security, if they stay there: they 

have no work.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Recruitment strategies of the SNA/SAF then seem to have revolved around two main 

motivations:  identification with the political goals of the movement and the lack of other 

available opportunities. 

Recruitment of fighters for the Beja Congress‟s armed wing started immediately after 

the movement‟s decision to pick up arms against the government was made in 1994. The Beja 

Congress was already a political movement, and some of its members were moved into 

military activities. Operating under severe restrictions due to the government‟s repressive 

security policies, political mobilization was done in secret. According to one of the 

commanders who was part of building the military movement, this created an even stronger 



77 

 

incentive to join, as people who were suspected of association with the movement were 

arrested, making many Beja flee to Eritrea to join the movement through the course of time. In 

the beginning, recruits felt attracted to the atmosphere of revolution that was in the air: 

 

“In 1994, I was a student in high school in Kassala. I was about 25 years old when the 

revolution in the East took place. When we heard the news about the Beja revolution, and 

people started joining the fight, I went immediately. In these days, the movement was 

organizing itself in secret. Everything was covered. People were giving each other news 

silently. The revolution was because in our area, we were deprived of good services. People 

were hungry. I joined in month 5 year 1994.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Gedaref 

  

The East never became subjected to government counter- insurgency tactics in a way southern 

Sudan did. The government‟s scorched earth policy was never applied there, preventing the 

mass insecurity that we have encountered in previous paragraphs. The war in the east 

remained at a low intensity and insecurity developed along a entirely different pattern, with 

the main enemy being the state‟s security apparatus. Consequently, among the narratives of 

fighters in the east, we do not find the acute mass- insecurity we encountered in the narratives 

of southern fighters, but stories of insecurity resulting from encounters with the national 

security. Among the students I interviewed, the decision to join often emerged from a 

combination of a strong identification with the movement‟s political goals and a lack of 

alternatives available to the respondents. The movement‟s recruitment strategies were targeted 

at these young men. 

  

“Most fighters were young men (age 17-18), not yet married, living with their families at the 

time of recruitment. They fought full time for the movement and stayed in military camps. 

They were provided food and clothes, but no financial compensation.”  

– Politician for the Beja Congress 

 

“In 2004, I finished university and I thought it was better to join the army [Beja Congress]. I 

joined immediately after finishing the university. The government at that time was making a 

lot of troubles. The war in Darfur was going on, and they were arresting people who were in  

any of the opposition. Some of my friends were arrested too.”  

– 33 year old male respondent from Kassala 

 

“I knew the war in the east was because of poverty, because there is no work. I knew that from 

talking to the people. I knew about the Beja Congress because I met young people from 

Kassala and when I was chatting with them he explained to me about the Beja Congress. Then, 

we went to meet two people from Beja Congress outside the city. During that meeting, we 

decided to set up the Beja Congress in the university. This was in 2003. I went to Eritrea a few 

times to find money for our campaigns. I stayed there one month and come back. I finished my 
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university degree in 2/2006 and went to Tirkuk for training. There was no work in Port 

Sudan.” 

 – 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“In the university I met people from the Beja Congress. They explained the problems in Sudan 

and their causes. I worked with the Beja Congress in the University. That was dangerous. As 

long as we were inside the university, it was ok, but if we went outside, and talk in public, we 

had big problems. Sometimes there were fights between the NCP members and the members 

of the Beja Congress in the University. If the police then came, they only arrested those in 

opposition. We had to do everything in secret and we had to be silent. We could not speak in 

public about our ideas. This was making our work impossible, so that‟s why we went to the 

army.” 

 – 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

In this group we also find respondents who mention how an injustice they had witnessed 

contributed to their interest in joining the movement. These are to be distinguished from 

personal grievances, as they did not became the victim of an injustice themselves.  

“When I was working for the Beja Relief [local NGO], I once went to a village in the East, 

where a tuberculosis epidemic had killed all of the children. I thought to myself : “Why?”. The 

government was not hearing us at the time, and I decided to join the fight.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“Until the war started, I had no idea about politics. Then, people started coming to Port Sudan 

from our home area. There was a war situation there. We heard about one man who lost half of 

his family because of the war. Also, I met a boy who lost his father and a woman who lost her 

husband. Young people were living in the market without parents and working for little 

money.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

But also people with less education, less understanding of the conflict, its causes and the 

objectives of the movement ended up joining, mainly from areas such as South Tokar and 

Hamashkorib: the most resource-deprived areas and the ones most affected by the war.137 

Here, we also find respondents whose joining was in a context of increased insecurity.  

 

“I am from South Tokar, form Adik. My father was a farmer, we were 5 children. I didn‟t go 

to school, I was helping my father.  I was doing daily work in Tokar: carrying things in the 

market, sometimes working in a farm. In 1998 the war came. It was dangerous, there were 

battles. The war was between Eritrea and Sudan. The army came and made problems. They 

were beating people. We didn‟t know why. But that‟s why we went to this rebellion, with 
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those from Mantiga [other area in South Tokar]. My brothers went to the camp and I went with 

them. We joined the rebellion in 2004, I was 25.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Lastly, we find personal grievances as a result of the governments‟ actions a motivation to 

join: 

 

“The recruitment of new soldiers was made easy by the government behavior. They were 

arresting people, and they escaped to Eritrea. All of those who joined were volunteers. We 

mobilized people to come and join.”  

– Administrator for the Beja Congress 

 

“After finishing secondary school in Port Sudan, I went to Halab for work. I was working in 

the market there. I was selling things in the market. Every time the police came and they took 

me to prison. Because I didn‟t have any document to work in the market. We were not free to 

even work in he market. Even when I eventually got the documents, they still made trouble. 

For example: this food I am not allowed to sell, or taxation, and customs. I thought it was 

better to go and fight. I went to join out of my own interest. I was finding information about 

this group. I went to Kassala and from there I took a camel and went down to Eritrea. I left my 

family with my parents, I had five children.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

There thus seems to have been four main motivations for joining the Beja Congress: 

identification with the political goals of the movement, lack of other opportunities, insecurity 

and personal grievances.  

  

Among the Rashaida, joining the armed struggle was mostly a part-time endeavor, which 

people did out of a sense of duty and loyalty to the tribe. Recruits would join for a periods of 

time, leaving their family and livelihood in the care of relatives. The leadership of the 

movement was in the hands of a man who could make a natural claim to that leadership, 

because his father was the leader (omda) of one branch of the tribe, and his grandfather had 

been the leader of all of the Rahaida tribe. In addition, he had travelled extensively through 

the Arab world, had been a politician before and held a PhD title, while many Rashaida in 

eastern Sudan are cattle herders and traders. He mobilized people by explaining the 

movements‟ goals and pointing out the interests of the tribe. 138 Because part-time affiliation 

was common, people could maintain a livelihood whilst in the movement, making it less 

difficult to join. Near the movement‟s training camps, there were camps where the wives of 
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the soldiers lived. Active engagement in the movement‟s activities, was a kind of duty for 

young men.  

 

“I myself joined in 2000, after I finished my diploma at Red Sea University. There was no 

work, not even for university graduates. I joined for periods and went back home for periods. 

This was common in the Rashaida Free Lions. Everybody in the Rashaida tribe knew about the 

revolution. I had a brother who already joined.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

With the Rashaida Free Lions, we thus find personal grievances and identification with the 

political goals of the movement to be the most relevant motivations to join. Identification with 

the political goals of the movement, in this case, is to a large extent matter  of loyalty to the 

tribe.  

 

2.4 Conclusion: why do men rebel? 

2.4.1 Violence causes violence 

This chapter has reconstructed the contexts in which people made their decisions to join the 

various armed movements, focusing mainly on the SPLA. We started out with identifying the 

material aspects of that context and characterized „a normal life‟ as one of extreme poverty 

with hunger, death and disease being integral features of the lives of southern Sudanese.  

Further, an essential aspect was a Weltanschauung based on limited knowledge of the world. 

In these already challenging contexts, the war induced mass- insecurity which drove many into 

the arms of the movement. Some joined because they estimated that they would be safer. 

Some did so because an attack on their village had literally completely destroyed the only 

world they knew. Again others joined to avenge the killing of a family member. As these two 

categories together constitute 54% of the recruits in the sample, my data suggests that it is war 

itself – the violence and insecurity of war – that forms a major push for people into taking part 

in the violence of war: violence is the main motor behind recruitment, causing both insecurity 

and personal grievances on an enormous scale. To some extent, the SPLA‟s ability to recruit 

people was a direct result of the government‟s counter-insurgency policies, which causes 

major insecurity and sources for personal grievances.  

 This conclusion is backed by a comparison between the SPLA and the various 

movements in the East of Sudan. The government never applied its scorched earth policies in 

the East, and – with the exception of a few areas that experienced heavy insecurity – the 

conflict in the east never became a full-scale war. This research indicates that it is this very 

lack of mass- insecurity in the East that impeded the recruitment into these movements. These 

movements never managed to build the size and strength of the SPLA. If the success of a rebel 

movement is assumed to depend partially on the ability to recruit enough soldiers to build a 

strong military organization, and to pose a real challenge to the state‟s monopoly of violence, 
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the movements in Eastern Sudan indeed were not nearly as successful as the SPLA. It is 

largely due to their eventual alliance with the SPLA, that the Beja Congress and the Rashaida 

Free Lions were taken sufficiently seriously by the central government to enable a peace 

process leading to a negotiated settlement in 2006. The SNA/SAF had already collapsed by 

that time.139 The movements in the East never managed to mobilize people for armed battle to 

the extent the SPLA had. Based on the micro- level data presented in this chapter, the 

explanation for that lays in the dynamics of the conflict itself.  

This finding also emphasizes the importance of the counter-insurgency policies chosen 

by a government: voluntary recruitment within the SPLA was largely a direct consequence of 

the government‟s aggressive scorched earth policies targeted at civilians. This may also help 

explain why the conflict in Darfur did become a full-scale war, again compared to the conflict 

in the East, as the government also applied its scorched-earth strategies in Darfur, by means of 

the by now infamous Janjaweed. It is the mass- insecurity caused by these tactics that created 

conditions for individuals to find themselves seeking safety by joining the rebels‟ side.  

 

2.4.2 The importance of forced recruitment  

As has been pointed out in earlier research efforts concerning recruitment during civil war,140 

the findings in this research again points to the importance of forced recruitment  in explaining 

rebellion, with 13% of the respondents having joined the SPLA as a result of force. The SPLA 

started forced recruitment from the moment of its foundation, when young children were 

taken from their families under false pretences, and were taught and trained as soldiers in 

Ethiopian refugee camps. Later on during the war, forced recruitment was applied openly and 

the practice was widespread throughout the areas under the SPLA‟s control. It seems that 

recruiting civilians by force is only possible in areas in which a movement exercises some 

degree of control over the civil population. This is especially likely to be accomplished in 

areas where state-control is weak. Such was the case in south Sudan, where a state 

administration hardly existed when the war broke out.  

 It may be for this reason that forced recruitment was never practiced by the various 

militia in Eastern Sudan. It was never an option: moving voluntary recruits from Sudan to 

Eritrea already posed great risks to the movement, with the National Security following the 

members‟ every move. A stronger (yet not tremendously strong) security apparatus in Eastern 

Sudan, thus prevented a context favorable for the practice of forced recruitment. 

Consequently, the movement relied completely on voluntary recruitment. However, it must be 

noted that, even if circumstances for forced recruitment had been more favorable, this does 

not necessarily mean that the strategy would have been applied by Eastern movements. The 

decision to forcibly recruit soldiers is, after all, a decision made by a movement‟s leadership.  
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2.4.3 The role of opportunism: greed versus grievance 

The greed-grievance debate on motivations of actors in civil wars was discussed in chapter 1. 

The two competing paradigms aim at explaining the instigation and continuation of civil wars, 

focusing on the motivations of actors. While the debate has produced insightful studies on 

how political and economic motivations interact in civil wars, the debate has largely remained 

limited to a macro- level perspective, analyzing the motivations of competing leaders in civil 

wars. Shifting the question to the micro level, the relevance of economic motivation is not so 

clear, as has already been pointed out by prior analysis of micro- level data.141 My data 

reiterates this finding: opportunism only played a minor role in voluntary recruitment in the 

SPLA, with only 3% of the respondents putting it forward as their prime motivation for 

joining. At the same time, attraction to the political identity of the movement formed a 

motivation for 21% of the respondents to join the ranks of the SPLA. This then seems to 

support the grievance-side of the debate, rather than the greed theorem. That conclusion 

would, however, be to hasty. 

First and foremost, what should stand out from the findings presented in this chapter is 

exactly the diversity of motivations can be encountered across individuals. Not only did we 

find seven different motivations decisive for individuals to join the movement; we also found 

four factors that are likely to contain voluntary recruitment. Secondly, the view that 

individuals join armed rebellion in search for economic opportunities assumes that a 

movement actually has such opportunities to offer.142 While some movements may in fact 

provide financial rewards to their members, none of the four different movements I studied in 

Sudan did so. The availability of opportunities for economic gain thus differs across 

movements and, as with the introduction of forced recruitment, depends greatly on decisions 

made by the movement‟s leadership. In Sudan, financial rewards were common in pro-

government tribal militia, but not in armed opposition movements.  

Thirdly, to the extent that recruitment was informed by political grievance (this being 

the second largest group in the sample of this research), it must be emphasized that these 

grievances were largely the result of active political mobilization by the SPLA. Although the 

ideology of the SPLA connected well with existing ideas among southerners of „Arabs‟, it was 

the SPLA who reframed these ideas as to fit into the reality of the war and to encourage active 

involvement in the armed struggle. Mobilizing people on a certain political ideology or by 

offering economic rewards, is an organizational decision made by the movement‟s leadership, 

and can be expected to vary across movements. A structural comparison between movements 
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offering economic rewards to their fighters and those who do not, would be an interesting 

direction for further research. 
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3 Becoming a soldier 

3.1 Introduction 

So far, we have looked at the backgrounds of fighters in several Sudanese militia, and have we 

managed to understand the context from which they joined those armed movements. 

Insecurity turned out to play a major role in triggering young men – but also women – to join 

the ranks of the SPLA during the civil war in South Sudan. Many soldiers also joined out of 

belief in the movement‟s ideology. Lastly, we have acknowledged the importance of forced 

recruitment practices in filling the ranks of the SPLA. These three motivations created the 

majority of recruits for the movement. 

This chapter will explore what happened to the respondents after they were recruited, 

starting with the process of integration of soldiers into the movement after their recruitment. 

What was life in the movement like? What did the movement do to create cohesion in the 

movement among such a diverse group of people most of whom had never been outside of 

their home area? How did soldiers cope with the life-threatening circumstances on the battle 

field? What kind of opportunities existed in the movement and how where privileges 

distributed? Furthermore, we will try to conclude on factors contributing to the continuing of 

individuals‟ affiliation to the movement: did they ever consider leaving? We will look at the 

narratives of deserters, who left the movement during the war. Separate paragraphs will be 

dedicated to the tasks and treatment of women and children in the movement. Finally, we will 

compare these aspects of the lives of soldiers in the SPLA to the armed movements in the 

East. 

 

3.2 Integration and cohesion 

Among policy-makers involved in the implementation of DDR projects after a civil war 

comes to an end, there is some debate on what reintegration exactly means.143 When is an ex-

combatant considered to be successfully reintegrated into society? And, hence, what end-goal 

should DDR projects aim to achieve? These questions form the flipside of the question that 

will be central in this paragraph. This paragraph will look at the transformation from a civilian 

to a soldier. How did new recruits get integrated into the movement? What does it mean to be 

part of the movement? Furthermore, the paragraph addresses the in-group identity in the 

movement, laying the basis for a discussion of loyalty to the movement, further on in this 

chapter. 

 

                                                 
143

 Muggah (2009) 



86 

 

3.2.1 Military training 

After recruitment, all recruits were immediately sent for military training. Throughout the 

1980s, those trainings mostly took place inside Ethiopia, in areas along the border with Sudan. 

But after the fall of the Mengistu regime and the dissolution of Ethiopian support to the 

movement, the SPLA was forced to organize training in SPLA-controlled areas inside Sudan. 

The general training focused on military tactics and practical fighting skills, but also included 

classes in „political and moral orientation‟ in which the movement‟s political agenda was 

explained to the soldiers and attention was paid to the code of conduct regarding interaction 

with civilians. However, there are respondents who do not recall having had such classes in 

their training, indicating that the content of the training was probably subject to variation. The 

length of the general training also varies across respondents, although the most common 

period of time was around six months. Shorter periods were sometimes chosen when the 

enemy was near: 

 

“We were the first fighters of the SPLM. After I went for training in Ethiopia, I graduated as a 

staff-major.” – 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was trained for 6 months in Bilfam, the military camp in the border with Ethiop ia. It was 

about how to shoot and how to defend yourself.  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The training itself was ok. We were taught by Ethiopians and Eritreans about all the different 

techniques. It was useful.” 

 – 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I went to military training for 6 months. It was all military training: how to use weapons. 

There was not much time for training sometimes, because the enemy was near. Some were just 

given a weapon, and short instruction and were sent into the bush.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

After completing the general military training, some received specialized training, to become 

officers or to fill specialist functions in the army.  

 

“I was taken for military training in Ethiopia. The training was about military tactics, 

topography, and how to apply different tactics to different areas: desert, forest… I graduated 

on the 28 of December in 1983 from general training. Then, I received training for medical 

personnel. After that, I was  corporal and I got a task to move from Ethiopia via Upper Nile to 

the East Aweil, near the border with Chad.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I was trained to be a radio operator. Later, I got training in infantry. I graduated as an officer 

in 1985.  “  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In Ethiopia, we went to the training centre. I took a 3 month general military training. After 

that, I went to political school, after which I was deployed to the general training centre to do 

political orientation classes for the soldiers. I became a lieutenant.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

As becomes clear from these accounts, the training of the soldiers provided the basis for the 

first steps in the stratification process within the movement. Those who had followed some 

education before they joined the movement, were likely to be selected for „military college‟ to 

become officers. Some were given a rank after completion of the training, while others were 

not. Some were considered strong enough to be sent to the frontlines, while others were given 

„softer‟ positions in the barracks, or were sent to a refugee camp to attend school. Women 

were generally assigned to be nurses or to cook for the soldiers: 

  

“After the training, they selected the strongest boys to go to the frontline. They were given 6 

bullets and a kalash. The weaker ones were sent to school. I was among those to go to the 

frontline.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

  

“After the training I became a bodyguard. I was working in Akobo area, my home area, until 

2007. I wasn‟t sent to battle, because I was too young.”  

– 20 year old male respondent from Jonglei 

 

“I was trained to understand about the military rules and how to answer to a commander. I 

wasn‟t sent to battle, I was made a nurse.”  

– 30 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

I was trained, but I could not receive a rank. I was assigned to cook, and later to be a nurse. I 

got some extra training for that, first for 5 months and then for 2 months. It was about 

[medical] treatments.”  

– 44  year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

It would be wrong to conclude from these last two quotes that the SPLA did not provide space 

to challenge traditional gender roles. The role of women in the movement will be discussed 

more extensively in the next paragraph. It is necessary to point out that, next to fulfilling a 

function of social stratification, the training also formed a physical selection process. Being 

the first exposure to the harsh life of a soldier which was awaiting the recruits, some left the 
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training because they could not cope, and some even died during training, making it almost a 

„survival of the fittest‟.  

 

“The training was very bad. There were no clothes and no food for us, and many escaped from 

the training for that reason. Only a few of them were left, at the end. Later, things improved 

when the UN brought us some food and clothes”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

So many of the soldiers died during the training. There was not enough food, sometimes they 

gave us some oil to eat, only. There was also yellow fever. So many died. I didn‟t get sick, 

because I knew what [wild leaves] to eat and what not.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I took training for 3 months in Ethiopia, in Dima. We were taught about the law of soldiers. 

Some of the soldiers died during training from Malaria and diarrhea.”  

–37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

Exposure to these tough circumstances during the training, raises questions about those who 

stayed in the movement and the way they coped with these challenging circumstances and 

overcame their fears. After all, the vast majority of my interviewees had stayed with the 

movement at least until the peace,144 which not only means they managed to cope with the 

training, but also with their experiences on the battlefield. Paragraph 3.3.2. will therefore 

discuss the negative emotions of respondents and the way they coped with them, after 

discussing some of the other attitudes respondents expressed towards the initiation of their 

soldier life. 

 

3.2.2 Cohesion within the movement 

Despite the sometimes harsh circumstances, many respondents who had joined the movement 

voluntarily were positive about their training and the things they learnt there. Several 

narratives contain indications that becoming a soldier was a form of empowerment, marking a 

shift from the life of a helpless civilian to that of an acto r in the ongoing events, regaining 

some form of control over their lives. Many said they felt good during the training because it 

made them „feel strong‟. 

“We felt good. We liked it because we were defending ourselves and our country. We felt 

strong. I was not afraid.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I liked it, because I got the knowledge to defend myself and the power to kill my enemy.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei Sate 
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“ It was about the military and some classes about politics. If you get injured how to take care 

of yourself. If you spend some days without food, what to do. How you should talk to 

civilians.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

The last two respondents had joined the movement as a response to increased insecurity. From 

their attitudes toward the training it becomes clear that the movement offered a feeling of 

control over events. To those who were helpless victims when their villages were attacked by 

the enemy, learning how to protect and defend themselves formed a welcome lesson, apart 

from a practical preparation for the battlefield.  

The political part of the training mainly functioned to strengthen  social cohesion 

within the movement. This was especially relevant since the SPLA recruited members from 

among all southern tribes, some of which had a history of rivalry towards each other. The 

SPLA had to offer a group identity that allowed its members to transcend their tribal 

differences. One way of stimulating in-group identification was through designating a 

commonly shared enemy: „the Arabs‟. But, from the following excerpts it also becomes clear 

how the classes in „political orientation‟ played a significant role in providing a positive group 

identity, going beyond the sheer rejection of „Arabs‟. This identity had to be strong enough to 

include even those who were recruited by force. Furthermore, it had to enable the movement 

to deploy soldiers throughout the south, and not just in their home areas, as was mentioned in 

paragraph 2.1  

 

“There were 6 months of military training. We were the first troops to be trained in the Nuba 

Mountains. The training included classes in political science. We studied the SPLM manifesto. 

We got history classes that taught us the real history of Sudan, and the historical roots of 

Sudanese conflicts. Not like the history lessons in school that start with the Arab invasion in 

Sudan. Our real history goes 5000 years back. In the mornings, we first went running and do 

other exercises. Then, we had the breakfast. Then we went to the hall for classes in political 

science. After 12.00 we had military training. It felt like we were one big family and it didn‟t 

matter if you were Muslim or Christian, or from which tribe.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“I went for training in a place called Bamura. I did not want to go. During the walk there, we 

had a plan to escape. Me and my neighbors from the village. During the training, Garang [John 

Garang, chairman of the SPLM/A] came and he spoke a few words to us. Then, we felt like 

fighting. He spoke to us about fighting the Arabs and explained to us that our gun is so 

important. We felt better, we felt like fighting.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 
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“I learned not to fear them. They were good people. During the training, I learned how to use 

the weapons, but they also explained the reasons for the war to me: that we were fighting for 

an independent South Sudan. I became more convinced about these things.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

In many ways, the SPLA was the first institution that made an attempt to create something of 

a national identity among southerners. The first excerpt shows the significance of redefining 

history in that process. As the southern region was never fully incorporated into the „greater‟ 

Sudanese state – neither in terms of administration, nor in terms of national identity - to many, 

being part of the movement was the first chance to be part of a community that transcended 

that of the village or the tribe. The charismatic leadership of John Garang was an important 

motor behind that development, as is indicated by the second narrative above. This former 

soldier, from an Equatorian tribe, was recruited by force, by what he perceived to be a Dinka-

movement. He was thinking of deserting, but witnessing a speech by John Garang made him 

ready to fight anyway.  

As a reaction to the movement‟s creation of a shared identity among southerners, the 

government encouraged tribalism throughout the South by creating tribal militia to fight the 

SPLA. Through that strategy, it did not only challenge the SPLA militarily, but also attacked 

the very core of its ideology as well as an important pillar social cohesion in the movement.  

There is another way in which the SPLA laid the foundations of something like a 

Southern Sudanese society. For many recruits, their affiliation to the movement initiated a 

period of extensive travel throughout the country, travelling long distances from battle to 

battle, often by foot. As was pointed out in the previous chapter, limited knowledge of the 

world was part of the “southern Sudanese condition”. Once in the movement, that aspect of 

the condition changed dramatically, expanding the borders of their world-view quite literally, 

as is exemplified by this statement from a former commander: 

 

“We walked [from Blue Nile] to the Nuba Mountains, to Bahr al Ghazal, and on to Western 

Equatoria. I saw all of Sudan and met all of the tribes.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Life in the movement then also introduced its members to a new social system, that was 

different from their home communities in many ways. Not only was it (literally) bigger, it also 

required the formation of an identity that transcends that of the tribal community. In that 

sense, it formed a first step from being part of a Gemeinschaft to a Gesellschaft.145 But 

establishing social cohesion in a social association organized as a Gesellschaft is much more 

complex than it is in small homogenous communities, and Gesellschafts are more prone to 
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class and ethnic conflicts. The SPLA thus was the first organization in South Sudan to 

facilitate that shift among Southerners. In order to become a strong military movement, it 

needed to set in motion a process of major social transformation, demanding a different kind 

of loyalty from its members than they were used to. Further on in this chapter, we will see 

how the movement‟s failure to complete that process caused some to turn their backs on the 

movement. 

 

3.3 Soldier life 

3.3.1 Material aspects  

As mentioned above, the training already introduced recruits to the life of a soldier in terms of 

its material conditions. In terms of providing basic necessities, such as food, clothing and 

shelter, the movement was often hard-pressed. According to former commander in Northern 

Upper Nile, Lam Akol, the inability to provide such basics was a major cause of desertion by 

soldiers.146 Many soldiers recount the little food the movement provided, and the ways they 

found to feed themselves. 

 

“All we got was just two small cups of boiled sorghum every day. The rest, we had to find 

ourselves. We could find fruits in the mountains, and some of us had some land where they 

grew crops. I wore two different shoes, and rags.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“We felt well, we did not have problem. Only we were hungry, there was just small amounts 

of food. We shoot animals and eat them. Sometimes there was mangos.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile 

 

For the provision of food, the movement strongly depended on their host society and the 

willingness among civilians to provide food for the soldiers. Ideally, the commanders would 

negotiate with village chiefs on such matters, encouraging them to provide food. But, often 

enough, the provision of food to the movement was a result of intimidation by soldiers.  

 

“Sometimes there was not enough food. Then, they will kill a cow, or go into the villages to 

ask the chiefs for food and they bring sorghum.”  

– 44 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“The food we were eating was the leaves of the tree. There was no food. In the villages, we 

talked to the chiefs to provide us with food and they brought us foods.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“In 1991, the SPLA came to our village. They behaved in a harsh way. They forced the people 

in the village to give them food. We feared them. We were afraid to get killed.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

In addition to the host society, the movement also relied on relief agencies for the supply of 

food. Many accounts contain reference to the provision of food aid by the UN.  

 

“During the training, there was no food, but during the war, the UN provided us with food.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

  

“It was difficult for the soldiers there. There was no medicine and no food. But we chased the 

army. Some people managed to take food from the UN sometimes.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“The UN helped us in Nasir, they gave us sorghum.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“We ate food from the World Food Program and sometimes the women from the villages 

brought us food in the times of harvest. Many people drank wine. Then they became drunk.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Uniforms were generally, though not always, provided and soldiers slept in camps or in the 

villages. In terms of military supplies, the situation was often not much better. Most soldiers 

did not have much more than a Kalashnikov and a few bullets to defend themselves. Heavier 

equipment, such as landmines and trucks, were scarce.  

“We all got one Kalashnikov and 10 bullets. The government troops were much more heavily 

armed and  

also used planes. But we knew what we were doing better then them .”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“My unit blew up Wilwil Bridge in Aweil. We destroyed it with mines, the blast could be 

heard in Khartoum.” 

 – 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“[Before] I worked as a driver. I could not work as a driver in the SPLA, because there were 

no cars.”  

– 56 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The life of a soldier was thus one of scarcity, though soldiers were probably used to quite 

similar living conditions in their civilian life. As we have seen in chapter 2, scarcity forms an 

integral part of the “Southern Sudanese Condition”. In addition to coping with material 
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scarcity, soldiers were also exposed to extreme stress on the battlefield, which we will now 

turn to discuss. 

 

3.3.2 Battle 

The life of SPLA soldiers thus was one of material scarcity and intensive movement around 

the country, from one battle to the next. The SPLA fought battles with the government army 

to gain control of land, most notably over the garrison towns. While most towns were und er 

government control at the beginning of the war, the SPLA managed to seize, and temporarily 

maintain, control over some of the larger towns in the South throughout the war, including 

Nasir (Upper Nile), Melut (Upper Nile) and Torit (Eastern Equatoria). Despite heavy attacks 

on the larger garrison towns, the SPLA never managed to capture these. Respondents 

normally did not talk about battles in great detail, but from what they said about it, it becomes 

clear that these were extremely intense experiences.  

 

“I went to battle in Kapoeta. There were heavy losses on both sides. Very heavy fighting. We 

had to leave Kapoeta because of our losses. We had to reorganize ourselves. I was sent to Nasr 

(Upper Nile) and Juka. We captured those towns.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 1995, there was fighting between the two armies. We captured the places. We chased that 

army to Juba and they could not come back. The rain was coming. I went to Yei to fight. My 

brothers were dying next to me, I could see them. It was painful” 

 – 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“My first mission was in Nuer area. In Jonglei state. After that, I went to Eastern Equatoria. I 

was a commander of a platoon, I had one star. It was difficult to see my colleagues die. One 

minute you will be eating with someone, the next minute they can be dead.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“At first I was afraid. Some of my neighbors from my village died next  to me. I felt very bad. 

I felt that I will a lso die. But then I put in my mind that I will die. I accepted that idea. I 

decided that I will kill first. Then I was no longer afraid.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Given the intenseness of the experiences on the battlefield, its is probable that soldiers 

deserted during battle, as is also described in Lam Akol‟s account of fighting in the 

movement.147 During informal conversations with soldiers, I also found out that some soldiers 

committed suicide, although it was clearly a taboo and, as it was explained to me, consisted of 

intentionally getting killed on the battlefield. Those who did not escape in either way, had to 
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develop an attitude toward their experiences that helped them cope. In that respect, some 

respondents emphasized that they learned to see these aspects as “part of the job” and that 

they got used to it with time.  

 

“I was trained and I was not afraid. It becomes a job at some point.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“We lost people, they died and got injured. But when you accept the gun, you accept this 

danger. You cannot fear, when you carry the gun. It is better to die fighting than without a 

fight.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

“I was not afraid. When you know the sound of the bell, you are not afraid to hear it ring. I 

was trained, and used to this type of situations. I was not afraid.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I was fighting on the front line. I was not afraid. In the beginning, yes, you fear. But after the 

attacks continue, you get used to it. It becomes a normal thing. I did not feel happy or 

unhappy. I felt that this is my situation now.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In the beginning, I did not like it. I had always been afraid of army people. In Bor, at first, I 

was still new, and I was afraid of everything. But, I got used to the bullets, and I was no longer 

afraid . God is there with you when you are fighting. I saw my brothers die, but I trusted in 

God.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“Despite the deaths, I kept hope. Some left and surrendered to the enemy to join their ranks. 

But I stayed determined. The people who stayed were the strong minded ones.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The importance of religion in coping with the reality of warfare, plays a prominent role in 

many of the respondents‟ narratives, often as part of a fatalistic outlook.  

 

“There is no safety in battles. So you are not afraid. God will protect you or take you.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

  

“In the fighting, you just give your life to God. You don‟t know if you‟re going to live or die. 

Many of my friends died, some were injured.” 

 – 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 



95 

 

Apart from religious beliefs, the dedication and belief in the political goals of the movement 

could give soldiers confidence for the battles. The idea of dying for liberation of the land, for 

freedom and justice, helped soldiers cope with the reality of the battlefield. 

 

“I felt good, because I was fighting for a new Sudan, where everyone is free to believe what he 

wants and to say what he thinks. Where every Sudanese is respected.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“Many people died. It made me angry, but I had to continue the fight. We did not yet reach our 

goal.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was working with the radio, but I also had to be in battles. I was not afraid, because I knew 

that if I die, it will be for my land.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was not afraid. I don‟t feel anything. I know if I die, my people will be free. It was a 

liberation movement. It made me feel strong.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“It was a big change from being a student to being a soldier. But during the military training 

you get that energy. You become strong and happy to go and liberate our people. We knew we 

were the generation that was going to liberate our land.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The military life was also characterized by a very fast pace. Some respondents noted that they 

did not „have time to think‟ and were drawn into the events rapidly.  

 

“Once you are in the army, things go very quickly. You just do what you are ordered, and 

there is not really time to think about your decision.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was happy, there was no chance to think about anything else then the training. I didn‟t think 

about my family.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Coping with negative emotions and life-threatening circumstances on the battlefield was not 

achievable for all soldiers. Some left the movement, either by escaping or by suicide because 

they could not bear their condition. Other managed to get used to the violence by some form 

of emotional detachment. Religious beliefs as well as a connectedness to the movement‟s 

ideology helped keeping soldiers going. As was discussed in paragraph 2.2.1, a certain 
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nearness of death is part of life in South Sudan, even to those who are not in the army. 

However, dying as a fighter for the movement, offered a heroic death that brought Southerners 

closer to their liberation. 

 

3.3.3 The role and duties of women in the SPLA 

Recently, „gender-sensitivity‟ has become a more than fashionable term in humanitarian and 

development policy, which has also led to increased attention for the role of women during 

civil wars and in peace building.148 However, the exact role of women in armed movements149 

has been little researched, although the relevance of their contribution is no longer  

categorically overlooked. For example, the Eritrean People‟s Liberation Front (EPLF) 

consisted for 30 percent out of female members, with 13 percent of the frontline fighters being 

women. 150 This counts as a considerable contribution, and is thought to be linked to the EPLF 

leadership‟s stress on gender equality.  Despite the lack of such an explicit gender equality 

policy with the foundation of the SPLM/A, women as well as men joined the ranks of the 

movement in the early days of the civil war, although there are no numbers available 

regarding the size of their contribution.151  

“Since the beginning of the war female volunteers were recruited into the SPLA. They were 

trained in Ethiopia and became part of the SPLA. Some of them are now high commanders. 

They are part of the army, and fall under the regular staff policies. There is nothing special 

about them: they are regular soldiers. Apart from them, there were the women who were in the 

IDP camps, refugee camps and in the liberated areas, but as civilians. They were the wives, 

sisters and mothers of the male fighters. They mobilized food, and provided medical care to 

wounded soldiers. They also carried ammunition and food to the frontlines, on their heads. 

They were with us at the fronts, but they were not soldiers.”  

– Policy maker in the SPLA 

 

In these days, while some women joined the movement independently, some followed their 

husbands who joined. 

 

“I joined the SPLA on 25-12-1985, when I was 17 years old. Before I joined I lived with my 

family in the village. I didn‟t go to school, I was keeping the cows. My family were cattle 

keepers. My father was a teacher, but he joined the SPLA when the war began. My brother 

also joined but he came back because he was too small. During the war the government army 

came to our village and they killed seven people. This was near our village, in Kobo [Upper 
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Nile]. Some of them were my family. They came to capture our people and they even took the 

children.”  

– 39 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

 “I got married in 1982, when I was 18. The war changed the situation a lot. The problems 

started when all the men were taken by the SPLM, especially the educated ones. My husband 

was captured by the government. He escaped with the help of some relatives, but he could not 

come back to the village. The government came to interrogate me and torture me, because my 

husband escaped. But I didn‟t know where he was. After some time, he contac ted me to let me 

know he was ok and we met. We went to Ethiopia with a big group. My husband had joined 

them [the SPLA] in 1984, he was a captain. When we arrived in Ethiopia, the men and women 

were separated. They first trained the men and then the women.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“Most of the people in the village were died and the houses were burnt. This started in 1988. 

We were suffering from this situation and some of our family died and some got sick. I had 

one child. I joined, because the war was happening every day. They were also killing women. I 

decided to join them [the SPLA]. I reported myself to be one of them.”  

– 44 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

  

“Our husbands were commanders in the SPLA In 1986, the war reached Torit. They attacked 

[our] area. Some people from Torit feared and went out, to Juba. I was pregnant, I couldn‟t 

leave, I was too heavy. So I stayed. There was a famine in Torit for 2 years. We were inside 

Torit and we started to work for the SPLA in 1989. We went with them to the frontlines, and 

cooked for them.”  

– 40 year old and 42 year old female respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

These excerpts show that heavy insecurity significantly reduced the range of options available 

to women to either fleeing or joining the movement.152 This formed a major motivation for 

women to join, either by themselves or by following their husbands. However, forced 

recruitment was also practiced among women.153 An important group of women in the SPLA 

are the wives of soldiers in the movement, who travelled around the country with their 

husbands. Male respondents also talked about the presence of their wives sometimes.  

“I married a second wife. We had 4 children. She was in the movement and she went with me 

everywhere I went for battles.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“My oldest wife, the first one, she was with me in Equatoria when times were very tough. It 

was chaotic, we were moving around with the cattle all the time. My second wife died in 

Malakal, in 1991 while I was fighting there. She was killed by the Murle militia. She left a 6 

year old son.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

With regard to their tasks and duties, women played a key role in supporting the military 

operations run almost entirely by male fighters. There were also women who became soldiers 

themselves, and went to the battlefield. In the early days of the war, the SPLA trained an all-

girls battalion in Ethiopia for military duties, but they were given administra tive positions in 

the end.154 During the late 1990s, a complete battalion of female soldiers was trained in the 

Nuba Mountains, referred to as the “Shatta-battalion” (shatta is the Arabic word for a chili 

pepper). But other battalions also took women with them to the front lines, mostly for carrying 

ammunition and carrying the dead and wounded. Even the women staying behind in the 

barracks had to go and fight when the enemy came near.  

 

“After the training, I went to the bush. I had to carry the guns. Some of our platoon got hurt, 

and some died. We had to carry them to the hospital. I also fought. I walked from the Nuba 

Mountains all the way to Juba, carrying the guns. I was stationed there, for a while, and also in 

Bor, Torit and Kapoeta.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“My job was in the security. I had to find information from the enemy: are they going to attack 

or not? I was also in the battles. In Joko, I was in the battle.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“After the training I was given the rank of corporal directly because I am educated. I followed 

my husband when he was moving around for battles. I had to stay behind and guard the 

barracks, and the children and take care of the orphans. But if there was an attack, we joined 

the fight. Or we helped evacuating the children. We also used to cook for the soldiers. Mostly 

fish and meat. If the men went out for a mission, the food had to be ready for them when they 

come back.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

According to the female respondents, cooking and taking care of the wounded were the most 

common duties of women in the movement. Duties on the frontlines involved carrying food, 

ammunition and carrying and taking care of wounded soldiers.155 Women also took care of 
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children, both their own children or child-soldiers who were travelling with the movement. 

According to Waters (2008) women were expected to provide sexual services to the male 

soldiers. Although none of the women I interviewed mentioned such practices, it is not likely 

that they would disclose such information very easily. My impression is that married women 

were generally off limits to men other than their husbands, but it is likely that young 

unmarried women were targeted for such practices. It is also likely that marriages between 

SPLA soldiers and civilian girls were arranged with a degree of force, but it must be noted 

that this is also common in peace-time. 

“In 1996, I got married to another soldier. He came to talk to my father and my father left me 

with that man. He was in battle, and I stayed in the hospital. We could see each other only 

sometimes, for 2 or 3 days. Thanks to God, we had children in those days. Yes, it was war, and 

it was unsafe. My husband could die, I could die, and the children would be alone. But if we 

didn‟t have children in these times, when are we going to have children?”  

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei 

 

“In 1989 [age 15], I got married to a commander. He was the SPLA chief in Nuba mountains 

at that time. He had been arranging our marriage and negotiating with my family since I joined 

the SPLA. A year after our marriage, I had a daughter. When she was one and a half  years 

old, I left her with my family in Nuba mountains and went back to the bush. There was no 

choice. I wanted to stay with my child, but I chose to sacrifice myself. Life was difficult for 

everyone then, I had no choice.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

Whatever role women were fulfilling, they often received ranks for their efforts.  

 

“In 2003, I got a rank: three stars. Higher than my father and higher than my husband.”   

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei 

 

“I got promoted very fast, because I was active. But it was normal, some of my friends had 

even higher ranks than me. I am a sergeant”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

  

The position of women who were married to soldiers became uncertain when their husbands 

died. Some left the movement, either going to refugee camps, or staying behind in what was 

left of civilian life in South Sudan. According to customary regulations, widows and their 

children become the responsibility of the oldest brother of the deceased husband. However, as 

the war had destroyed most of the social fabric, these practices had come to lose their 

traditional significance.  
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“My husband died in 1993. After he died, the SPLA commanders talked to all the widows and 

advised them to go to the UN camps and get education for the children. I went to Itang camp 

[Ethiopia].”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“Our husbands died. They were killed in battle. We did not get any help. Our brothers-in-law 

are supposed to take care of us. It is their responsibility when their brother dies.”  

– 40 year old and 42 year old female respondents from Eastern Equatoria 

 

“ I stayed with my brother-in-law for some time, but he did not take good care of me. I had his 

child and I hoped it would be better, but he never even came to see the child.”   

– 42 year old female respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Marrying into the movement then did not grant the wives of soldiers much status for 

themselves. Despite the work they did for the movement, with the death of their husbands 

many became obsolete and became dependant on what was left of the cultural institutions for 

support. 

 

3.3.4 Children in the movement 

In the previous chapter, the recruitment of children by the SPLA was already shortly 

discussed. Mention wad made of the Red Army (Jesh „Ahmr), the formation of which started 

at the onset of the second civil war. The Red Army consisted of young boys, some as young as 

seven years old, who had either been actively recruited into the movement, or who had joined 

the SPLA in the bush after escaping an attack on their village.156 Yet, though many young 

boys could be found in the ranks of the SPLA, it was not at all common for them to be sent to 

battle at a young age. Training of the Red Army consisted of a combination of regular school 

and military training. It was meant to last a couple of years, and its aim was to create a 

generation of  southern Sudanese who could be used as soldiers during the war, but would also 

serve as a qualified labor force for the New Sudan, once the war would be over.  

 With the forced departure of the SPLA from Ethiopia in 1991, a process of 

organizational transformation started for the movement, changing much of the movement‟s 

internal structures, as the logistical and political support from Ethiopia ended.157 On the basis 

of my data, it seems that this also implied changes in the policies towards the Red Army, 

changing it from its original set up as it had been during the 1980s. I did not encounter stories 

of young boys being taken from their families with promises of education during the 1990s or 

after, in the same way as was done with Red Army soldiers during the 1980s. Yet, young boys 

continued to be recruited throughout the rest of the war and the term “Red Army” continued to 

be used to refer to young soldiers. Boys were sometimes recruited by force, though never as 
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young as at the onset of the war, with the development of the Red Army. But young boys also 

joined voluntarily, either as a result of political mobilization or because they were looking for 

safety. They were discussed in the previous chapter as part of the „regular‟ soldiers. 

The policies towards children and youngsters once they were inside the movement 

remained one focused on a combination of employing them as soldiers and enabling them to 

continue education when circumstances allowed, similar to the set up of the Red Army. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, policies regarding children and youngsters were also 

marked by a certain ambiguity: while boys (and girls) who were considered too young to fight 

were often rejected and sent away, in other cases, they were given military training, after 

which some were sent to battle when they were still young. 

 

“I became a soldier when I was 12. I was trained in Chirguale. It took one year. They teach me 

boxing, and how to run, how to fight. I was feeling very bad, because I was beaten by the 

teacher if I did something wrong. After the training, they give us boots, uniform and a gun. 

They sent us everywhere to fight.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (joined at age 12) 

 

“We started to fight, and I felt bad about it. The war made everything worse. Dead, hurt and 

people flee. I got injured in 1996, in my leg. I had to go to the hospital far from the battles. I 

had to stay behind in the barracks since then.” 

 – 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 9) 

 

“After Pibor, I went to Blue Nile in 1987, then to Khartoum Bilel, Jiko, and Nasir. In 1989, I 

got shot in my leg. It had to be amputated and I now use an artificial leg. After that, I could not 

go back to battle. I stayed in the liberated areas, but still in uniform. We were with a group in 

our area and we made parades. In 2004, I went on leave to go to college in Kenya.”  

–36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria (joined at age 12) 

 

It seems that policies regarding the proper age for soldiers to be sent to battle, was subject to 

variation through time, and also depended on the judgment of individual commanders. In 

general, it seems that boys were considered old enough to fight by the age of 14-15, but their 

eligibility for frontline battle  depended on their physical shape as well. As was mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, the strongest boys were selected to be sent to the frontlines. Those left 

behind were given relatively lighter tasks.  

 

“They gave me training, but it was not enough. It was not long and it was only about 

marching. I was wearing a uniform. After the training I became a bodyguard. I wasn‟t sent to 

battle, because I was too young.”  

– 20 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 15) 
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“After the training, I never went to battle on the frontline. I always stayed behind in the 

garrison. This was in Torit. I had to look after the commander‟s house. I was his bodyguard.”   

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 15) 

 

“I went with them [the SPLA] to Chukaduma. I was copying the other soldiers to learn how to 

be a soldier. I didn‟t get a uniform and a gun yet. I was presented to the chairman, but he said I 

was too young. He told me to go back to school. I was 15 years old then. So I was in the army 

only for 21 days, and then I went back to Kakuma camp. ”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (joined at age 15) 

 

“After the training, I was feeling strong. But the commanders thought I was still too young to 

fight, so I had to stay in the barracks with them. I was in the headquarters, where Dr. John was. 

When I was 13, I didn‟t want to wait anymore, and they let me go to battle. They saw I was 

ready for it.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 12) 

 

Writings on child soldiers, whether produced by human rights organizations or by NGOs for 

fundraising purposes, generally assume that children158 are forced to fight.159 Some of my 

respondents, among which the last two ones above, challenge that assumption. We have 

already seen that children were not always forcibly recruited, but often joined voluntarily 

either looking for relative safety or motivated otherwise. Among my respondents were two 

girls who joined the SPLA at a very young age to avenge the death of one of their family 

members. One of them was sent away by the SPLA after the training. She was sent to Kakuma 

refugee camp in Kenya to attend school. After a year, she decided to return to the bush and 

join the soldiers again: 

 

“My heart didn‟t want to stay in the school. I wanted to fight. Every day in the school, my 

mind was thinking about going back to the army. This was because of what happened to my 

father. I was still angry.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 10) 

 

Another common assumption is that children are traumatized by their experiences in armed 

movements. As we have seen, boys who were sent to the frontlines, were indeed confronted 

with death and heavy injuries. But the girls provide ground for allowing more diversity in that 

image: 
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“I felt good, because I was helping my country. But I was also angry. Everyone was angry in 

those times. I was not afraid. We knew how the war worked, we knew when to run.” 

 – 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 13) 

 

“I liked it. I like being with the soldiers. Sometimes I visited my family in Juba and then go 

back to the army. My mother didn‟t mind that I was in the army. She left it to God to decide 

what happens.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 10) 

 

There are also male respondents who had joined the movement at a young age, and challenge 

the assumption that being part of the movement was a horrendous experience. Another aspect 

that stand out, is the opportunities for education that were provided by the movement, 

although this was not limited to children: 

 “My commanders were always very helpful and understanding. They let me go on leave to go 

to school in 2002. I went back to Yei, where I attended primary school.”  

– 25 year old respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 15) 

 

“In 1999 I was allowed to take leave to go to school. Although there were sometimes teachers 

in the bush, during ceasefires, I wanted to finish my education.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 12) 

 

Against the background of the SPLA‟s post-Red Army policy towards children – in principle 

not recruiting very young children, giving youngsters relatively safe tasks, and providing 

opportunities for education – one can wonder if children and youngsters in the movement 

were actually worse off than those in refugee camps or in the villages. Yet, it must be 

mentioned that this general policy was not consistently implemented, and that there are 

accounts of children who were mistreated by the movement and were exposed to extreme 

danger and violence. One should not forget, however, that civilian life and life in the refugee 

camps during the war, was full of danger and violence as well. In general, this leaves room for 

a more nuanced image of child-soldiers then what is generally presented.  

 

3.4 Opportunities and stratification 

3.4.1 Economic opportunities 

Given the central role that has recently been ascribed to economic opportunities in the 

literature on civil wars, it seems appropriate to analyze the economic opportunities that existed 

for those who were in the movement, in order to assess it‟s role in the affiliation of individuals 

to the movement. In the previous chapter, it was already concluded that opportunism did not  

form a major drive behind recruitment in the SPLA. It became clear that mass- insecurity 

formed the main motor behind recruitment in the lower ranks, making people join voluntarily 
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out of motivations of sheer physical survival. As we have seen so far in this chapter, the 

movement was already hard pressed to provide basic necessities to its soldiers. What 

opportunities, if any, existed to accumulate wealth in the movement? And to whom were these 

opportunities available? And, finally, to what extent did economic opportunities motivate 

soldiers to stay with the movement? 

 Those who had joined the movement for safety did not have any form of livelihood 

left, although some managed to bring cattle with them to IDP camps or refugee camps. Some 

were too young to have a livelihood to begin with, as unmarried men do not usually own land 

or cattle in South Sudan. Those who joined for political reasons, and who did have some 

livelihood of their own, had to leave it behind – under the care of relatives – or try to maintain 

their livelihood while moving around with the movement, as the SPLA did not pay salaries. 

Some note that is was a major disadvantage of the army that their work for the movement did 

not allow them to build a livelihood.  

 

“My wife had 6 children during the war. There was no money to support my family during the 

war. My wife used some of the cattle and she cultivated. That is how she supported our 

family.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“A disadvantage of being in the army, is that you could not do anything else beside it. You 

could not start a family, or a business. All your time is with the army.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Some soldiers were not deployed outside their home areas, but instead had a civilian life with 

a “part-time” affiliation to the movement. The aim of these hybrid defense forces was to 

protect civilian areas. Individuals with this type of involvement in the movement, still 

maintained a civilian life and a livelihood.  

“I used to fight. When the fighting stopped, I started digging in my farm. I made my own farm 

in Mabaan [Upper Nile]. My wife and family was there. When the enemy comes, I joined the 

battalion to defend the village.”  

– 35 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Economic opportunities that were brought forth by being a soldier in the movement, were 

derived from theft and looting. A deserter describes the practices he observed with the 

movement in Equatoria. 

 

“When we caught a town, everyone went to steal from the shops and take money from the 

people. But then the commanders came and they wanted to take those things from the soldiers, 

to have for themselves. If you did not give it, they will kill you. You could see someone lying 

dead with the money in his hands.” 

 – 25 year old respondent from Central Equatoria 
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A soldier in Renk described how his battalion killed an elephant once, which they used to feed 

themselves. Some of the soldiers wanted to take the tusks of the animal with them, but they 

were not allowed. They had to be handed over to the commander. In Blue Nile State, the 

movement accumulated wealth through some goldmines in the area. Again, the Zonal 

commander plays a key role in controlling the returns from these endeavors.  

 

“In Blue Nile State, we were depending on agriculture to feed our soldiers and raise funds for 

obtaining equipment. We also captured a lot of equipment from the enemy. And there was 

gold digging around Kurmuk. We had specialized people who were mining for gold, and there 

was a committee that supervised it. Governor Malik [Zonal Commander of BNS at the time] 

himself was involved in that, to supervise the gold digging.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Taxation of civilians, also alluded to in the above excerpt, formed another source of income 

for the SPLA. Although opinions regarding the style and strength of the mechanisms of civil 

administration differ among researchers,160 it is agreed that taxation of civilians played a 

central role. The Zonal Commander was responsible for the civil administration in the zone 

under his command, tasking senior officers to administrative tasks. These Civil Military 

Administrators (CMA‟s) were responsible for the management of tax collection, recruitment, 

the maintaining of law and order, and relief-distribution, and they worked in close 

collaboration with the chiefs.161 A former CMA recounts his tasks in the distribution of relief: 

 

“I was given the task to coordinate the distribution of relief in the SPLA areas. Food, Mosquito 

nets and medicine was brought in by Catholic Relief Services, and it had to be distributed.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

It is clear that the Zonal Commander held a considerable amount of power and were one of the 

few figures who had access to the financial resources of the movement. They were one of the 

few who had the opportunity to use the movement‟s funds for their personal benefit. Although 

there is no data available regarding this aspect of the movement‟s organization, it can be 

expected that some commanders were engaged in such practices. A deserter describes that: 

“Our commander was a Dinka, and he was selling the food that arrived for us.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

                                                 
160

 As is made clear by Rolandsen (2005), there are two competing views on the existence and strength of local 

administration in SPLA-controlled areas. While Alex de Waal claims that the role of the SPLA was limited to 

coercive tactics during most of the war, Douglas Johnson describes a more sophisticated system of 

administration. (African Rights 1997, Johnson 1998)  
161

 Johnson (1998) p. 67 
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If the availability of opportunities for economic gain was a motivation to stay with the SPLA, 

it can be expected to be prevalent among the SPLA‟s Zonal Commanders, as well as among 

individuals higher up in the movement‟s hierarchical structure. If anyone had an economic 

interest in continual of the war, we would have to look for them in these ranks of the 

movement. For regular soldiers, however, there was little to no opportunity for economic gain 

in the movement. 

 

3.4.2 Upward social mobility, ranks and privileges 

The movement, then, did not offer financial rewards for participation, nor were opportunities 

to generate income widely available. That, however, does not mean that there were no rewards 

and opportunities at all. First of all, the SPLA had a system of ranks, providing opportunities 

for upward social mobility and increasing of one‟s status in the movement. Since no direct 

economic benefits were linked to these ranks (e.g. an increase in salary) I have classified these 

rewards as symbolic, in the sense that they are a form of  symbolic capital.162 Not only does 

the acquisition of a higher rank provide social status to those going up in ranks, it also 

reiterates the authority of the ones who have the power to rank individuals. Next, the 

movement provided opportunities for soldiers to continue their education, which again 

allowed them to increase their status. Lastly, marriage formed a way to increase one‟s social 

status. As we have seen in chapter 3, being married to many wives and supporting many 

children signifies that someone is part of medium of better-off socio-economic class. The next 

paragraphs investigate the distribution of these rewards and opportunities among the 

movement. Following that, we will look at the position of those who were cast aside from the 

regular reward system due to injuries.  

 

3.4.2.1 Symbolic rewards: ranks 

Many respondents had gone up in rank since the moment they joined the movement. As we 

have seen in paragraph 3.2.1 above, some were given ranks immediately after the training, 

most of whom claim that this was due to the fact that they had had some form of education. 

To respondents who had been given higher ranks during their time with the movement, I 

posed the question of why they think they were given ranks. The first and foremost reply 

referred to the type of behavior that was acknowledged through rank ing. 

“A promotion in the movement was based on good behavior. It is important to be active, loyal, 

honest and to obey your superiors. I got promoted until I reached the rank of Brigadier 

General. I got promoted many times, because I was active. And I never betrayed the 

movement, I never betrayed my commanders and I am not illiterate. I deserve to be even 

higher.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Brigadier General) 
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“I jumped from rank to rank, because I was different from my colleagues. I even jumped past 

some of my seniors. I was different because of my activities, and because I have a moral. 

When I was an officer, I had a strategic and tactic plan about the army. And I knew how to 

administer a platoon, a company (3 platoons ) and a battalion (+300 people). And as a colonel, 

I had 3 battalions. I was successful in missions. If there is an ambush or an attack, they sent me 

and I succeed.” 

 – 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Colonel) 

 

“In 1997 I got my rank. It was because I was active and working hard. That‟s why.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Sergeant) 

  

“I got promoted because I worked hard. Some promotions were given in general work, some 

of them for a specific skill.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Sergeant) 

 

“When I joined, I was a private. Now, I am a major. Back then, I did not even dream to 

become a major. These things go step by step.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (rank: Major) 

 

“I got my first star in 1986, and went further up until I became a colonel in 2005. When you do 

good work, you get promoted. Some people are cowards. They leave the army to stay with 

their families, instead of staying in the barracks. So they don‟t get promoted.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Colonel) 

 

Going up in rank, meant being tasked with heavier responsibilities, and a proven ability to 

handle those seems to have been an important condition for being given a higher rank. But, as 

the last excerpt indicates, ranks also functioned as an encouragement for being courageous, 

necessary to motivate soldiers to engage in heavy battles. Another respondent emphasizes that 

function of granting ranks: 

 

“I got my ranks because I got into more heavy fighting. The commander said that I should get 

a rank.” 

 – 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State (rank: Lieutenant) 

 

“I got my rank, because of my struggle. I was fighting for so long.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Sergeant) 

 

The SPLA also had a tribal policy with regard to ranks. The movement‟s New Sudan Vision – 

its ambition to fight for a change in all of the Sudan, rather than merely a change in the south 

– did not fit well with the reality that the majority of its members were from southern tribes. In 

the South itself, the movement was perceived by some as being a Dinka-movement, as the 
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majority of SPLA soldiers, and more so of its leadership, were from the Dinka tribe. This 

formed a problem in areas that were predominantly non-Dinka, such as Equatoria, where the 

movement never enjoyed a natural legitimacy as it did in Dink areas. 163 The movements tribal 

policy, then , aimed at altering the movement‟s image as that of a Dinka-army by giving ranks 

to soldiers who were from underrepresented tribes . 

 

“In our system, it also matters from which tribe you are. Because, I actually should have been 

a General by now. But people from smaller tribes had to be promote before me, because they 

are underrepresented and they need to create a balance. Some of who are now generals, joined 

the SPLA later than me.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Brigadier) 

 

“Those SPLA soldiers who were part of a tribe that was underrepresented in the SPLA were 

given high ranks. This was to reward them for their decision to be part of the SPLA, and to 

give them status among their tribe, and to attract more tribe-members.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains (rank: private) 

 

Commanders were the ones who decided on who was to be given higher ranks. Their 

decisions were based on information they received from their officers, making a soldier‟s 

eligibility depend on the strength of his or her network.  

“I became a sergeant major in 1997. This is a polit ics. Because the people told some good 

things about me and because I was doing well in battle.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei state (rank: Sergeant Major) 

 

The central position of the commander in appointing individuals for higher ranks, and setting 

the conditions for eligibility, put commanders in a position marked by enormous symbolic 

power. Ranking formed a ritual that reiterated their authority and soldiers generally accepted 

the decisions made by their leadership.  

“My rank was Corporal, which meant I led a squad. I kept that rank until now. I felt like going 

up in rank, but it depends on the nomination of your higher commanders, I don‟t know why 

they nominate people: on the basis of what. They didn‟t nominate me, but I don‟t mind.”   

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Corporal) 

 

“I got a rank in 28-5-2001: Second Lieutenant. I never thought about getting a higher rank. 

The commanders decide those things. When you grow up, you also don‟t question your 

parents‟ decisions. In the army, you just do what you are told by your commanders.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Second Lieutenant) 
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As being awarded a higher rank came with more responsibilities, some soldiers were not too 

keen on taking part in the ranking system. These respondents are mostly found among the 

forced recruits: 

 

 “I did not have a rank. I was a soldier. I didn‟t really care about it. I never wanted a rank. A 

rank means more responsibilities and I didn‟t want that.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (rank: private) 

 

3.4.2.2 Educational opportunities 

The organization of education in the SPLA was already briefly touched upon when the 

formation of the Red Army was discussed in chapter 3 and earlier in this chapter, in paragraph 

4.3.5. Although young boys were not brought to Ethiopia for  educational purposes alone, they 

were indeed put in school once they reached the refugee camps along the Sudanese-Ethiopian 

border. Generally, since grievances over lack of government services and development in the 

south formed a key element of the movement‟s political ideology, organizing such services for 

its members contributed to its credibility. When feasible, the movement organized education 

for the soldiers in the bush, where soldiers were learning under trees. 

 

“During my time in the army, I learnt to read a bit. We had classes under the trees sometimes. 

We studied and prayed.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“There were sometimes teachers in the bush, during ceasefires”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Yet, these initiatives were as infrequent as they were unpredictable, and many soldiers were 

looking for opportunities to follow „real‟ education. It was common for young soldiers to be 

granted leave for a certain period of time to go to school in a village or in a refugee camp.  

 

“They let me go on leave to go to school in 2002. I went back to Yei, where I attended primary 

school.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“In 1992, our commander came to the barracks and we made a parade. Then, they said to me 

“you are still young, you go to school”. Twenty were selected like that. I went to Kenya and 

finished my primary and secondary school there.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

I was sent to bible college in 1999. An organization from America brought bible colleges into 

the army. They sent me to bible college, because they could see I had a that kind of mind. I am 



110 

 

a Chaplain now: I spread the word of God in the army. And to improve the behavior of people 

into the army.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“If my commanders would have allowed me to study, I would have gone. But otherwise, we 

just had to fight like soldiers. There were chances for some to take leave for school sometimes, 

but that didn‟t happen to me.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Generally, it was easier to be allowed to go on leave during ceasefires, whether it was for a 

family visit or to attend school. But even so, the movement could not afford all of its soldiers 

to be sent on leave, and as the last excerpt indicates, the distribution of this privilege was in 

the hands of the commanders.  Apart from opportunities to take leave for primary and 

secondary school, the movement also created opportunities for higher educated soldiers to 

take specialized courses, and even to go to university.  

 

“In 1994, at the First SPLM Convention, I started to push for continuing my education. But, at 

the time, I didn‟t want to leave Governor Malik to go to Blue Nile State alone. So, I did my 

duty here, and mobilized and trained so many new people. When the job was done, I was 

given the opportunity to study in Kenya. I got a scholarship, was released from the army and 

went to Nairobi. I studied a double major, history and environment.”   

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In 2004, I started to continue my studies. The African Education Trust from South Africa was 

providing courses through distant learning. It was coordinated by the SRRC.
164

 I took a course 

in public administration management. They sent us modules and there are some tutors. I 

studied these modules next to the work in the army. My goal was to gain more knowledge and 

to build my career. I got 2 certificates.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“Malik [Agar, zonal commander of BNS at the time] saw that I was so active and he called me 

to come to the headquarters. He told me he wants me to go to school. He sent me to Addis 

Ababa to a computer course in 1998. After that, I was sent to an English course in Nairobi. I 

finished it in 2002. I was not happy, because I was feeling that I left my soldiers. I couldn‟t 

sleep well. I didn‟t enjoy.” 

 – 41year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Higher educated soldiers were generally in higher ranks, granting them some leverage to push 

for their own education. Furthermore, it was in the interest of the movement to not only to 

                                                 
164

 Acronym stands for Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation Commission, which was responsible for coordinating 

relief in the SPLA controlled areas. 



111 

 

hang on to their talented officers, but also to create a pool of people who could potentially 

serve in administrative positions. The following respondent makes clear the importance of 

having a strong network in the movement in generating such opportunities for oneself.  

 

“When I was a captain, I was asked to become the commissioner of Kurmuk [locality in BNS]. 

I was asked by John Garang, one of my best friends. I‟m also close to Malik. They didn‟t want 

me to go back to the military, because I‟m useful for civil authority. I am prepared to do 

whatever. When they selected me to become a commissioner, to work as a politician, I was 

sent to Nairobi for school. I went to the Pan African College.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

In the previous chapter, educational opportunities turned out to be the only form of capital that 

attracted opportunists into the ranks of the movement. However, it was estimated that the 

numbers of these recruits were limited as information on educational opportunities for soldiers 

was not widely available. In this paragraph we have seen that the distribution of educational 

privileges was quite unpredictable, even to those inside the movement. Except to those in the 

higher ranks, the process of distributing educational opportunities was not transparent, but 

contingent on decision-making by commanders and likely to depend much on the strength of a 

soldier‟s network.  

 

3.4.2.3 Marriage 

In a normal life in South Sudan, marriage forms a crucial element in a man‟s life among all 

tribes. We have already seen in the previous chapter that one‟s socio-economic status 

increases once a man gets married and has many children. Polygamy is practiced among 

practically all southern Sudanese tribes. Having many wives is a sign of a man‟s wealth, 

partially because the payment of a dowry is required with every marriage. Among all southern 

tribes, that dowry consists of cattle. While most tribes have fixed the number of heads of 

cattle, it is common among the Dinka to set the dowry for each marriage through negotiations 

between the families involved. As soldiers did not normally have cattle, to marry a girl they 

either postponed the payment of the dowry, or arranged for cattle through their civilian 

connections.  

“I got married during the war in Blue Nile. I told the girl‟s parents that if the peace is signed, I 

will pay the cows. They agreed and gave me the girl.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I got married during the war. I found my wife in Malakal, when I was deployed there. Her 

brother was with me in the army, so they agreed to get married without cattle.”   

– 37  year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I managed to get married during the war. My father had a big cattle-farm, so it could be done. 

There was no time to meet girls and engage them. When we passed village, it went very 

quickly and you could not meet a girl. But when I was given some leave, I managed to marry a 

girl in my village. The ceremony was done in my absence, because I was called back for an 

urgent mission right before the ceremony. They did the ceremony in my absence, and then the 

girl was put in my father‟s house. When I came back, I received my wife. I spent 6 days with 

her, and went back to the army. ”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I got married during the war to three wives. They went with me to the bush and stayed 

behind in the barracks. In 2001, the ceasefire made life easier. I was still in the army, on stand-

by, but working in Care and Save the Children and receiving some salaries. I could save 

enough to marry a third wife.”  

– 48 year old respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In the South, in Yambio, I married a second wife. We could marry because it didn‟t require a 

lot of money. My friends who had jobs for NGOs collected the money for me, but it was just a 

small money. It is more important to be a respectable man. We had 4 children. She was in the 

movement and she went with me everywhere I went for battles.” 

 –  43 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“Some got married during the war. Civilians were paying for the cattle then, not the soldiers. I 

didn‟t have that chance, my family had no cattle. “  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“In the bush I could not marry. How will you take care of your family? Some did marry, but I 

did not have that opportunity.”  

 –  30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

As the last respondent suggests, apart from arranging the dowry, marriage also requires taking 

care of a wife and children. For soldiers who were not being paid, nor able to maintain a 

livelihood, this required continuing support of the families. 

“I got married during the war. There were no dowries. People didn‟t have wealth. My wife was 

cultivating and she took care of herself. They are still there in Twic county.”   

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I got married during the war, in 1999. There was no money from the army, but there was 

support for us. My wife was staying with her family and they continued to take care of her. 

One of our children was born during the war, they also took care of him. Between 2001 and 

2007 I did not see my family. I wanted to go and see them, but it was too dangerous to travel, 

the enemy was everywhere.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“I managed to visit my family a few times during the war, and my wife was also sent to me a 

few times, so that we could have children. My wife had 6 children during the war. I met them 

after the peace agreement. They don‟t know me.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

  

“I got married again in 2002. We have three boys now. Our first child was born in 2004, he is 

6 years now. So, now I can go back and fight, it‟s no problem, because I have sons. I called my 

fist born Nathan, after my brother. He died in the frontline in Upper Nile and he died without a 

child.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

The final excerpt emphasizes the spiritual meaning of reproduction. Not only is the production 

of many offspring a sign of a man‟s wealth and fertility, it also has a value in and of itself.  

 

3.4.2.4 Injuries  

The link between injuries, status and opportunities may appear obvious: when one gets injured 

and can no longer fight, his status will drop. That is what generally happens to handicapped 

people in our own societies. Indeed, getting injured during battle often had major 

consequences for a soldier‟s life, not only because it is –literally – a traumatizing event. 

Although the SPLA had medical staff that could take care of the injured, severe injuries that 

required hospitalization could not be treated at the frontlines. These soldiers needed to be 

moved to hospitals in SPLA-controlled areas. If these hospitals were incapable to provide the 

necessary care, soldiers were moved to clinics run by foreign NGO‟s in civilian areas or in 

refugee camps. 

“Once, we attacked the place where our enemy is. We fight 2 hours, an we chased them away. 

We wanted to enter that village, but there were mines. We were walking in a straight line. I 

walked on a mine. My foot was destroyed. The commander told the other people to stop. I 

went to a hospital in Kurmuk, but the artificial leg was not there. I had to go to Lokichikio. I 

stayed in the hospital there for 3 months. Then, I went to Kakuma. I decided to go to school 

there. There was a school for refugees. I heard about that school. I stayed in Kakuma from 

2000. I stayed there until the peace was signed.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In March 1997, I was doing logistics work in the road, taking military equipment on the road 

from Laform to Pibor. I ran into an ambush of the enemy. My car drove on a mine and I lost 

both legs. I stayed in the bush for 6 days without medical care. There was a lot of bleeding. 

After 6 days the SPLA came to look for me, because the road needed to be cleared first. I was 

taken to a hospital in Lokichokio. I stayed there for 9 months.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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Even after treatment, many severely injured soldiers remained handicapped. This changed the 

tasks they could perform in the army and most of them could not return to battle. Hanging 

around the compound redundantly, some found opportunities to be released for education.  

 

“I got hurt. When we were fighting the enemy, I was hiding myself, but the enemy shot and it 

took my arm. I was taken to the hospital in Kurmuk. I lost my arm and stayed there for one 

year. I went back to the soldiers. Not in fight, but I stayed in the compound, because of my 

arm. There was no other work for me to do. I just stayed in the compound with the other 

soldiers and talk. I felt bad, because my arm was not good, still. I managed to go to school, in a 

village near the compound called Sukak. Until the peace, I was in this situation”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In 1989, I got shot in my leg. It had to be amputated and I now use an artificial leg. After that, 

I could not go back to battle. I stayed in the liberated areas, but still in uniform. We were with 

a group in our area and we made parades. In 2004, I went on leave to go to college in Kenya.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Being injured thus positioned soldiers aside from the system, which actually increased their 

opportunities for education, as they could be missed more easily. Being outside of the SPLA 

structure for some time, also provided distance from its logic and some decided not to go back 

to the barracks at all. 

 

“After a few battles, I was shot in my shoulder, and taken to the hospital of Norwegian Church 

Aid in Kauda. During my recovery, I started thinking about my future. I said to myself: you  

are the oldest son in your family: they need you. I escaped the SPLA and went back to my 

family. I told them I was captured and fought for the SPLA. They didn‟t know where I was all 

that time. I went back to Khartoum to finish my education.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

So, while injuries could cause soldiers to become handicapped, and limited in the contribution 

they could make to the army, their effect was not limited to that. Many who returned to the 

barracks after recovery, were given lighter tasks, meaning more space for taking leave. They 

were more likely to be considered for educational opportunities, as they could more easily be 

missed from the army. However, after the signing of the CPA in 2005, their position became a 

lot more vulnerable, which will be discussed in more depth in the next chapter that focuses on 

the SPLA peace policies. 

 

3.5 Getting out and staying in 

Thus far, I have described several aspects of life in the ranks of the SPLA. We have looked at 

the transformation process from a recruit to a soldier and the role of the military training in 
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facilitating that process. But the training also turned out to be a selection process, with many 

recruits defaulting, either by desertion or death. Further, we have looked at the stratification 

within the movement and the distribution of symbolic capital and opportunities among its 

members. Though it is clear that the movement offered real opportunities for upward social 

mobility, the process created both winners and losers. While some had the status and the 

networks to exercise some control over their career, others were more contingent on 

unpredictable and ever-changing circumstances. 

 As we have defined the ability to recruit soldiers as a principal aspect explaining the 

strength of an armed movement, the question how they manage to maintain their fighters 

throughout a civil war, is equally relevant. In all interviews with respondents, I therefore 

asked questions regarding the considerations to stay with the movement and the possibility to 

leave. In addition, I interviewed deserters, although most of them had deserted the movement 

after the peace agreement. Let us first look at the narratives of soldiers who had stayed loyal 

to the movement, and talk about their considerations about leaving. A major aspect of SPLA 

policy stand out from these narratives: the use of force. Soldiers were simply not allowed to 

leave the army, once they were in.  

“I thought about going home sometimes. But if they catch you, they will take you back. The 

commanders didn‟t let me leave. They said you must, you must go to the front.”   

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I never thought about leaving. I liked it. It was not allowed to leave, anyway.”  

– 32 year old male from Jonglei State 

 

“If you leave without permission, and they catch you, you will be put in prison.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

 “In 1999 I was allowed to take leave to go to school. I found my parents near the Kenyan 

border. They were living there. I didn‟t want to return to the SPLA, but they caught me and I 

had to report. I went back in 2004.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

It was explained to me a few times that according to “the rules of the bush” deserters could, in 

principle, be killed by any SPLA soldier. Force then probably formed an important incentive 

to stay with the movement. Another restraint for leaving the movement was brought forth 

from the relative isolation of soldiers. As there was no telephone network, nor any other type 

of communication, most soldiers were not in contact with their relatives. This isolation 

reduced knowledge about possible alternatives to staying in the movement.  
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“We were very isolated. The small information we got was from the new people that joined 

from outside. They could give us news about our families. Also, in the liberated areas, soldier 

sometimes went for a small holiday. They also brought back news.”  

– 48 year old respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I never thought about leaving: where could I go? I had no contact with my family while I was 

in the SPLA. Only after the peace, I learnt that they had resettled in a village near our old 

home.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“You cannot leave. If you go back to the village, the enemy is there. It is better to stay here 

and fight them.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

Those who had left their village due to insecurity, did not know if that situation had improved. 

As the last excerpt indicates, assumed insecurity in the home area continued to be an incentive 

for soldiers to stay with the movement. But some narratives also point towards moral reasons 

for staying with the movement, and a sense of duty. When they left to go on leave, which 

technically gave them a chance to desert, they explain that they returned to the army out of 

loyalty to the movement. This was even the case for a severely injured soldier, who had a 

good excuse not to return. One respondent explained that he avoided going on leave 

altogether, out of fear he might be tempted to stay away. 

 

“I sometimes went back with permission, but I always wanted to return to my job in the army. 

Because this was my job.”  

– 39 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I stayed in [the hospital in] Lokichokio until 2001. [A doctor] treated me, gave me support 

legs and crutches . Then, I went back to the army, and I worked as a driver and doing logistics. 

I wanted to go back because my men were still suffering in the bush. They might feel very 

discouraged because I got wounded. I wanted to go back to encourage them.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 1992, I had to take some wounded to Lokichokio. I then traveled to Kakuma camp to see 

my relatives. They said to me “Why don‟t you study?” I decided to stay there and study in the 

camp school. After one year, I went back. I went back because I thought of the Arabs who 

were still there. I thought „What is the use to study when the Arabs are still there?‟ I will 

resume my study after we defeat the Arabs.” 

 – 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I never went to visit the [refugee] camp. I never visited, I preferred to stay with the soldiers. 

If you go and visit, you may not come back. You may find girls, who are dressed very well, 

and stay there. I never preferred to visit the safe place for that reason.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Although I interviewed 5 deserters in total, only two of them had deserted the movement 

during the war. This is not enough to draw general conclusions about the motivations of 

soldiers to desert, but discussion of these two cases may form a starting point for 

understanding desertion more broadly. One of the two respondents that are relevant for this 

paragraph, was already described in the previous chapter, as he deserted after being injured 

and spending some time outside the movement. I interpret his desertion as a result of being 

away from the solider life for a while, allowing him to rethink his personal situation and 

recapture his individual needs. 

The other respondent was forcibly recruited at the age of 15, and belonged to an 

Equatorian tribe. His story is interesting, as it uncovers a failure of the integration process. As 

discussed before, in the eyes of many Equatorians, the SPLA was a Dinka-dominated 

movement, that was fighting a war that was not theirs. Clear traces of this attitude can be 

found in the narrative of this deserter.   

 

“The training was one year. There was not enough food, but us Equatorians, we knew how to 

get food. But the Dinka, they are cattle keepers, they could not feed themselves. They needed 

us to explain to them about the leaves. Even the commanders needed our help.”   

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

After three years with the movement, and several battles, this respondent started planning his 

escape. It is significant that he did not leave as a response to his first confrontation with the 

movement, such as during the training, or during battle. Actually, he describes how he got 

used to the battlefields and learnt to cope with the deaths of his fellow-soldiers. And, while he 

expresses a deep respect for the John Garang, the movement‟s leader, he describes 

discrepancies with the reality on the ground.  

 

“Terrible things happened. There was a lot of fighting within the SPLA between Dinka and 

Equatorians. After three years, we were near Juba. The situation was very bad. There was no 

food. Everyone got discouraged and wanted to leave. We decided to go. We pretended to go 

for a bath in the river. Then we walked. We went through the bush to the border. A chief at the 

border with Uganda let us stay in his home. We left our guns with him and went to Uganda. 

There, we stayed in a refugee camp”  

–  25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

This exhibits a clear failure of integration of the individual in the movement. The identity 

offered by the movement – aimed at inclusion of all southern tribes, and even all Sudanese 
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tribes – could not replace the tribal identity of this soldier, which seems directly linked to the 

inability of the movement to put its New Sudan vision into practice, as tribal differences were 

a common aspect of life in the movement, in the experience of this respondent. Overcoming 

tribalism has been recognized as one of the main failures of the SPLA, most notably where 

Equatorians are concerned.165 This formed a great handicap for maintaining members, since 

the movement had little material benefits to offer, and its legitimacy was, to a large extent, a 

moral one. Force then formed the only other instrument to keep members in, and as long as 

the movement is incapable of putting its inclusive ideology into practice, we can expect it to 

continue to rely heavily on the use of force. 

 

3.6 Comparison: affiliation to movements in Eastern Sudan 

Ideally, this paragraph would provide an in-depth discussion of the motivations to stay and 

leave in the three armed groups that were active in Eastern Sudan.. However, the number of 

combatants I interviewed in Eastern Sudan is significantly smaller than in Southern Sudan, 

leaving less scope for reliable generalizations. In addition to the small number of combatants 

interviewed, the group of respondents is quite homogenous, especially from the Beja 

Congress, most of whom were students. This further limits the scope of conclusions that can 

be drawn from the data. Despite these limitations, some things can be said about the life of 

soldiers in these movements. In addition, the differences across the three movements, as well 

as the differences with the SPLA can be observed, providing room for cross-movement 

comparison. These will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

 
Figure 2. Map of Eastern Sudan (source: International Crisis Group) 

 

                                                 
165

 Johnson  (2004) p. 51-60, Schomerus (2008) 
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3.6.1 Training of new recruits 

The training of soldiers from the various movements in the East was organized on Eritrean 

territory with logistic and material support of the Eritrean army. The SNA/SAF also started 

training soldiers in Ethiopia in 1997, when they started military operations in Blue Nile State, 

which is further south. The training in Eritrea was facilitated by the Eritrean army as well as 

SNA/SAF members who had been army officers prior to the installation of the current regime, 

as was the case with the movement‟s leader AbdelAzziz Khalid.  

“Some of our members used to be in the Sudan Armed Forces and they knew about the 

military. They recruited and trained people. We trained our people in Ethiopia, it normally 

took about 2 months. Our weapons we got by stealing from the army. We were a guerrilla 

movement. We had about 800 people in our army. We were not as professional as the SPLA.”  

– Male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“By 1995, we had something over 200 soldiers. We gave them military training and political 

lectures. But that was difficult, because our group was very mixed. There were farmers and 

students. They had very different levels.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The Beja Congress set up its first training camp in Eritrea in 1994, with help of the Eritrean 

government. Every recruit received training, which was a mix of military tactics and political 

classes. 

“In 2006, I went to the army. I went to a camp in Hadish to take 2 months training. It was 

mainly military and political.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I went to Kassala, and from there to Terkook. The Beja Congress had an office there. I 

registered, and went to Lekweeb, the military camp. I took 4 months of training, mainly on 

how to operate guns, missiles and physical exercise. There were some classes on the ideas of 

the Beja Congress, dealing with development and marginalization.” 

 – 40 year old male from Red Sea State 

 

“In 2001 I had already taken military training which is obligated in Sudan: civil service. So I 

didn‟t have to be trained when I went to join. I went to Kassala and from there to a camp 

called Adebara in Eritrea. After that, I went to Tirkuk camp in Red Sea State. Tirkuk was 

taken from the government in 1997, and we had  camp there.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Living conditions in the military were not nearly as challenging as we have seen in the case of 

the SPLA. Generally, there was food and water available, and there are no stories of 

widespread disease at the training camps, part of which has to do with differences in climate.  
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“The conditions in the camp were good. There was food, mostly addis [lentils], but it was 

enough. The water was not clean, but it was ok.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“We ate two meals a day. It was only addis [ lentils]. When there were rains, some people were 

planting vegetables and we ate them.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“ We got a uniform, and ate twice a day. Simple meals: kissra and some sauce.” 

 – 40 year old male from Red Sea State 

 

The Rashaida Free Lions also trained their recruits on Eritrean territory. Rashaida who had 

worked as soldiers in the army in the United Arab Emirates brought in military expertise and 

trained recruits.166 I have no data about the conditions in the camps, apart from a video made 

by the movement which gives an impression of life in the camps. From that video, it seems 

that conditions were similar to the camps of the Beja Congress.  

 

3.6.2 Activities of the movement and tasks of soldiers 

The daily life of soldiers in all thee movements in the East, was very distinct from what we 

have seen with the SPLA in previous paragraphs. A major difference was the degree to which 

soldiers were involved in heavy fighting. Whereas the life of SPLA soldiers a life at the 

battlefields, where one after the other soldier died or got injured, the soldiers in the Eastern 

movements spent most of their time in the military camps. As was discussed in the previous 

chapter, apart from a few exceptions, operations in the East were relatively small and 

consisted mainly of attacks on government army camps, stealing equipment, damaging 

infrastructure with explosives.167 This is by no means comparable to the type of fighting 

SPLA soldiers were facing at the frontlines of the north-south war, as also becomes evident 

when we look at the type of  tasks soldiers were assigned in the Beja Congress:   

 

“My job was to take people from Port Sudan to the camp. They were people who wanted to 

join, we took them to the camp.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I didn‟t go to battle, but there were still battles going on and other people went to them. I was 

doing other work in the camp. Arranging the water to arrive to the camp in secret, and 

organizing movement of people in the area.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

                                                 
166

 Interview Dr. Mabruk, leader of the Rashaida Free Lions. 
167

 In 1996 the Beja Congress attacked government army training camps and destructed several bridges on the 

Kassala-Khartoum  highway in July. (ICG 2006a) 
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“I went to Kassala, and from there to Ribda in Eritrea. There was a military training of 3 

months. We had uniforms and small weapons: Kalashnikovs. After the training, we waited in 

the camps I never went to  battle. Until the peace was signed, I just stayed there in the camps.”  

– 33 year old male respondent from Kassala 

 

“We went to Kurbaka, a training camp. We were trained for military. We got weapons. I 

stayed there for 5 years. We were just waiting there.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

 

“My work was a lot of different things. I became a teacher in the school in the liberated 

areas.
168

 I also worked in the Beja development organization. And sometimes I did military 

work.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I became a general  and got a political position. There were not many generals. My work was 

mostly political and development.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I took 3 months of military training. Then, I gave political lectures in the military camps.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The Beja Congress primarily remained a political movement, although it developed an armed 

wing that executed military operations. This is expressed in the activities soldiers we re 

involved in, as described in the excerpts above.  Soldiers spent most of their time in the 

camps, organizing political activities, performing logistical tasks or just waiting. The limited 

data I have gathered among the Rashaida Free Lions indicates that the situation was similar 

among them.  

The political nature of these armed movement, also has implications for the way they 

were structured. The SNA/SAF adopted an organizational model that was congruent with its 

political goals: based on democratic principles. 

 

“We had a democratic system in the movement. Any soldier can always ask any question to 

our leader. We didn‟t have ranks in our army. We had officers, but they were officer by duty, 

not by rank. I myself was an officer many times. Our military aims were as follows: first a 

soldier must trust himself. Second, we needed to get weapons, and third, we had to spread our 

political messages.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

                                                 
168

 A relatively small area around the towns of Telkuk and Hamashkorib along the Eritrean border was under the 

control of the Eastern movements since the end of the 1990s (International Crisis Group 2006a) 
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Although this is an extreme example, my general estimation is that the movements in the East 

were organized much less authoritarian and hierarchic as the SPLA, and none of them had a 

system of ranks. This is not only because they were “genuine” guerilla movements, whereas 

the SPLA was more like a quasi-army, and in that sense more professional. It was also a result 

of the Eastern movement‟s complete reliance on voluntary recruitment, which constituted a 

permanent incentive for meeting the needs of its members, and limiting the space for 

misbehavior on the side of the leadership. This link becomes even more evident when we 

observe the breakdown of the SNA/SAF after the turn of the millennium. When the leadership 

started to lose credibility in the eyes of the movement‟s members, people started to leave and 

the movement started dying a quiet death. 

 

“The movement died because of our leadership. Our leaders‟ behavior started to change. When 

we became stronger, they started to break some of the rules. We said there should be equality, 

but they were taking their families to Australia and they were building farms. Meanwhile they 

said they don‟t have any money. They became corrupt. When you ask them something, they 

will say it‟s not your business. There were many discussions and arguments and they started to 

let people leave because they didn‟t agree. More and more people left because they were fed 

up with the leadership.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“The movement collapsed in 2001. There were differences within the leadership. Some of 

them signed an agreement with the Khartoum government. Our leadership also neglected the 

movement.” 

 – Male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

According to other sources, the movement also suffered tremendously from infiltration by the 

government secret service, which resulted from naivety and a lack of professionalism on the 

side of the movement‟s leadership. 169 While the movement started to erode from the bottom 

up, the final stroke was given by the outbreak of war between Eritrea and Ethiopia : 

 

“The war between Ethiopia and Eritrea (..) changed the priorities of the two countries. 

Ethiopian officials told us, before the war started, that a war will come and their main enemy 

will be Eritrea and not Sudan. We lost flexibility to move across the border and our logistic 

lines to Blue Nile state were broken off. We used to send equipment that arrived by boat to 

Port Sudan to Blue Nile State via Ethiopia.”  

– Founder of the SNA/SAF 

  

                                                 
169

 Several Khartoum-based journalists, as well as members of other opposition parties put infiltration forward as 

the main cause of SNA/SAF‟s collapse. The movement‟s leadership denies that this was the case. 
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“In 1997 the SAF was strong. We had troops in South Tokar, and in West and North of  

Kassala and in the North of Blue Nile State. In 1998, the war between Eritrea and Ethiopia 

started. Our movement became difficult because the border between Eritrea and Sudan was 

closed. We were split, because some of us ended up in Ethiopia and some in Eritrea. Our 

leadership didn‟t manage to coordinate between our two groups. They failed politically and 

military. They didn‟t manage to be friends with both Ethiopia and Eritrea. I was an officer in 

Ethiopia then, and once talked to someone from the Ethiopian security, who told me we had to 

pick a side.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The other movements in the East did not suffer as much from the war between Ethiopia and 

Eritrea. As their operations were limited to the Eastern region – they did not have any 

ambitions outside that area – they only needed to maintain relations with the Eritreans. Yet, 

the war also affected them indirectly as Eritrean support diminished when priorities shifted. 

Against this background, the Beja Congress started to strengthen its alliance with the SPLA in 

1998. All major Sudanese opposition parties were based in Asmara since the installation of the 

current rule and had formed the National Democratic Alliance, to which John Garang was the 

chair. In 1996, Garang also took command over the military activities of all movements in the 

East.170 The Rahaida Free Lions negotiated with the Sudanese government bilaterally, 171 but 

as the government continued to break their agreements and negotiations led to no results, they 

too allied with the SPLA and the Beja Congress and established the Eastern Front in 2004. 

Eventually, in 2006, the Eastern Front reached a negotiated peace agreement with the 

Sudanese government, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

3.6.3 Opportunities for fighters and motivations to stay 

In the previous chapter, we found important differences in recruitment strategies between the 

SPLA on the one hand and the various militia in Eastern Sudan on the other. While heavy 

insecurity and forced recruitment formed important causes of influx of new recruits into the 

SPLA, Eastern movements relied on voluntary recruitment fed by political motivations and a 

lack of other opportunities for young men in the Eastern states. In this chapter, we have also 

seen that living conditions for soldiers in the Eastern movements were generally better, and 

that military operations were lighter and fewer, exposing soldiers to less danger. These 

differences can be expected to influence the motivations of individuals to stay with the 

movements.  

                                                 
170

 The Rashaida had not yet formed their militia at that time. The fo rces operating in the East in those days 

belonged to the Beja Congress (the main contributor) and militia  belonging to the Umma and DUP political 

parties, though their contribution was minor. Although Johnson (2004 p. 138) claims that the SAF was part of 

this military alliance from the start, my data suggests a more hesitant relationship between the SPLA and the 

SAF, which did not lead to a formal alliance until 2002, when the SAF had already collapsed.  
171

 In 2000 the Rahaida negotiated an agreement in Libya, which did not get implemented. In 2002, negotiations 

took place in Jeddah, with no results , according to the movement‟s leadership.  
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As opposed to the SPLA, movements in the East did not force recruited soldiers to stay 

with the movement. Another major difference between the  SPLA on the one hand and the 

Rashaida Free Lions and the Beja Congress on the other, is the role of tribal identity. While 

the SPLA had the ambition to transcend tribal affiliation and create a new identity, the Beja 

Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions emphasized tribal and used it to mobilize new 

members. Only the SNA/SAF had an ideology similar to that of the SPLA and recruited its 

members from all over Sudan. In all Eastern movements, fighters were free to leave if they 

wanted to. As there was no punishment among the Eastern movements for those who left, it 

can be expected that soldiers deserted every now and then.172 This could have been due to a 

detachment from the political goals of the movement, or because alternative opportunities 

became available. Unlike the fighters in the SPLA, soldiers in the Eastern movements were 

generally not as isolated from civilian life and kept in touch with their families, while their 

home communities stayed intact. As was briefly discussed in the previous paragraph, when the 

SNA/SAF leadership started to lose credibility in the eyes of its members, many started to 

leave the movement. But even before that, soldiers left: 

“Some left, deserted. Because they don‟t believe in the political goals enough, some may be 

afraid of the war.” 

 – 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Living conditions in the military camps of the Beja Congress were good in material terms; 

they were not much worse than civilian life. The movements offered their recruits a variety of 

tasks, of which military operations formed only a small part. Many were involved in political 

work, especially higher educated soldiers, logistics and some were fulfilling civil positions in 

the “liberated areas”. These tasks were likely to be more satisfying than being unemployed in 

their home communities. However, it was difficult to maintain a livelihood or a family outside 

the movement. 

“The army work is difficult. There are always many problems to be solved. We had little 

weapons, not enough food… By the end of the day you are very tired. But it‟s good work, I 

liked it better than being a politician.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Gedaref 

 

“There was no possibility to do work outside the army. You were in the camp and moving 

with the army all the time.  Some people did manage to get married. But not much. They could 

marry a girl from a village and leave her with her family.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

                                                 
172

 Unfortunately, I did  not manage to interview deserters from any of the Eastern movements, nor SPLA fighters 

who had served in the East, as part of the coordinated NDA forces. As a result, I have little information regard ing 

desertion in these movements. 



125 

 

“My oldest son also joined the Beja Congress when he was 19. He was one of the fighters. My 

second wife went with me to Eritrea and joined.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Maintaining a family outside the movement was not easy, but it was possible to bring the 

family into the movement. This was also the case with the Rashaida, who set up women-

camps near their military camps, where soldiers could keep their wives, children and cattle. 

Furthermore, it was common for Rashaida to join for periods and then go back home for 

periods, which made it easier for them to maintain their livelihoods while fighting for the 

movement.  Joining the movement then did not require a complete abandonment of civilian 

life. If anything, it complemented the lack of opportunities that marked civilian life of young 

men in the Eastern states, by offering a meaningful life path. 

 

3.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has investigated the transition from a civilian to a soldier, focusing on the SPLA. 

We have seen how military training in the SPLA functioned as both a selection mechanism as 

well as mechanism of integration. Furthermore, the extremely challenging material conditions 

of soldiers in the movement have been discussed, along with the dangers soldiers were 

confronted with on the battlefield. Finally, the opportunities for soldiers in both material and 

symbolic terms were discussed and attention was paid to the motivations to stay with the 

movement and opportunities to leave. We have looked at Eastern armed opposition 

movements for comparison and found striking differences between the living conditions and 

tasks of soldiers, where we had already found significant differences in motivations to become 

a fighter in the previous chapter. This chapter has been mostly descriptive, aiming at carefully 

discerning patterns from data that is by no means unambiguous. On the basis of these patterns, 

I will now discuss a few tentative conclusions, which I will not present as final outcomes of 

the research, but rather as a direction for future theoretical and empirical endeavors.   

 

3.7.1 Recruitment as a structure 

The data gathered in this research does not lend itself for thorough statistical analysis which 

could give insight into the causal relations between the way an individual was recruited and 

their affiliation to the movement. The number of respondents is too little, and the narratives 

regarding affiliation to the movement are too ambiguous to be translated into categories in a 

similar way as was done regarding their recruitment: there are no clear “ideal types” of 

affiliation surfacing from these parts of the narratives. As a result, no clear causal relation can 

be observed between an individual‟s motivation to join the movement and their experiences in 

the movement. For example, while there were forced recruits who got fed up with the 

movement and left, there were also forced recruits who accepted their new life path, their new 

identity and became fully integrated into the movement‟s structure. Given the small amount of 
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respondents in each recruitment category,173 inferences regarding any such causal relation 

would be empirically weak.  

However, from a comparison between the SPLA on the one hand and the various 

armed movements operating in Eastern Sudan on the other, the recruitment strategies adopted 

by an armed movement does seem to have an impact on the organizational level. Eastern 

movements completely relied on voluntary recruitment which was invoked by political 

mobilization and aided by a lack of opportunities for young men in society. Recruits in 

Eastern movements were free to leave the movement, and also remained connected to their 

communities, which in turn were not heavily affected by the war. Added together, these 

conditions left much less leverage for the leadership to exercise power over its members. 

Generally, the living conditions for soldiers in Eastern movements were much better than in 

the SPLA and they were exposed to much less threatening circumstances. It seems that the 

leadership was not in a position to demand major sacrifices from its members. The movements 

in the East also never built the size and strength that the SPLA had. It would be too strong a 

conclusion to blame that purely on the recruitment styles of the various movements, but I 

believe that the methods of recruitment had significant impact on the organizational structures 

of the movements and would be worth exploring further in future research.  

 

3.7.2 Upward social mobility in an alternative state 

In response to the greed-grievance dichotomy of explaining armed rebellion, Morten Bøås 

(2007) puts forward a new and compelling framework for understanding the influx of African 

youth into armed rebellion movements. In his view, while membership of an armed movement 

exposes an individual to extreme danger, these movements also have something to offer: a 

meaningful life path as part of a social structure that offers real opportunities for upward 

social mobility. Using the life path of Sierra Leonean warlord Sam Bockarie as an example, it 

becomes clear how rebel life can serve as a vehicle for success. While society could only offer 

him the life of a poor diamond miner, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) turned him into a 

rich and famous man, until he died at the age of forty: one year older than the average life-

expectancy for a Sierra Leonean.  

 The previous chapter already suggested that the SPLA offered its recruits who joined 

in response to extreme insecurity, the role of an actor instead of a by-stander satisfying a need 

to belong somewhere. In that sense, becoming a soldier can be understood as a form of 

personal empowerment. Against the background of Bøås‟ insightful claim, the finding 

presented in this chapter suggest that the movement also offered possibilities for personal 

                                                 
173

 When we were categorizing recruits according to their motivation to join, we had a total number of  56 

categorized respondents for the SPLA. Though this was not perfect for reliable generalizat ion, we can assume 

that the percentages we found were at least indicative for the divisions on population level. However, for a 

sensible comparison between different “recruitment groups” in terms of affiliation or any other characteristic, t he 

number of respondents in each group is too small – the largest group containing 24 respondents. 
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development and chances for increasing one‟s social status. One could become a sergeant, a 

colonel, a radio operator, a chaplain. There were opportunities to pursue a college education, 

and even to become a civil administrator. And the movement could offer all of this, while all 

society had to offer was becoming a refugee or maintaining a civil life as a peasant dependent 

on food-aid. Though material conditions in the army were extremely challenging, and soldiers 

were facing extreme danger, living conditions for civilians were not much better if not worse. 

The phenomenon that a rebel movement offers individuals a social structure that has real 

opportunities for upward social mobility indeed seems crucial for understanding affiliation to 

armed movements during civil war, although I suspect is does not offer a direct explanation 

for the influx of recruits into armed movements.  
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4 At war’s end 

4.1 Introduction 

As all other post-conflict development policies, a DDR process starts when a civil war has 

come to an end. However, the political and military dynamics of post-conflict environments 

can differ significantly and not all peace agreements lead to a successful transition from war to 

peace.174 Increased involvement of the international community in the implementat ion of 

peace agreements has led to a broad repertoire of post-conflict development policies that are 

all thought to enhance the sustainability of the peace. DDR is one element of post-conflict 

development policy that aims to facilitate a peaceful transition from war to peace.   

This chapter and the next will deal with DDR in Sudan. While the next chapter will 

look at the formal DDR process from the perspective of DDR-policy makers, the current 

chapter will present the post-conflict reality from the point of view of the armed movements, 

taking into account the perspective of the leadership and the soldiers themselves. The peace 

agreement between the SPLA and the Sudanese government instigated a transformation 

process in the SPLA. As will become clear, many aspects of the SPLA‟s peace policies have 

the same rationale and objectives as DDR policies have: improving post-conflict security by 

neutralizing factions and individuals who pose a potential security threat. These policies will 

be described in this chapter, to serve as a starting point for an analysis of the official DDR 

process under the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in the next chapter.  

The second objective of this chapter is to understand the reality brought about by the 

peace agreement from the perspective of the target group of DDR policies: the individual 

combatants, whose lives we have been exploring in the previous chapters. Among them were 

both men and women, of different ages, with different socio-economic backgrounds. Most had 

experienced traumatizing events, either before or after they had become soldiers. Some had 

joined the movement at the onset of the war and had already been soldiers for over two 

decades, while others had joined only few years before the agreement was signed and were 

still young. Some had managed to find opportunities for pursuing their education and had 

gone up in rank since joining the movement, while others lingered in the lower ranks. Many 

had joined the movement to seek relative security, while others had joined and stayed with the 

movement as a result of force. The next chapter will discuss the projects that were designed 

for this diverse group of people, but this chapter will first aim to understand the meaning of  

the peace agreement to this group. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a short depiction of 

the post-conflict context in Eastern Sudan, where a DDR process has started in 2006, the 

details of which will also be discussed in the next chapter. The chapter‟s conclusions aim to 

depict  the post-war realities of the fighters, feeding into the next chapter that concerns the 
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DDR process. After discussing the DDR programs in Sudan in the next chapter, the (mis-)fit 

between the realities of fighters and policy makers will be discussed.  

 

4.2 Background: Negotiations and peace 

This paragraph will provide the background to the discussion of the transformation of the 

SPLA since the peace in paragraph 5.3 and the perspective fighters have on the peace 

agreement in paragraph 5.4. The current paragraph will first describe the background to the 

negotiations and the coming about of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) between 

the SPLA and the Sudanese government, after which the content of the CPA is briefly 

discussed. 

 

4.2.1 From the battlefield to the negotiation table 

The onset of the war between the government and the SPLA was discussed in Chapter 3, and 

some attention was paid to the counter- insurgency policies that were adopted by the 

government in response to the foundation of the SPLA and the 1983 mutiny in Bor. We have 

seen how the insecurity caused by the war itself generated strong incentives for civilians to 

join the ranks of the SPLA. In the mid-1980s the SPLA managed to build up strength with the 

support of the Ethiopian government. More and more areas in the South came under the 

control of the SPLA, including some of the larger towns, which made the SPLA a more 

successful guerilla in military terms than the Anyanya had ever been during the first civil 

war.175 In the SPLA-controlled areas, forced recruitment policies further expanded the 

movement‟s manpower and strength. This put the SPLA in a strong position for political 

negotiations, which led to several exploratory meetings in 1988 and 1989, but increased 

political instability in the Sudanese central government made a comprehensive peace process 

impossible. In 1989, a military coupe replaced the democratically elected government of 

Sadiq al Mahdi with the junta of President Omer al Bashir‟s National Congress Party, which 

has remained in place until today. Omer al Bashir‟s regime banned all newspapers on his first 

day in power, and eventually dissolved the Parliament, establishing a dictatorship, which led 

to the formation of new guerilla movements in Eastern Sudan, discussed in the previous 

chapter.  

 In 1991, the fall of the Mengistu regime in Ethiopia induced crisis in the SPLA and its 

failure to establish friendly ties with the new Ethiopian leadership meant it had to move all its 

military camps into Sudan, while losing its main military partner. The crisis in Ethiopia also 

prompted the evacuation of Sudanese refugees who lived in camps along the Sudan-Ethiopian 

border, and were now pushed back into Sudan, many of whom settled in camps in Northern 

Upper Nile, around the town of Nasir. This area suddenly became the center of the war as 
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international relief agencies started to provide assistance to the displaced population. For two 

local SPLA commanders in Northern Upper Nile, this created leverage to try and remove John 

Garang from power, which they had already been planning for some time. Garang‟s 

authoritarian leadership did not make him popular with all of his commanders and Northern 

Upper Nile commanders Riek Machar and Lam Akol had both been trying to mobilize senior 

SPLA figures for a change in leadership since the start of the war.176 They eventually staged a 

coupe against Garang in August 1991, with support of the Sudanese central government, 

leading to a tribal split in the movement as Riek Machar, a Nuer, broke away from the SPLA‟s 

main structure and mobilized the Nuer against the SPLA, which he portrayed as being a 

Dinka-dominated movement.  

The breakaway of a Nuer force from the SPLA in Nasir was to be followed by more 

tribal in-fighting within the SPLA. The government developed a policy of mobilizing and 

supporting tribal militia against the SPLA, leading to the establishment of several tribal 

militia.177 The militia thrived on anti-SPLA sentiments that existed among non-Dinka tribes. 

In addition, owing to government support, these militia could pay salaries to their fighters, and 

offer some form of protection in a continuous threatening environment, as is explained by the 

following respondent, who was part of the Mundari militia of Clement Wani, operating in 

Equatoria around Juba and Tarakeka: 

 

In Juba, I was working with a motorboat on the river, doing some fishing. I went up and down 

from Juba to Tarakeka. My sister lived there. They started announcing there that they were 

looking for people to join the militia. I joined them because my father was a friend of the 

leader (Clement Wani) and also because they were paying 100 pounds per month. Also, it was 

a way to protect our family. If there is an armed man in the house, they will not take your 

sisters with them.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Western Equatoria 

 

The rise of tribal militia created a network of several civil wars in South Sudan, rather than 

one war between the government and the SPLA. 178 From the late 1990s onward, the war on 

the ground became more fierce than ever before, as both parties started using heavier 

equipment, resulting in continuous heavy losses on both sides without one party being 

significantly stronger than the other.179 Against this stable balance of power, the peace process 

facilitated by the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) that had been on and 

off since its start in 1992, revived under Kenyan leadership. The first round of a series of 
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serious peace talks began in June 2002 and would eventually lead to the signing of the 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in Naivasha, Kenya, in January 2005. 

 

4.2.2 The comprehensive peace agreement 

Initial negotiations in Machakos (Kenya) led to the Machakos Protocol, signed in July 2002. 

This protocol settled the issues of self-determination and religious freedom, among others by 

establishing a semi-autonomous regional government in the South and scheduling a 

referendum on secession of the South. Further talks ultimately led to agreements on power 

sharing, wealth sharing and the so-called Three Areas (Abyei, Southern Kordofan and Blue 

Nile). Proceedings on these issues led to the signing of protocols in the following order: 

- The protocol on Security Arrangements : 25 September 2003 

- The protocol on Wealth-sharing: 7 January 2004 

- The protocol on Power-sharing: 26 May 2004 

- The protocol on the resolution of the conflict in Southern Kordofan/ Nuba Mountains 

and Blue Nile States: 26 May 2004 

- The protocol on the resolution of the conflict in Abyei: 24 May 2004  

 

The CPA lays down the principles for governance during a six-months pre- interim period, 

followed by a six-year interim period, which will end in 2011 with a referendum in which 

citizens of South Sudan will vote for a united Sudan or an independent South Sudan. During 

the interim-period, the regional Government of South Sudan (GoSS) will have far-reaching 

authorities, including forming its own constitution and policy making regarding economic 

planning and social service delivery. The SPLM has a 70% share in GoSS legislative, 

executive and judiciary authorities, as well as in state- level authorities in all southern states. 

The GoSS is also authorized to raise its own revenues through certain forms of 

taxation and from foreign assistance. However, the main part of its budget will consist of 

funds allocated by the central government. While the CPA‟s Wealth Sharing Agreement 

stipulates the GoSS to receive a share of all revenues collected at the national level, by far the 

largest part of these revenues is raised through the exploitation of the country‟s oil reserves. 

Most of Sudan‟s oil is located in the South, and the control over these oil fields greatly 

influenced the dynamics of the second civil war. 180 The CPA‟s wealth sharing agreement  

settles the management of the oil sector and the handling of oil revenues during the interim 

period, while laying down the principles for further resolution of outstanding issues regarding 

the oil sector. During the interim period, the GoSS is to receive 50% of the oil revenues 

generated in oil- fields in the South. However, the exact position of the border between the 

north and south in the extremely oil-rich border region of Abyei – effectively deciding over 

which oil fields the GoSS is to receive 50% of its production – is to be set by the Abyei 
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Border Commission during the interim period. To determine if Abyei belongs to the north or 

the south, the citizens of Abyei will have their own referendum, which will thus effectively 

settle the issue of ownership of Abyei‟s oil.  

In addition to settling the issue of self-governance and wealth sharing for the South, 

the CPA also prescribes  a comprehensive process of democratization for all of Sudan. It 

allows for the freedom of forming political parties as well as freedom of expression and free 

press, while planning for nation-wide general elections in the third year of the interim period. 

If fully implemented, the CPA would thus put an end to the military dictatorship that has been 

in place since the 1989 coup d‟état. During the interim period, the SPLM is given 28% of the 

seats in the National Assembly, a similar share of Minister-posts in the Council of Ministers, 

as well as one of the two Vice-Presidency positions. Other opposition parties together get 20% 

of the seats in the General Assembly. For the National Congress Party implementation of the 

CPA would entail a significant loosening of its totalitarian grip on the country. 

Implementation of the CPA then clearly goes against the political interests of the NCP. 

Over five years have passed since the signing of the CPA, and crucial parts of the 

agreement have not yet been implemented. The lack of political commitment of the NCP to 

the implementation process has been a major obstacle to the implementation process. On the 

side of the SPLM/A, the death of John Garang in a helicopter accident caused a breakdown of 

stability in the movement which was not conductive to the political management of the 

implementation process either. A key issue between the two parties has been the demarcation 

of the border of the oil- rich region of Abyei. After a CPA-mandated commission issued a 

report demarcating the border, rejection of the report by the NCP became a major political 

conflict, even leading to a military confrontation in the town of Abyei in May 2008.181 The 

general elections that were supposed to take place in 2008, were postponed twice and 

eventually took place in April 2010. In the North, it is widely acknowledged that the elections 

were rigged by the National Congress Party, legitimizing the rule of President Omer al 

Bashir.182 The referendum is expected to result in secession of the South and many fear 

renewed war.183 Meanwhile, since the government army has pulled out of (most of) the South, 

South Sudan has practically become an independent state, run by the GoSS, which has not yet 

become  much more than a euphemism for the SPLM/A. For example, the GoSS runs its own 
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immigration and visa procedures for foreigners (which the CPA does not authorize) and has 

established GoSS/SPLM representational offices in ten countries around the world.184 

  

4.3 Peace policies in the SPLA 

4.3.1 Transformation of the SPLA, formation of paramilitary structures 

As opposed to the Addis Ababa agreement between the Anyanya and the Sudanese 

government that brought an end to the first civil war, the CPA does not require the dissolution 

of the SPLA through integration into the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF)185. Instead, security 

arrangements have been shaped around the possible post-referendum scenarios, including a 

possible secession of the South, in which case the SPLA will become the national army of the 

newly formed state of South Sudan. In case the country remains united, the CPA stipulates a 

new army to be formed by integrating the SAF and the SPLA. During the agreement‟s interim 

period, which lasts until the referendum, the forces will remain separate entities, although so-

called Joint Integrated Units will be formed mainly for symbolic purposes, but also as a 

prelude to a possible joint army in case the country remains united. 186 The parties to the 

agreement further committed to proportional downsizing of their forces, 187 although this 

commitment is not operationalized into clear targets, which fits the general trend of the CPA 

to postpone the further resolution of controversial issues to the interim period. 

 For the SPLA, the CPA marked the beginning of a transformation from a guerilla 

movement to a professional army. And this complex process was to take place in the midst of 

the formation of a state administration and a security sector in South Sudan, with virtually no 

existing structures to build on: during the war, the SPLA had been the only existing state-like 

structure in South Sudan. Logically, the SPLA became the main source of manpower for the 

civil service and the state security apparatus. While senior members of the SPLA were 

transferred to political positions and thus appointed as ministers, governors, commissioners 

and members of parliament, lower-ranking soldiers with the appropriate qualifications were 

recruited as civil servants in the various newly formed institutions. This process is referred to 

in the SPLM/A as the formation of the Civil Administration of the New Sudan (CANS).  

 The SPLA was not unprepared for this transformation. As we have seen in the 

previous chapter, the SPLA had a policy of investing in the development of talented army 

officers so that they could serve in political and administrative functions. Such functions 

already existed during the war, as the SPLA had set up local administration in the areas under 

its control. Regarding the development of a security sector after the CPA, the SPLA had 
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already initiated a process to build on during the war. In 1991, a decision was made by the 

SPLA leadership to identify certain officers as belonging to four paramilitary structures: the 

police, fire brigade, prisons department and wild life preservation forces. The identified 

officers were to form the nuclei of these sectors in the future. Officers were selected based on 

their pre-war experience: for example, some had been officers in these departments during the 

Addis Ababa peace period. During the first SPLM National Convention in 1994 in 

Chukudum, it was decided to expand these nuclei, as well as to start a similar process for post-

war executive state institutions. Everyone in the rank of major or above was give the 

opportunity to choose an area of interest and was thus “earmarked” for senior functions in the 

post-war security apparatus.188 After the signing of the peace, training was organized for these 

people and lists were published with the names of soldiers who were to fill the lower ranks of 

the new institutions. For the SPLA, this process is a way to downsize “on paper” while 

keeping large amounts of soldiers on stand-by in these civil forces to be prepared for renewed 

war. 

 The SPLA‟s transformation process had major consequences for its soldiers. Some 

were transferred to the civil forces, where they were trained for completely new tasks. For 

those who remained in the SPLA, being employed in an official army meant receiving a 

salary, although it took some time to organize the actual payment of these salaries, and they 

remain irregular until today. Furthermore, with the signing of the CPA the SPLA committed 

to releasing all child-soldiers (age < 18) within six months,189 which meant an abrupt change 

of life-path for these young soldiers. Paragraph 5.4 will deal with the immediate changes in 

the lives of soldiers after the peace, but the coming paragraphs will first look into the way the 

SPLA dealt with the tribal militia active in South Sudan and the political ideas of soldiers.  

 

4.3.2 Obtaining a monopoly of violence: managing the tribal militia 

The CPA is an agreement between the Government of Sudan (represented by the National 

Congress Party) and the SPLA, excluding all other armed or non-armed opposition groups. 

Yet, the presence of these groups across South Sudan poses a threat to security in the south, 

and challenges the SPLA in obtaining a monopoly of violence, necessary to build a viable 

state. The SPLA thus needed a solution for neutralizing the militia and the CPA lays the 

foundations for finding a solution for the Other Armed Groups (OAGs): 

1) The CPA does not recognize any other armed force in Sudan outside the two 

official armies190 (thus effectively classifying the militia as illegitimate).  

2) The CPA stipulates that the militia who have the desire and qualify, shall be 

incorporated into the organized forces of either Party (Army, Police, Prisons, 
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Wildlife forces), while the rest shall be reintegrated into the civil service and civil 

society institution.191 

3) An OAGs Collaborative Committee shall be installed within 15 days after the 

signing of the CPA, to handle the process of integrating the OAGs.  

After the signing of the CPA, talks between the SPLA leadership and militia leaders did not 

lead to concrete steps for integration of the militia into the SPLA. After the death of John 

Garang, his successor Salva Kiir continued the dialogues with the OAGs key figures 

emphasizing unity and reconciliation, which ultimately led to the Juba Declaration on Unity 

and Integration between the Sudan People‟s Liberation Army (SPLA) and the South Sudan 

Defence Forces (SSDF)192 in January 2006.193 The Juba Declaration announces complete and 

unconditional unity between the SPLA and SSDF.194  

Shortly after the Juba Declaration, the SSDF‟s most senior figure, Major General 

Paulino Matib Nhial, was appointed as the Chief of Staff of the SPLA. Soldiers from all layers 

of the different militia soon followed, and were absorbed into the SPLA‟s general structures. 

At the same time, the formation of the paramilitary units was being organized and many of the 

former militia fighters were transferred to the police, prisons, fire brigade etc. Although the 

SPLA is quite secretive regarding the handling of the process, my impression was that the 

soldiers coming in from the militia were preferably placed outside the army into the 

paramilitary units. This would reduce their opportunity to access sensitive information 

regarding the SPLA. For example, at the fire brigade in Juba, it became clear that 80% of the 

soldiers transferred to the fire brigade were from the militia, and o nly 20% came from the 

„regular‟ SPLA.195 

For the units receiving the SSDF soldiers, it meant absorbing huge quantities of untrained 

people while resources were already limited: 

The fire brigade took on a lot of new people, from the SPLA and from the OAGs. These 

people are not of the quality we need, but we could not refuse them. We have to maintain 

them, and pay their salaries, until they no longer form a threat to the security.”   

– Deputy Director for Administration Fire Brigade 

 

The integration of the OAGs into the SPLA and their subsequent transfer to the paramilitary 

sectors thus follows a similar logic as DDR processes: to temporar ily neutralize former 

combatants by giving them jobs or another type of support. In this case, it did not even matter 

much if they were qualified to do the work: 
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“We try to train them. But some do not speak English and our courses are in English. They are 

not productive in the fire brigade. We do not let them go to the emergencies. We give them 

other jobs, like guards. They have to be a bit productive, otherwise they will create trouble”  

– Deputy Director for Administration Fire Brigade 

 

For the former militia fighters themselves, being absorbed into the SPLA and the civil forces 

meant that they started to receive salaries, according to the rank they were granted. This made 

being integrated into the SPLA attractive:  

In my case, I was transferred to the fire brigade. I prefer it. If you are in the military, you have 

to keep moving from place to place. In this job, I can stay in one place. My current salary is 

660 pounds per month. It is more than what I got in the militia. I think I will stay here.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Western Equatoria 

 

It was declared that all the militia were free to join the SPLA. Some of the militia-fighters 

from my area wanted to join, and I decided to help them. I pretended to be their leader and 

introduced them to Paulino Matieb, who was my neighbor in Khartoum, and they were 

registered as part of his militia. This way, we all entered the SPLA. I helped my people to 

benefit from the integration.”  

– 53 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria   

 

Yet, although formally integrated into the structures of the SPLA and the paramilitary forces, 

acceptance of the former militia fighters was still a long way ahead. On compounds of the 

various forces, it became clear that the former militia fighters were being avoided and ignored 

by “real” SPLA fighters. On the SPLA compound in Renk, a commander explained to me that 

he did not know and did not want to know who were former militia fighters, as knowing 

would cause problems.  The integration of militia leaders into high ranks of the SPLA was 

also met with suspicion:  

 

“The SPLA promoted some of the former allies of Khartoum to high positions in the SPLA. 

Like Paulino Matib, he has never even been in the SPLA. We will respect them in their 

positions but we will never forget who they really are.”  

– 43year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

After the signing of the CPA, the SPLA thus embarked on its own DDR process –without 

calling it that –aimed at neutralizing the fighters attached to the SSDF militia. For those who 

were successfully integrated into the SPLA and the civil forces the system seems to be 

working well, although some question marks are in place. A recent incident in Bentiu, where 

integrated former militia-fighters clashed with “regular” SPLA soldiers, raises the question of 



138 

 

how comprehensive integration of the OAG‟s has been. 196 It is also clear that current tribal 

fighting in South Sudan is to some extent the result of former militia that were not integrated 

properly, or not integrated at all.197 It is, thus, difficult to assess the exact output of the 

SPLA‟s integration process in terms of improvement of the security situation in South Sudan. 

The sustainability of the system is also questionable, given the enormous financial burden of 

paying salaries to all of the newly integrated soldiers. Currently 20% of the GoSS budget is 

spent on SPLA-salaries alone,198 while revenues, consisting for 93 % of oil- revenues, are 

decreasing due to falling oil-prices.199  

 

4.3.3 Civilian disarmament 

In addition to the integration process described above, which was mainly aimed at the 

individuals belonging to the OAGs, the GoSS also set up policies to increase security across 

the South by restraining small arms possession among civilians. Over two decades of civil war 

in Sudan have created a situation where small arms are widespread and the influx is 

continuous.200 Armed cattle-raids that were common during the war have continued since the 

CPA, and most people feel the need to carry arms to protect themselves.201 Unsurprisingly 

then, the SPLA‟s disarmament campaign in the South has met resistance and even resulted in 

violent encounters between the army and civilians.  

The civilian disarmament campaigns that were launched in the South were primarily 

targeted at civilians belonging to tribes which had formed or sided with pro-government tribal 

militia during the war. The logic of this decision was thus a military-strategic one, and its 

legitimacy was partially derived from the Juba declaration. Since every individual associated 

to an armed group had been free to join the SPLA and become an „official‟ soldier, those who 

had decided not to join, somehow lost their right to carry a rms. The GoSS chose a coercive 

tactic and started forcibly disarming civilians, organizing its first mission in the north of 

Jonglei State from December 2005-May 2006.202 The operation was targeted at the Lou Nuer 

                                                 
196

 On 2 October 2009, fighting erupted in the own of Bentiu between guards belonging to the former Nuer-

milit ia of Paulino Matib and SPLA forces stationed in the area.  The guards were guarding his house in Bentiu  

and got into fighting with SPLA soldiers, killing 10 and wounding 17 persons,  mainly soldiers. However, Salva 

Kiir announced that these guards had never been integrated into the SPLA after the Juba Declaration, as Paulino 

Matib had been allowed to keep a few of his forces in Bentiu area to guard his personal comp ound. Sudan 

Tribune, “UN airlifts General Matip‟s fo rces to Juba”.19 October 2009. www.sudantribune.com. 
197

 International Crisis Group (2009) p. 14 
198

 In 2008, the budget allocated to SPLA salaries amounted to SDG 1,126,868,800, while total GoSS 

expenditure amounted to SDG 5,506,330,718. Salaries in all security sectors together constituted 28% of total 

GoSS expenditure (adding salaries in the SPLA, internal affairs and the Wildlife preservation). GoSS 2009 

approved budget. 
199

 In the 2009 GoSS budget, oil revenues amounted to SDG 3,413,370,000, while total revenues were SDG 

3,658,370,000. Source: GoSS 2009 approved budget. 
200

Small Arms Survey (2009) 
201

 UNMIS IDDRP 2005 
202

 Small Arms Survey (2007) 

http://www.sudantribune.com/


139 

 

tribe, who had formed the White Army during the war: a militia that was formed mainly to 

protect cattle, but ended up siding with Riek Machar‟s faction that split from the SPLA during 

the war.203 

The campaign was run by the SPLA, who put a Lou Nuer in charge of the operation.204 

Talks between the SPLA, the Lou Nuer community and local authorities imposed 

disarmament onto the Lou Nuer, posing it as a condition for entering Dinka-dominated areas 

for grazing of their cattle. The Lou Nuer refused, partially out of fear of the Murle tribe who 

were not being disarmed simultaneously.205 Tensions quickly built up and ultimately led to a 

major confrontation in May 2009, leaving 1200 Lou Nuer fighters and 400 SPLA soldiers 

dead.206 3.300 weapons were collected through the campaign in northern Jonglei.207 

 Since then, the GoSS has invested more efforts into civil disarmament, leading to more 

disarmament campaigns across South Sudan, some of which were similar to the one in 

Northern Jonglei, while others took a less coercive approach. 208 In May 2008, a GoSS 

Presidential decree ordered all local authorities to carry out civil disarmament within a period 

of six months.209 This has led to more coercive campaigns and, in some cases, to violent 

confrontations, though none of them comparable to the level of violence during the 

disarmament campaign among the Lou Nuer.210 Despite the passing of the 6 month deadline, 

SPLA-led disarmament is continuing until today.211 

 

4.4 Through the eyes of the fighters 

In order to gain insight into the perception of the peace of those who fought the war, this 

paragraph will look at respondents‟ first impressions of the peace when it was signed. What 

knowledge did fighters have of the content of the agreement? Did they agree or disagree? 

Given the years that had passed since the signing of the CPA at the time respondents were 

interviewed, we will also look at changes in respondents‟ views over time and their current 

estimations of the sustainability of the peace. Finally we will look at the plans respondents 

were making for their personal lives, and their needs in terms of support, which will serve as a 

starting point for analyzing the DDR program in Sudan in the next chapter. 
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4.4.1 Knowledge and opinions of the CPA 

Without exception, all respondents could remember vividly the moment they heard about the 

signing of the CPA: they remembered where they were, who they were with and how they felt 

about it. Almost without exception, everyone was very happy with the peace, because the 

CPA brought an end to the war, which had been causing devastation among Southerners for 

over two decades. The peace in itself (i.e. the end of the fighting) was thus considered the 

most important element of the CPA. 

 

“When the peace came, I thought “God has brought us a very good thing”, because the war 

destroyed many things. So I was glad about the peace.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was happy. Everyone was happy. Everything was destroyed in the war. The peace is good. 

Southerners are free and we have power.”  

– 56 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The CPA is good. It stopped the dying of the people.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I heard about the CPA on the radio and the commander also told us to gather and make a 

peace parade. He said “there is no more war now, there is a peace.” Every person was happy, 

because there was freedom and no more people died.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

However, regarding the exact content of the CPA, knowledge among most respondents was 

generally limited. They knew about the interim period and the referendum, and some had also 

heard about power- and wealth sharing, but  very few had detailed knowledge. No one had 

actually seen the document, apart from those in high ranks and in political and administrative 

positions. Not a single respondent knew about the agreement‟s DDR provisions, apart from 

those respondents in Damazin who were the first to go through DDR in April 2009.212 

Respondents‟ knowledge was thus limited, and, in most cases, entailed a vague understanding 

of the main aspects of the agreement, at best. 

 

“The CPA resolved the main issues of the war, but it is only a book. If they follow all the rules 

in the CPA, we will be liberated. But they still need to do that.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I was in Bor, when I heard about the CPA. When the message was given, John Garang spoke 

in front of the people. We heard that the peace is coming and that the death will stop. We will 

rule ourselves, Christianity will grow and development will come to us.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When the CPA was signed I thought it can bring peace and freedom. I thought it will be good 

to implement this.” 

 – 25 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

Then there were some soldiers who had more detailed knowledge of the CPA and some 

deeper understanding of the political dynamics behind it. These respondents were generally 

higher in rank and more educated. Because they were higher in rank, they were closer to the 

movement‟s leadership and had first-hand access to information. But also soldiers who were 

lower in rank, but who had had some education and had an interest in politics, had more 

detailed knowledge of the CPA. 

 

“When the negotiations were going on, I was informed, because I was a commander. I was 

stationed in Northern Bor when the CPA was signed. I was happy, it was a good step forward. 

Not yet is our battle over, because implementation is still not complete. Our partner is not 

interested. The CPA is not a total solution.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“We were informed of the progress made at the peace negotiations by our leadership. In 

Rumbek, all the seniors in the army were gathered and informed about the steps that were 

being taken. We could not defeat our enemy and they could not defeat us. The CPA was the 

logical step to bring us closer to liberation.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

When the CPA was signed, I really believed in it. There was pressure from IGAD, UN, UK, 

US, Norway, AU and EU. I thought it is a real peace and they will fulfill it. Also, because Dr. 

Garang didn‟t agree to release the SPLA, we had a strong position.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“The good thing about the peace is that we could see our families again. The war was stopped. 

But many other points remain unsolved. The government army is supposed to go north of the 

border of 1956 and they didn‟t, although the SPLA did go south of the border. Also, the police 

is not yet integrated.” 

 – 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

But not everyone who had more knowledge of the CPA, agreed with it. Some were skeptical 

of making peace with the NCP from the beginning, others started doubting during the interim 

period. 
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“When the peace was signed, I was not happy with the peace. Our people are Christian.  The 

northerners are Islamic. These two cannot be together. Because they [Muslims] will not even 

eat Ful [beans] with you, when you are a Christian. That‟s why I felt this peace is not good.” 

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“The peace was a big mistake. All the money is with Bashir. There is no roads, no schools. In 

2005, I was still confident. I am one with my party, if they celebrate, I celebrate too. But since 

then, everything went backwards. Bashir and his people are the big problem.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State  

 

Generally, knowledge of the CPA‟s content was limited among soldiers in the lower ranks of 

the movement, especially those with little education. With little independent media available 

in Southern Sudan, most respondents were highly dependent on the movement for information 

regarding the content and progress of the CPA.  This seemed especially the case in the more 

isolated areas of South Sudan, where newspapers are on the whole unavailable and the radio 

provided the only independent source of information. But, although respondents were not 

well- informed, many still held strong opinions about the current political events and the fate 

of the CPA. 

 

4.4.2 Estimations of the sustainability of the CPA 

By far the most respondents had welcomed the CPA in January 2005 and had high hopes for 

the future of their country as well as for their personal life. But that optimism changed 

quickly, and few respondents still believed the CPA would last at the time I interviewed 

them.213 Yet, some still believed that the peace would last, although they were generally not 

the best informed respondents. In some cases, the conviction that there would not be another 

war, seemed to be mostly an expression of hope. 

 

“The CPA is good but there are some things still not there, like electricity and education. But it 

stopped the war. I think this peace will stay.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

  

“The situation in Mabaan is good now. There are some small problems, but the peace will stay 

and there will not be war again.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“The peace is going on and on. There will not be another war. There are not any people left to 

fight it.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

Yet, the majority of the respondents were uncertain with regards to the sustainability of the 

CPA, and many were outright pessimistic.  

 

 “The CPA is good, but the matter is to have it implemented. For this I am not confident. There 

is still fighting in Darfur. They are not serious about the peace. The international community 

should be monitoring, but they are not doing that.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

The CPA is good, but we still need hospitals and schools. There is still little impact of the 

CPA. Little development. When the peace was coming, I was happy. There was a ceasefire 

and fighting stopped. But now, I don‟t know..“  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“The CPA, we will have to see if it is good after the interim period is finished. We are not sure 

if this peace will continue. If there is another war, it will not be because of the southerners. If it 

starts, I will immediately go and fight.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The peace is fragile. It will not survive. It will not last. The NCP is not serious that Sudan 

should witness peace. Darfur is still in war. If they were serious about peace, there would be 

peace in Darfur.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“It is not peace now. There will be more war. Either with the Arabs, or among the people in 

the South.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Many respondents who were still in the army, described the interim period as a period for 

“rest”, before they go back to the bush again to fight the next war. Until the referendum, they 

feel that they can take leave and study, but they are preparing to return to war after 2011. It 

seems that this attitude is nourished by the movement‟s leadership in order to keep soldiers on 

stand-by. Even among those in the newly formed paramilitary forces, this expectation 

prevails. 

“I am now getting paid 550 pounds per month. I am still in the bush. Only we are told not to 

wear our uniform. We dress in civilian clothes. But we are still in the bush. Only this is a rest 

period. We can use it to go to school. But I am still in my work. If war comes back, the rest 

will be over.”  

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I was deployed in Renk and went to school in the adult education centre. I am in class 7 of 

primary school now. I live in a tukul here, as a civilian. But I report to the army every morning 

and then go back. I also receive a salary. 350 pounds.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“As for the CPA, we are confident and we are not confident. We are confident that us 

Southerners will not spoil the CPA. But we are not confident about our partner in the North. If 

it is necessary, we will go back to war. If that happens, I will also go. All these units are 

soldiers, and we will fight. We will not say “We are wildlife, we will not fight.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

As a consequence, respondents‟ plans for their personal life are contingent on the fate of the 

CPA, and many plan for their lives “after the interim period”, reserving space for the 

possibility of going back to war again. 

 

“Let‟s see if there will be no war in the south again. If the peace stays, I will return to my Luak 

[cow farm]. Now, I‟m still not sure.” 

 – 56 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 2011 we will see if the peace will stay. I will stay in the army until then. If there are no 

problems, and peace is still there, I will go and study. I still want to become a doctor. I want to 

work as a doctor in the army. I want to stay with them. This is how I feel. I like it.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Bleu Nile State 

 

“I cannot start a family now. It is still too uncertain if there will be peace or not. I am still 

young, I can wait with marriage.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

This had generally been different directly after the peace was signed, and when respondents 

were still optimistic about the fate of the peace. As this is the “natural point” for a DDR 

process to begin,214 the next paragraph will discuss the perspective of soldiers on their 

personal lives as it was immediately after the peace agreement.  

 

4.4.3 Personal life: expectations and opportunities 

It becomes clear from the data that the coming about of the peace agreement between the 

SPLA and the government created something of a vacuum in the lives of soldiers. Right after 

the signing of the CPA, many believed that the war was over for good – which was also being 
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actively communicated by the movement – and their future was suddenly wide open. Many 

started to make plans for their personal lives: 

 

“I was in Eastern Equatoria when the peace came. When I understood that the peace was 

coming, I started to plan my life. I wanted to go back to school and get married. I decided to 

try and go back to school.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“When I was thinking about my life, I wanted to work. To find any job. You know, in the life 

you must have a way to get a salary. I needed to find any job.” 

 – 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

“When I heard about the peace, I planned to go back to my family. I wanted to become a 

teacher and to see my family.”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I didn‟t want to stay in the army. I thought I can become a cattle-keeper or a farmer. To look 

for ways to educate my children.” 

 – 38 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

With the peace, life in the movement also started to change. Of course, there were the peace  

policies discussed in the previous paragraphs, but they took some time to be implemented. 

Immediately after the peace agreement, the movement itself struggled with the new reality 

constituted by the peace. One respondent describes how discipline among soldiers started to 

deteriorate: 

 

“In the army, there was no longer any discipline. In the beginning, there was. When someone 

broke a rule, they were punished accordingly. But that changed. For example, when a soldier 

shot his gun in the air, for fun, he should be punished. You could endanger yourself and your 

battalion, by letting the enemy know where you are. Or when you leave the barracks without 

letting anyone know where you are going. But these things started to stay unpunished. It was 

one of the reasons why I did not want to stay.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

As the SPLA‟s transformation to an official army did not materialize immediately, there was 

uncertainty about what the movement would provide to soldiers. There were rumors about 

salaries, but no salaries were actually being paid until late 2005. During this period of 

uncertainty, many left the army behind to start building their lives by themselves: 

 

“Some stayed in the army, some tried to go back to a civilian life, like me. I went back to Bor 

first, but then decided to go to Juba, because my older brother lives here. I came to Juba in 
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2007, I am living with him, and sorting out how to go back to school, while working in a 

shop.” 

 – 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“After the CPA, I decided I wanted to become a Pastor and I came to Renk to the Theological 

college. After a year, I brought my family here. The first year, I stayed alone. The government 

was providing food and shelter for the returnees. I got a plastic sheet from them, I used it to 

sleep under.” 

 –34 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Yet, starting a new life as a civilian after so many years, in a country devastated by war and 

with virtually no employment opportunities, was challenging. Many had lost contact with their 

families, or had lost their families altogether, leaving them little choice but to stay with the 

army to wait and see what would happen, even though they may have had a wish to become a 

civilian. Soldiers were also not officially released, which constituted another reason for some 

to stay: 

“My plan was to develop my skills and educate myself to do another job. Some around me 

have left the SPLA and found jobs or something else. I did not find that chance yet.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I went to Juba. There were no jobs, so I stayed with the army. I would like to stay within the 

army, but in a different position. I now hold 4 platoons under my responsibility. This is too 

active, I want a quieter job. Then, I will get what I fought for.”  

–36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

“They did not give us a choice to leave the army.”  

–26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

 “After the peace, I made a plan to study and to promote myself. Also, I thought about going 

back to my village. But I couldn‟t, for my work. I didn‟t get permission to visit. I stopped 

trying to look for other jobs, because my qualifications is only basic school. I have no other 

degrees. I try to adapt myself to life in the army.”  

 – 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I can not see how I could be anywhere else than in the army. Can I go to school now? Will a 

school take me? I have children, and I have to take care of them. Another job might be good. If 

the government would provide it, that would be good. But I may not be qualified.” 

 –49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The choice between staying in the army or becoming a civilian was then strongly restricted by 

a lack of alternative opportunities available. Many older respondents, such as the last 

respondent above, had spent most of their lives fighting for the movement, leaving them little 
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perspective on developing a new career. For many soldiers, staying in the army was their 

safest bet, especially once the SPLA started to pay salaries. The reality is that apart from the 

GoSS and the SPLA, there were simply not many other employers around. In Juba, however, 

where an army of international NGO‟s had their headquarters, employing drivers and guards, 

respondents indicated that they would like to work for an NGO: 

 

“Maybe I can work with the government, but if there are chances in an NGO, that is also good. 

There is a time for the army, and a time to leave it behind. I am also getting older.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I want to get a job, maybe in an NGO, or in the government. It has to be sitting work, because 

of my injury. But staying in the army is also ok for me. When I get a chance, I will finish my 

education.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“As soon as I find a job, I will leave the army. I would like to work in an NGO, to develop the 

country. That is better than the military. The salaries are also better. If I don‟t find a job, I hope 

they will put me in the finance department of the SPLA, or something like that.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Alternative employment opportunities then turn out to be a major factor in the decision to 

return to civilian life and staying in the SPLA. A DDR program aiming at re- integrating 

fighters into civilian life, would need to meet that need to begin with. In post-war South 

Sudan, where there is virtually no private sector and the agricultural sector was severely 

damaged, if not destroyed by the war,215 this may prove challenging. Further, many soldiers 

had an immense drive to continue their education, which had even caused some fighters to 

leave the movement despite their inability to find a livelihood immediately. A lack of 

educational qualifications also impacted their expectations of being able to find work outside 

the army. It seems that a DDR program in South Sudan would have to respond to the 

educational needs of soldiers, in order to be attractive to them. 

 In addition to these material needs, I have found strong indications that there is also a 

need for psychological support to soldiers, although this is not a need soldiers have expressed 

themselves. As has become clear in the previous chapters, many soldiers had experienced 

traumatizing events, either before they joined the movement, or during their lives as soldiers. 

Although the type of interviews I conducted did not lend themselves for making a “diagnosis” 

of the psychological suffering of respondents, some respondents did express something about 

the psychological discomforts they were living with. 
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“When I think back of the wartime, it is like a bad dream. There things come back to me 

sometimes, like a film you cannot stop. I cannot forget the things I saw. It comes to me in my 

sleep sometimes.” 

 – 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

“When I think back of the times during the war, and I compare it to now, I feel much better 

now. It is annoying to remember those days.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

  

The psychological consequences of the war also became clear during my conversations and 

observations outside of the interviews with the respondents, and from maintaining long-term 

contact with some of the respondents. One very relevant observation in this respect is the 

occurrence of large numbers of suicides among SPLA soldiers: 

 

“There are a lot of suicides among the soldiers. And they like to drink a lot. In the court, there 

are problems with them. When they have to appear in court, they are aggressive. They will kill 

the judges one day. They get into fights with the police.”  

– Chief of chiefs in Renk (interviewed April 2009) 

 

These suicides were a taboo, and senior army officers often referred to them as “shooting-

accidents”, although I have also talked to officers who acknowledged the problem off-record. 

Civilians as well as soldiers talked about the suicide cases they had witnessed or heard of. 

Although it is impossible to give an indication of the size of this problem, at the very least we 

can conclude that the occurrence of these suicides is an indicator of psychological distress 

among soldiers. The same can be said for the excessive alcohol consumption of soldiers, 

which is mentioned by the chief in the last excerpt, and observed by myself and many other 

people I have talked to. In conclusion, it seems that a re- integration program in South Sudan 

would need to take into account the psychological needs of fighters, as well as pay attention to 

the behavioral problems (aggressiveness, alcohol use) sold iers cope with, which could 

jeopardize their acceptance as a civilian.  

 

4.4.4 Perceptions of the SPLA’s peace policies  

While some soldiers had left the SPLA, and were struggling to build up a civilian life, many 

stayed with the movement to wait and see what would happen. In the SPLA, their lives 

changed as the movement was implementing its peace policies. First of all, soldiers were 

starting to receive salaries, ranging from 300 to 1600 Sudanese pounds (equivalent to 150 – 

800 US dollars) per month, depending on ranks. Soldiers in the lower ranks were using their 

salaries to meet their basic needs, while trying to save up cattle for a marriage: 



149 

 

“Since the peace, we are getting a salary. It is little, but when you are used to having nothing, 

it is quite enough. I don‟t know when I will get married. Marriage is expensive, especially 

Dinka marriages. The bride wealth is up to 100 cattle these days.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I get a salary of 350 pounds per month. I use it to support my parents. It is better than during 

war time, when we didn‟t get paid.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“The salary makes me live ok, I can buy the food and I have water. I‟m living ok.  I now 

support my family from the salary I get. My salary is enough. I am saving up the cattle now. I 

bought 27 in 2007 and since then another 34. People respect you when you have cattle. I keep 

it in my village.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“The salary is about 200 dollars per month. This is not enough, but what can we do? I give half 

of it to my family and the rest I need to pay the rent for my tukul [hut] in Hai Malakal [area in 

Juba]. I cannot save to get married. My elder brother got married recently, and I am next in 

line. But I cannot afford the cattle now.” 

 – 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“Since the CPA, we are getting paid. I get 475 pounds per month. I got married after the peace. 

It is not enough to support my family. My wife makes foods that she manages to sell. They are 

always delayed with the payments, so it is hard to survive. I didn‟t get paid for 3 months now.”   

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Delays in salary payments were a common complaint among soldiers, as was the amount of 

cattle needed for the dowry among single Dinka men. While other Southern tribes have fixed 

the amount of cattle for the dowry, the Dinka settle each one through negotiations. Since the 

CPA, many people claim that the prices for Dinka brides have gone up. In addition, soldiers 

who managed to get married during the war, with the agreement that cattle would be paid after 

the war would be over, were being pressured to pay up now that they were receiving salaries. 

As one respondent explains: 

“Some of them got in trouble since the CPA. Because, during the war, they got married 

without paying the cattle. Now it is peace and they suddenly have to pay it. They spend most 

of their salary on that cattle.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Another respondent explains he is given time by his in- laws to pay the dowry: 

“I got married during the war. I‟m still paying, but step by step. When I returned to Renk, my 

uncle gave me 5 cows just because he was so happy to see me.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 
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Salaries were a welcome element of the SPLA‟s peace policies, although many soldiers 

complained about delays. In addition, the payment of salaries was a source of corruption, 

resulting in a huge amount of ghost-positions on the SPLA‟s payroll.216 But besides the 

creation of ghost positions, SPLA officers and commanders also found other ways to increase 

their share in the SPLA budget. As an officer in the finance department of SPLA headquarters 

explains: 

 

“I am waiting to get married now. My older brothers are already married. I am getting the 

cattle. This is quite easy, because I am working in the finance department. You can just use 

some of the money to buy cattle.”  

– officer in SPLA finance department (interviewed March 2009) 

 

But the most common way for commanders to increase their income was by simply taking the 

salaries that were meant for soldiers under their responsibility. On the side of soldiers who 

saw their salaries disappear in the pockets of their commanders, this caused frustration, anger 

and disillusionment, and they left: 

“I got paid some salary in 2006, for 5 months, but after that I did not get paid again. In 2006, I 

was even deployed to Lau to a mission to disarm civilians. But I never got paid. They said it‟s 

because I left for a family visit without permission. I left the army in 2009. When they were no 

longer paying, I came back to do this job to support my family. I am selling sorghum now, in 

the market. My plan is to expand the garden and to become a trader.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“In 2005, I received the rank of 1st lieutenant. In 2006, I was sent to Lau for civil disarmament 

mission. After the mission was finished, I didn‟t get my salary. I went to Atar, and heard that 

soldiers are being paid salaries, but we didn‟t get anything. All of us fighting in Lau, we did 

not get our salaries. We don‟t know where it is. The commander says it‟s still in Juba. There, 

they say the salary is in our division. I left the army because of these problems. I got angry and 

went back to Renk. I couldn‟t find work. I‟m working to collect firewood. In the future, I can 

work as a pharmacy. I‟m going to finish my school in that. I‟m in school now, in Malakal, 

General Medical Assistance College.” – 38 year old male respondents from Upper Nile 

 

“I was invited to join the Military Intelligence (MI) of the SPLA. I did 6 months of training for 

that. But when I returned after a mission, my salary had been paid to someone else. I talked to 

the leadership, but they didn‟t care. I decided to leave. If the leadership doesn‟t care about me, 

why would I fight? I went back to Khartoum. My question is: what will the SPLM do for 

Sudan? Things are already changing, the power and wealth is making our leaders forget the 

reasons why we were fighting. The future is very dark. I want to get out of Sudan.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 
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Some of the soldiers who stayed with the SPLA were transferred to the civil forces as a result 

of the SPLA‟s peace policies. They were adjusting to a new job, and many were receiving 

training and adapting to their new jobs: 

 

“I now joined the Wildlife Forces. I am assigned to coordinate training of the wildlife forces 

with the ministry of Wildlife. I am the team leader of training. We trained already more than 

1500 officers from SPLA to work in the Wildlife. They needed to learn about management of 

the animals and handling the cases of those criminals who attack the animals. I did not choose 

to be in the Wildlife, but I am comfortable here. It is my career now. I would like to be 

educated to become one of the managers of the Wildlife. Then you have to protect the animals, 

which are attacked by criminals.” 

 – 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“ I no longer wanted to stay in the army, because then you are moving all the time and you can 

be stationed near the border. I wanted to stay inside Juba, to take care of my child. I was put 

into the fire brigade. My husband has been transferred to the police.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“In 2007, I was transferred to Wildlife. In Juba, we had an opportunity to say if we want to go 

to Wildlife, police or prisons. I raised my hand and I went to a college in Nimule.”  

– 56 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“Some people were pointed to join the police. I was also put in the police. I like it. It‟s the 

same as the army somehow. My job is to write reports when someone reports a crime.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

4.4.5 Special needs: the SPLA’s Wounded Heroes 

One group that was specifically vulnerable were the soldiers who had become handicapped 

during the war: the so-called Wounded Heroes [SPLA terminology]. They had virtually no 

other option than to stay with the movement and rely on whatever support that was available. 

Some managed to leave and build a life despite their injuries, while others tried to arrange 

appropriate work for themselves within the army.  

“In 2006, I went from Gambela to Chali El Fil.  I found a land. There were no people. I 

cultivate corn, sorghum, tomatoes, groundnuts, simsim and okra. I sell in the market. My 

family is with me. I built a house. I can support my family. It‟s difficult without my leg, but I 

do it. Nobody else will support me. My family sometimes, but they have their own gardens.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I started planning to go to school and to get married. I am still stay in the army. As a disabled. 

I want to get a job, maybe in an NGO, or in the government. It has to be sitting work, because 
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of my injury. But staying in the army is also OK for me. When I get a chance, I will finish my 

education.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State  

 

To arrange support for themselves, the Wounded Heroes have started to organize themselves 

since the peace agreement. The SPLA has not provided them with much assistance, apart from 

paying salaries to those soldiers who were still able to work in the army. 

“Since the peace, I am one of the wounded heroes. I am in command of the wounded heroes 

battalion in Bor. The wounded heroes need to get access to school, medical care, they need to 

be helped with setting up agriculture, or a small business. They also need the government to 

build a house for them, and boreholes. But there is no capacity in the SPLA to provide. Most 

of them are staying with their family.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I am now a chairman for the handicapped soldiers association. I still have one star, and I am 

still in the army. I get a salary. It‟s 700 pounds per month. It is good. I live with my wife and 

children in Juba. My plan is to set up organizations that support orphans and disabled soldiers. 

We are now making a list of “wounded heroes” in the whole country. To know how to 

organize support.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

To the Wounded Heroes, obtaining support from the army is not only a matter of getting their 

needs met. It is also to a large extent a principal matter, of getting what they feel they deserve:  

 

“I do not want to just go home. I joined the movement to fight for our freedom. I want to be 

given a proper place. They can‟t just throw me out like that. I need a comfortable place. And if 

the war comes back, I can still fight. In artillery, for example. They don‟t need to throw me 

out.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

In March 2009, delays in the payment of salaries to the wounded heroes added to their 

suspicion of the SPLA wanting to get rid of them, and led to riots in the towns of Yei and 

Nimule. Groups of handicapped soldiers set fire in some of the shops in the market, to 

generate attention for their situation.217 Despite their handicap – or perhaps exactly as a result 

of their handicap – the wounded heroes could thus indeed form a risk to the establishment of 

security in South Sudan. 
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4.5 Comparison: peace in the East 

4.5.1 The coming about of the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement 

In the previous chapter, the breakdown of the SNA/SAF was discussed, which was largely due 

to its incapability to maintain itself after the outbreak of the Ethiopia-Eritrea war in 1998. It 

was also described how the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions managed to build 

strength despite the deprioritization of the conflict in Eastern Sudan on the side of the Eritrean 

government. Their alliance with the SPLA was crucial in that respect, as military effectiveness 

in the East improved rapidly after the SPLA took command of all the military movements 

operating in the East and SPLA deployed some of its forces to the region .218 Intensified 

negotiations between the SPLA and the Sudanese government facilitated by the IGAD, from 

which the Eastern movements were all left out, instigated willingness on the side of  many 

opposition parties to start negotiating with the government as well. Talks between the 

National Democratic Alliance (NDA)219 and the government started in Cairo in December 

2004, but both the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions stepped out of those 

negotiations because they were dissatisfied with the NDA‟s leader.220 By that time, the CPA 

was nearly completed, stipulating the withdrawal of SPLA forces from the East by 2006. It 

was in this context that the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions formalized their 

alliance and formed the Eastern Front in January 2005,221 intensifying their military activities 

in the East. However, despite some success in May and June 2005,222 they did not manage to 

effectively challenge the government army. 223 Thus, as opposed to the South, there was never 

a balance of power between the warring parties in Eastern Sudan.  

 In 2006 the Eritrean government facilitated peace talks between the Eastern Front and 

the Sudanese government. As we have seen in chapter 3, the Eritrean government provided 

crucial support to militant movements in Eastern Sudan during the mid-nineties. However, 

with the continuing conflict with Ethiopia, Eritrean interest in peace along its western border 

increased and support to the Eastern militia diminished.224 But the main push for the 

negotiations came from the SPLM/A, who had become part of the Government of National 

Unity: a direct consequence of the CPA.225 Talks soon started in Asmara, and – as the SPLA 

was withdrawing its forces from the East as part of the implementation of the CPA – an 

agreement was reached  in October 2006: the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement (ESPA). The 
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agreement contains important provisions on power- and wealth sharing, as well as a clear 

agenda for investment and development in the Eastern region, including the foundation of an 

Eastern Sudan Reconstruction and Development Fund. On the national level, the Beja 

Congress got two presidential advisors, while the Rashaida Free Lions leader was appointed 

Minister of Roads and Bridges. Regionally, the Eastern Front were granted deputy governor 

positions in the Eastern states as well as seats in the legislatures of the states. However, the 

security arrangements of the agreement clearly show the weak negotiating position of the 

Eastern Front, as they agreed to complete disbandment of all of their armed forces. Fighters 

were to be given the choice to join the national army, other paramilitary forces, or to become a 

civilian. For those who choose a civilian life, the agreement stipulates a DDR process to be 

designed.226 The Government of Eritrea is the only external actor involved in monitoring the 

ESPA‟s implementation process, as the UN is not mandated to monitor the ESPA.  

 Before turning to the fighters‟ perspective on the ESPA, it may be useful to recapture 

some of the differences between the fighters in the Eastern Front militia and the SPLA. As we 

have seen in the previous chapter, the conflict in the East remained one of low-intensity and 

never led to a full-scale civil war. The conflict had also been of much shorter duration, with 

the first-joiners having joined in 1994. As became clear in chapter 3, motivations among the 

Beja to join the military struggle mainly consisted of identification with the political goals of 

the movement and a lack of other opportunities available to young men. To a lesser extent, 

personal grievances derived from negative experiences with the government and insecurity 

motivated some to join the movement. Among the Rashaida, personal grievances over the 

government‟s confiscation  of land cruisers triggered armed resistance. Rashaida fighters were 

further mobilized on political goals of the movement, which were completely oriented towards 

tribal interests. Many fighters, especially in the Rashaida Free Lions, were affiliated to the 

movement part-time, and had maintained their ties with civilian life. With the emphasis in 

these movements on political work, many fighters had shifted from military positions to 

administrative and civil functions and only few were involved in military operations, which 

were also less intense than what we have seen in the SPLA. The fighters of the Eastern Front 

thus differ significantly from their counterparts in the SPLA and the following paragraphs will 

analyze to which extent their reintegration needs are also different.  

 

4.5.2 Through the eyes of the fighters 

On the whole, respondents from the Eastern Front were well- informed of the details of the 

ESPA and its implementation, and many had high expectations at the time it came about. 

“When the peace was signed in 2006, I thought it was good. The government admitted our 

problems in the East and admitted that there needs to be development. That was good.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 
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“The peace agreement is good for the Rashaida. The government now has some people from 

Eastern Sudan. The Rashaida have positions in the government, and that is good. Also, our 

problems in the East are now known to everyone. We also arranged a refund for those people who 

lost their land cruisers, so that issue has been solved. They got some money from the government. 

Also, there is free movement of people now which makes it easer for us to run our trade. But the 

issue about trade across the Eritrean border is still not solved. Some of our people are without 

work for that reason.” 

 – 34 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“The peace was good, it gave us our rights. But not everything was solved. For example, there was 

no arrangement about the taxes that are raised locally, and if we can spend it in our own region.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Since the signing of the agreement, many fighters have lost faith in the implementation 

process. Implementation of the ESPA has been delayed on most aspects, with the delay of the 

DDR process being an important source for discontent among former fighters, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter in more detail. In addition, the Eastern Sudan Reconstruction and 

Development Fund has only opened for proposals in the summer of 2009, and no actual 

project has been started until now, while the ESPA stipulated 100 million USD to be 

disbursed in 2007. While Eastern Front leaders have been placed in political and 

administrative functions according to the ESPA, many former fighters feel that their leaders 

have failed them. This is especially the case for the Beja.  

 

“I was in Asmara when the peace was signed. Then, I thought it was good. But now, when I 

see how they still treat our people, I don‟t think it‟s good. And our leaders have their jobs there 

in Khartoum, my ideas are starting to change. Our leaders got positions in the government, the 

fighters got nothing.” 

 – 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“Our leaders are cheating us. They keep the money in their pockets. They don‟t care about 

their people. They have their cars now, and their offices. They forgot about their people.”  

– 33 year old male respondent from Kassala 

 

The leadership on their part blames the lack of implementation on the lack of political will on 

the side of the NCP and on lack of capacity on the side of the government: 

 

The peace was good, because it ended the war. War is not good. Now, we can start working 

for development and solve the problems in the East. There had been a delay in implementation 

of the peace in the East, and the development projects, but this is because of delays in 

contracting the companies. But the government will start providing services. People in the East 
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are impatient. Development goes slowly. In Sudan especially, things go slowly. You can‟t 

expect things to be solved quickly.”  

– Chairman of the Beja Congress (interviewed June 2009) 

 

“[These delays] are part of a political tactic: the NCP wants the fighters to believe that their 

leaders have forgotten about them, now that they have positions in Khartoum.”  

– Deputy chairman of the Beja Congress (interviewed January 2009) 

 

The failures in the implementation of the ESPA has darkened the views of ex-combatants on 

the future of the peace. The failure of the DDR process contributed greatly to these 

sentiments, as will be discussed in the next chapter. However, a t the time the ESPA was 

signed in October 2006, fighters were generally positive and started contemplating their 

futures. The ESPA gave them clear options: join the National army, the civil forces or 

reintegrate through a DDR process which was to begin shortly after the peace agreement was 

reached. Whatever would be their choice, the ESPA guaranteed fighters a job, whether as a 

soldier or a policeman, or through “social and economic reintegration programs” which the 

ESPA guaranteed to be “sustainable over the long-term.”227 Soldiers were aware of these 

options, and waited for instructions from their leadership, while returning back to their 

communities.  

Given that many fighters were still connected to civil life, or had been detached for only a 

relatively short period of time, the question rises what needs a DDR program should address 

in this case. As Eastern Sudan has a predominantly rural population and many of the fighters 

in the Eastern Front were farmers or cattle herders, tools for (re-)building a rural livelihood 

seem most relevant. At the same time, the region is urbanizing rapidly, and part of the fighters  

had left behind an urban existence, marked by unemployment and poor living conditions in 

urban slums, even for those who were educated. 

 

“After the peace, I was ready to take any job. I came to Port Sudan, and I have daily (yomyaat) 

work. For example painting a building.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I came back to Port Sudan and finished the last semester of my university in 2008. I don‟t have a 

job now. I have daily jobs, sometimes in the oven, sometimes a day in the market. I tried to find a 

real job, but there are no other jobs.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“Now, I am a civilian, I live in Dem Arabi. I take money from my brothers to get by. One of my 

own children is in school. I don‟t have a program, I just work to survive. Life was better during the 
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war. I had plans and I had things to do. Now, nothing. If war comes again, I will go immediately. 

It‟s better.” 

 – 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I want to work in a company. I want to learn English and learn about computers. I will work in 

any company.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Those reintegrating in urban areas were mostly in need for stable employment. Those who 

were qualified to do high-skilled work, would need to find a job that was suitable for their 

level in order to feel taken seriously. Given the low intensity of the war, support in dealing 

with psychological and physical trauma seems less relevant than with the SPLA.  

Finally, to those who had joined the movement out of political motivations, 

implementation of the ESPA would remove the most important incentive for them to go back 

to war. This is especially relevant for the Beja, who had a political agenda that demanded 

structural change in the East as well as democratic transformation of the government, all of 

which is incorporated in the ESPA, but will still require complete implementation. The 

Rashaida‟s main interests were tribal and their demands were largely met with the ESPA, 

which facilitated financial compensation to those who had had their land cruisers confiscated 

by the government,228 and increased political influence of the Rashaida was accomplished by 

the appointment of Rashaida in administrative positions: 

 

“We are content with the peace. It is not perfect. Nothing is perfect. But to go back to war… I 

don‟t think that‟s a good idea. We are making progress politically now, we should not go to 

war.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

However, many respondents among the former combatants from the Beja Congress indicate 

that materializing the ESPA is a major issue to them. Yet, their trust in the movement‟s 

leadership to  push for implementation of the agreement has eroded, and to many, the idea of 

returning to war was becoming more attractive:  

 

“If the peace doesn‟t go ok, I will take weapons again. I think there will be another war. The 

peace is not being implemented. Only there is no war, the rest of the agreement is not 

implemented.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 
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“There will be another war here. Some people from the Eastern Front went back to Eritrea. 

And more people will go there too, because nothing has changed yet.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Summing up, socio-economic support that takes into account the different backgrounds of 

fighters and the different environments into which fighters are reintegrating seems the most 

important need for a DDR program in Eastern Sudan to address. In addition, many well-

informed former fighters who joined the fight for political reasons, will also want to see real 

change in the East, to remove incentives to return to war.  

 

4.6 Conclusions 

4.6.1 The relevance of context 

No two wars are the same, and the same can be said for peace. This chapter and previous 

chapters have indicated some major differences between the conflicts in South Sudan and the 

East. We have seen that armed movements differed in political goals, organizational structure, 

military strategies and strength, with far-reaching implications for the dynamics of the 

conflicts as well as for the experiences of those who fought for the movements. For example, 

while fighting for the SPLA often meant seeing your friends die on the battle field, affiliation 

to the Eastern Front entailed significantly less danger. Movements in the East did not use 

coercion in their recruitment policies, nor were fighters forced to stay with the movement after 

they had joined. While the SPLA was – and still is – very hierarchic, movements in the East 

did not have ranks. The lives of fighters of the various movements were thus very different. 

 All these differences also created very different contexts for negotiations to take place 

and peace agreements to be reached. Due to its military strength, the SPLA had a strong 

position to negotiate an agreement through which it achieved its main political goals: self-

determination and even a possible independence for the South and a share of the country‟s oil-

wealth. Instead of dissolving its military forces, as the Anyanya agreed to in the Addis Ababa 

Agreement of 1972, the peace agreement facilitates transformation of the SPLA into a state-

army. Maintaining its forces, in a context of a balance of power between the warring parties, 

grants the SPLM with significant leverage to push for implementation of the agreement. On 

Southern Sudanese territory, the GoSS has pretty much become the only legitimate authority 

with its own security forces, trying to obtain and maintain a monopoly of violence. This is in 

no way comparable to the situation in Eastern Sudan, where militias never managed to pose a 

serious military threat to the government, and peace talks took place in a setting where the 

government had the upper hand militarily and the Eastern Front had lost the committed 

support of two military allies: the SPLA and the Eritrean government. In this context, an 

agreement was reached quickly, with as its most important accomplishment the establishment 

of a development fund for the eastern states. Military forces had to be disbanded, reducing the 
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Eastern Front to a political party, equally vulnerable as other opposition parties operating in 

the repressive dictatorship of the NCP. 

 These differences in context have vast implications for the function, and consequently, 

the political management of DDR processes, as will be discussed in the next chapter. But, in 

this chapter we have seen two significantly distinct post-conflict paths of guerilla movements: 

one of transformation into an official and professional army in a newly formed state, and one 

of integration into the national army. The consequences for fighters also became clear: 

fighters of the SPLA became soldiers in an official army or got jobs in other sections of the 

security sector, while Eastern Front fighters were given a choice between joining the army of 

the former enemy or return to civil life. Regarding the return to civil life, the South and the 

East also differ considerably, which is again a consequence of the dynamics and the duration 

of the war. In the East, ex-combatants returned to a life they had generally left only a few 

years earlier. Their communities had not suffered from the war in a way comparable to the 

communities in South Sudan, where the war had been longer and much more intense. All of 

these aspects of a post-conflict context in which DDR policies are designed, impact the 

situation, the opportunities and the needs of the former combatants who are the target group of 

DDR policy.  

 

4.6.2 The starting point(-s) for DDR policies 

From the perspective of individual fighters of the SPLA, we have seen that the coming about 

of peace in South Sudan set in motion a period of great change for their personal lives. 

Directly after the peace agreement was signed, we saw that there was still much unclarity 

about the fighters‟ futures. The peace inspired many to start planning their futures, but with 

most of the South‟s civilian population displaced either internally or to refugee camps in 

Kenya and Uganda, villages destroyed and whole areas burnt to the ground, most soldiers had 

little idea of how to realize their plans. Some left the movement because they were fed up, or 

felt that the war was over and their job was done.  They were faced with the challenge of 

building a life in a country where virtually everything was destroyed. They depended on the 

help of family members or the church for finding support to survive and opportunities to build 

a life, sometimes supported by NGOs providing support to returnees. The majority of them 

mentioned education as their most important goal in life. Support in dealing with 

psychological distress also appeared to be a need for soldiers, as many had experienced 

traumatizing events. To those who had become handicapped during battle, additional needs  

for support existed.  

Yet, many considered staying with the movement to be their only option, or stayed for 

the simple reason that they were not officially released, because the SPLA wanted to maintain 

military pressure on the North until the referendum in 2011. Many soldiers expressed that they 

wished to leave, but that there simply were no alternative jobs. They adapted to being a soldier 

in peace time, and tried to push for fulfilling their educational needs in the army. But even for 
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those who stayed with the movement, life changed with the peace. They were no longer an 

army at war, and many respondents expressed their relief that the fighting had ceased. With 

the peace agreement, a “period of rest” started and many were released to attend school or 

visit their villages for some time. Those who could, got married and started families. As we 

shall see in the next chapter, by the time the DDR process in South Sudan got started, these 

soldiers‟ lives had long stabilized, although their salaries were often just enough to survive. In 

such a situation, it will be difficult for a DDR program to offer an attractive alternative to 

being a soldier.  

Although it has by now become clear that the CPA will not be fully implemented and the 

SPLM/A is simply waiting it out until the referendum, the agreement definitely had strong 

momentum when it was signed in 2005. This is reflected in the narratives of the respondents, 

who recount how they were eagerly planning their lives, while the movement‟s peace policies 

had not yet become clear to those in the lower ranks. It seems that this “vacuum” that came 

about immediately after the peace, would have probably provided the most fertile ground for a 

DDR program to start. 
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5 DDR Policies and realities in Sudan 

5.1 Introduction 

In the context of a civil war that ends through a negotiated settlement, DDR processes serve as 

a solution to the abundance of weapons and idle combatants, which could cause insecurity in a 

post-conflict setting. Often, a DDR program is one of many tools in a more comprehensive 

Security Sector Reform (SSR) strategy, which envisions stabilization on the long term. DDR 

programs aim at “neutralizing: former combatants on the short-term, by ensuring their socio-

economic reintegration into society, diverting them away from a criminal path, or continued 

armed rebellion. The expected effects are considered to be twofold; firstly, a direct positive 

effect of DDR on the security situation is assumed. In addition, successful DDR is thought to 

help create a conductive environment during the few years immediately after the signing of 

the peace agreement, which are considered crucial for achieving full implementation and 

sustainable peace.229 successful implementation of DDR programs and the overall success of 

the peaceful transition, are therefore thought to be interlinked,230 although empirical evidence 

for this assumption is currently lacking.231  

In the previous chapter the coming about of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement and 

the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement were discussed. Both agreements contained provisions 

for a DDR process, which will be the topic of this chapter. It is useful to recall that the 

contexts of the two DDR processes differ significantly. The CPA came about in the context of 

a balance of power between the two warring factions and the agreement lays down the 

principles for a possible independent South Sudan. The CPA‟s interim period sets the stage for 

a process of transforming the SPLA into an official army in case of a southern secession. 

During the interim period, the SPLA already functions as the official army in the semi-

autonomous region of  South Sudan. The Eastern Front, consisting of the Beja Congress and 

the Rashaida Free Lions never built enough strength to challenge the government army, and 

signed the ESPA in an underdog position, after having lost the support of their main military 

backers. The agreement stipulates disbandment of the armed factions, by integrating them into 

the state security sector and  DDR.  

Eastern Front fighters were thus given a choice between joining the army of their 

former enemy or reintegration into civilian life through a DDR process, while fighters of the 

SPLA became soldiers in an official army, and started getting paid accordingly. While the 

case of the Eastern Front forms a more or less typical example of a DDR process, the logic of 

a DDR process in the latter case is not so self-evident. As we have seen in the previous 

chapter, the SPLA‟s own peace policies already facilitated the transformation from guerilla-
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fighters to civilians with a job in the security sector, and embarked on civil disarmament 

campaigns. What would be the added value of a DDR process against this background? This 

question is especially relevant given the fact that  both parties to the CPA are preparing for 

new war. Why would either party be interested in demobilizing its fighters? The current 

chapter will first discuss the DDR modalities in the CPA, after which we will focus on the 

implementation of these modalities. As the DDR process under the CPA was delayed for over 

four years, the section will discuss the obstacles that were encountered during implementation 

and the projects that are currently being initiated. The relevance of the DDR program under 

the CPA will be assessed on the basis of the narratives of interviewed fighters, and to the 

reintegration needs that were discussed in chapter 5. Finally, the chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the DDR program under the ESPA, which provides ground for a comparison and 

conclusions on the value of DDR as a policy tool to improve post-conflict security. 

 

5.2 DDR policy under the CPA 

5.2.1 DDR in the CPA: a confused logic 

In a volatile post-conflict environment, where small arms are often abundant and warfare has 

become a way of life for young men, DDR is a key policy tool aimed at preventing a 

breakdown of the security situation. After a civil war ends, DDR offers former combatants an 

immediate alternative way of building a livelihood, preventing them from going down a path 

of making a living through continued war or criminality. In the policy guidelines of the UN 

Department for Peacekeeping Operations, it is expressed as follows: 

[DDR] aims to deal with the post-conflict security problem that results from ex-combatants 

being 

left without livelihoods or support networks, other than their former comrades, during the  

critical transition period from conflict to peace and development. 
232

 

The primary aim of DDR is thus to help stabilize a post-conflict environment, by 

“neutralizing” the possible negative impact of armed and idle ex-combatants. DDR can be 

targeted at non-state armed groups, which are defeated in a conflict, in which case DDR is 

organized for the complete militia. The demobilization of the Oromo Liberation Front in 

Ethiopia is an example of such a DDR process.233 In other cases, DDR is part of an overall 

strategy of downsizing of a country‟s armed forces after civil war, as was the case in 

Mozambique, where both the national army and the Renamo rebels demobilized a large 

portion of their soldiers.234 

The CPA contains provisions regarding a DDR process, although it does not lay down the 

principles for DDR in any detail. In general, it is stipulated that the development of a DDR 

process will start after the signing of the peace agreement, which fits the general trend of the 
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CPA to postpone the resolution of difficult issues to the interim period. The CPA does specify 

that child-soldiers will be released immediately from the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and 

the SPLA, and that DDR is to start for them directly, mentioning UNICEF and the ICRC as 

partners to implement this process. This provision is derived from a general consensus among 

humanitarian actors and human rights activists that children are not supposed to serve as 

soldiers. However, it is not clear how DDR targeted at children contributes to the goal of 

DDR: the prevention of insecurity in a post-conflict setting. It is not self-evident that children 

are more likely to cause insecurity than adults. And if the program has a humanitarian 

purpose, its legitimacy rests on the assumption that children in armed movements are more 

vulnerable, and have more urgent needs than other children. Chapter 3 has already created 

space for nuancing this image of child-soldiers, although it has become widely accepted. 

In addition to children, the CPA also commits parties to the immediate release of other 

“special groups”, which is specified as elderly and disabled soldiers, on a voluntary basis. 

Apart from these humanitarian components of the DDR process, the other elements of the 

CPA that address DDR are mainly concerned with laying down the administrative 

arrangement for developing a DDR process during the pre- interim and the interim period. It 

mandates the establishment of a National DDR Commission in which both parties are jointly 

represented and which carries final responsibility for all DDR policy decision-making. In 

addition, a South Sudan DDR Commission and a North Sudan DDR Commission are 

established, mandated to design and execute the DDR programs in the South and North 

respectively.235   The CPA contains a phased schedule for the development and 

implementation of a DDR process in Sudan, according to which: 

- Demobilization of child soldiers is to be finalized by July 2005. 

- DDR for “special needs groups” is to start no later than July 2005 

- A one-year Interim DDR Programme (IDDRP) is to be designed and start by July 2005  

- A multi-year DDR Strategy is to be designed and start by July 2006 

- Additional DDR activities will be developed and implemented corresponding to the 

outcome of the referendum after 2011. 236 

 

The logic of this implementation schedule was based on the overall Security and Ceasefire 

arrangements of the CPA, which calls for the disengagement of the SAF from the south and 

the SPLA from the north, including Eastern Sudan. The timeframe for this disengagement was 

the first year of the interim period, which ended in July 2006. Further, the parties agreed to the 

formation of Joint Integrated Units (JIU‟s) consisting of SPLA and SAF components, which 

were to be deployed to the disputed border areas. Contingent on the implementation of these 
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security arrangements, the parties commit to “the principle of proportional downsizing of the 

armed forces”. In the CPA, this is further specified as follows237: 

 
 

From the SPLA‟s point of view, the willingness to release “special groups” should then be 

understood as a way to discharge non-essential soldiers, which would help decrease burden of 

maintaining soldiers who are not fit to fight.  

The target groups for DDR under the CPA are the Sudan Armed Forced (SAF) and the 

SPLA, both of which have agreed to DDR as a commitment to proportional downsizing of the 

armed forces. In addition, the Other Armed Groups (OAG‟s) are mentioned as a specific 

target group for DDR, given that these groups create a security threat. However, the CPA also 

calls for the integration of the OAGs into the two armed forces: stipulating that those militia-

fighters who qualify, shall be incorporated into the armed forces or civil defense forces, while 

the rest shall be reintegrated into civil service and civil society institutions.238 The CPA thus 

creates two processes for limiting the potential negative impact of the presence of OAGs on 

the security situation in South Sudan: the integration of OAGs into the SPLA, and the DDR 

process. As the CPA itself does not create clarity on the relation between these two processes, 

this should be part of the further development of the DDR process for the OAGs during the 

pre-interim period.239 However, we shall see that the relation between these two processes is 

not addressed by policy makers in any stage of the DDR process.  

 In conclusion, the security arrangements of the CPA, of which the DDR modalities 

form part, are framed around two possible outcomes of the agreement‟s implementation: unity 

and secession of the South. It does not call for the disbandment of armed groups on either s ide 

of the agreement, but for proportional downsizing, from which the DDR process derives part 

of its role. Releasing soldiers from duty, without a prospect to develop a civilian life, could 

lead these ex-combatants to cause insecurity. In addition, DDR is one of two tools to ensure 

the neutralization of tribal militias in South Sudan, which pose a threat to the security 

situation. Lastly, DDR is used as a humanitarian programme for addressing the needs of 

“special groups”: children, disabled and elderly. The relation of this component of the 

programme to the security situation in South Sudan is much less evident. Lastly, the 

realization of the DDR programme in South Sudan is conditional upon the redeployment of  

SAF from the South according to an agreed timeline, which indicates the strategic relevance 
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of the DDR process to both parties and the link between DDR and the overall political 

context.  

 

5.2.2 The reality of implementation  

Implementation of the DDR modalities of the CPA was to start with the immediate release and 

reintegration of child-soldiers, while an Interim DDR Programme was to be developed. The 

Interim DDR Programme (IDDRP) was to become a concrete programme document for the 

DDR of “special groups”, while at the same time laying down the principles for the 

development of a multi-year DDR strategy. The CPA mandates the National DDR 

Commission to take the lead in the DDR process, restricting the mandate of the UN 

Peacekeeping Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) to merely providing assistance.240 This decision 

was informed by the philosophy of “national ownership”; the idea that national actors be 

trusted to carry the responsibility of post-conflict development. Though this sounds legitimate 

in theory, in reality, it posed a major obstacle to getting the DDR process moving. Neither 

party to the CPA was initially interested in carrying out DDR, which is understandable, since 

both parties were seriously taking into account the possibility of renewed war. Meanwhile, the 

principle of national ownership restricted the UN in its ability to push the process forward.  

The UN Peacekeeping Mission in Sudan is an integrated mission, which means it 

collaborates closely with non-military UN agencies.241 In Sudan, UNMIS was working 

together with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in the development of the 

DDR process and an integrated DDR unit was created, which should facilitate cooperation 

between the peacekeeping mission and UNDP. In addition, the potential impact of the UN was 

further limited by poor political management of its already narrow mandate in the DDR 

process. Bureaucratic disengagement and inertia were the main causes for poor performance 

of the UNDDR unit. In addition, and partially as a result, there was hesitation on the side of 

donors to commit to funding the DDR programme. Lack of interest of national actors, donors 

and the UN led to overall sidetracking of the DDR process, resulting in delay after delay. 

While the IDDRP was completed in December 2005, nothing happened on the ground until 

April 2009. Delays were causing frustration on the side of the SPLA: 

“There has been a great delay in the DDR process. GoSS has not enough resources to do it 

alone, and the UN is unable to deliver. The international community has not provided the 

support that it promised. The SPLA is ready, we have been waiting for the international 

community. They keep promising money, but they never paid anything. There is no 

seriousness among donors for south Sudan. Some of the money for the reconstruction of south 

Sudan has been put in Darfur.”  

– Head of Programmes South Sudan DDR Commission (March 2009) 
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Meanwhile, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the SPLA had started to reintegrate the 

OAGs into the SPLA, where their integration was starting to form a burden on the payroll: 

 

“The Juba declaration, according to which all militia were to be integrated into the SPLA, led 

to more women and disabled being brought into the army. These groups will leave the army, 

through the DDR process. They cannot stay on our payroll.  But they are still waiting for the 

DDR program to start, so they are receiving salaries from the SPLA. This is stressing our 

budget, causing delays in the payment of salaries.”   

– DDR policy advisor in the SPLA 

 

The UN on their side, complained that the SPLA did not understand the requirements to 

receive donor funding: 

“For operations to start, you need project documents. The SPLA was slow with preparing their 

project documents. They did not understand the procedure and their role and responsibility in 

the process.”  

– Head of DDR Unit (interviewed June 2009) 

 

The next few paragraphs will describe the DDR policy development, starting with the coming 

about of the Interim DDR Programme (IDDRP).  

 

5.2.2.1 Development of the IDDRP: principles for DDR in Sudan 

With the development of the IDDRP, an attempt was made to place the DDR process in Sudan 

in a broader perspective of “human security”, recognizing that achieving real improvement of 

the security situation, as experienced by civilians, would require much more than a DDR 

process. The strategy formulated in the IDDRP aims to align the DDR process with a 

comprehensive long-term strategy to improve human security in South Sudan. In this respect, 

small-arms control policies and community security initiatives are mentioned as crucial 

additions to DDR.242 But the IDDRP also embeds the DDR programme itself in a community-

oriented approach, recognizing the need to support communities to deal with the influx of 

former combatants, as well as including communities in the development of DDR projects.243 

Reintegration support to ex-combatants is to be done through a personalized approach, 

ensuring individual follow-up, though it is not specified how this will be organized.  

At the time the IDDRP was being developed, neither party to the CPA was willing to 

reveal information regarding the exact size of their armed forces, nor to commit to a number 

of soldiers to be demobilized through DDR. However, the spirit of the IDDRP was to limit the 
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target group to a small group of people who were thought to pose an immediate threat to the 

security situation, by using tight criteria for inclusion in the programme. 244 Firstly, this would 

allow for extensive and personalized support to DDR participants. Secondly, policy-makers 

wanted to avoid a situation where everyone would become eligible, risking the DDR program 

to de facto become a humanitarian programme, supporting everyone who is or ever was 

loosely associated to an armed group. Although the IDDRP could not provide an exact 

definition of the target groups for DDR, it is mentioned that candidates in South Sudan would 

be drawn from the SPLA and the Other Armed Groups (OAGs), among others.245   

 With respect to DDR for “special groups”, the IDDRP set out the programming 

principles for carrying out DDR projects for children and disabled soldiers, while also 

including an additional special group: Women associated with armed forces and groups 

(WAAFG). Although inclusion of women is not primary legitimized through the security-

objective of DDR programming, they were included into the IDDRP as to limit potential harm 

done by the DDR programme. In areas where armed forces are redeploying according to the 

CPA security arrangements, women associated to the armed forces – e.g. as cooks, nurses, etc. 

– are left behind vulnerable. Their prior association to armed groups may have created 

negative attitudes of communities towards them, posing obstacles for them to build alternative 

livelihoods and even potential exposure to harassment or violence. These women, estimated to 

total 3.500 in South Sudan, are therefore included in the special groups component of the 

DDR process. While women got included into the DDR process as laid down in the IDDRP, 

elderly ended up being left out. Arranging support for elderly soldiers to retire was considered 

to be the responsibility of the armed forces themselves, and not something that could be 

financed with donor money. 

  

5.2.2.2 Towards a multi-year DDR Strategy 

After the finalization of the IDDRP, which was signed by both parties in 2006, the special 

groups component of the program was to start immediately, while negotiations would 

continue for the development of a full multi-year DDR strategy for the other target groups. All 

the while, the child-component was supposed to have been long underway, as children were to 

be released from armed forces immediately after the signing of the CPA and Unicef was to 

provide reintegration support to released children. This had not happened. In South Sudan, the 

SPLA started to officially release children from its ranks after the signing of the CPA. As we 

have seen in previous chapters, this is congruent with the SPLA‟s general policy towards 

children. Although definitely not all soldiers under the age of eighteen were in fact released 
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from the SPLA, many were and they returned to their communities  by themselves.246 

However, although Unicef had received funds (US$ 2,744,245 in 2005, US$ 150,000 in 2006 

and US$ 4,800,760 in 2008)247 to set up projects to support the reintegration of these children, 

these funds were mainly used for the organization‟s general programming, and no special 

projects were developed and run by Unicef to reintegrate released soldiers.248 With respect to 

DDR, Unicef organized capacity building of the DDR Commissions to design reintegration 

projects for children, but this has not led to actual support to reintegrating child-soldiers.249 

The rest of the special groups DDR programme also got sidetracked, due to a lack of 

engagement on the side of the DDR commissions as well as the UN, as was noted above.  

 The multi-year DDR Strategy was not developed until November 2007, by which time 

pressure on the UN to produce results vis-a-vis the DDR process was already piling up. To get 

things moving quicker, it was decided to drop the IDDRP altogether, and include the special 

groups into a “Phase 1 DDR”, which meant absorbing the special groups into the multi-year 

DDR programme. The National DDR Strategy is a 26-page document, filled with 

technicalities, not displaying any sign of a political vision. It is completely framed around 

proportional downsizing of the armed forces, and does not pay special attention to the OAGs. 

Negotiations on downsizing of the armed forces led to a total caseload of 180.000 ex-

combatants: 90.000 from the Sudan Armed Forces, and 90.000 SPLA fighters. According to 

the document, the selection of candidates is to be carried out by the respective armed forces. 

After the endorsement of the National DDR Strategy by the Presidency in August 2007,  the 

DDR Commissions started developing their operational plans for execution of the agreed 

measures. Meanwhile, a reshuffle of personnel took place in the UN DDR unit, bringing in 

new people keen on achieving quick results. The decision was made to start projects as soon 

as possible, and the Three Areas250 were prioritized on the basis of their symbolic meaning in 

the CPA. The costs of the complete multi year program are estimated to total 385 millions US 

dollars. Donors were re-engaged and committed to funding USD 88.3 million.251  
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5.2.2.3 From stra tegy to action 

On the basis of the National DDR Strategy, a DDR project document was drafted, further 

outlining the principles of operational execution of the DDR projects to be carried out under 

the strategy.252 The document mainly consists of a recapture of provisions of the National 

Strategy, specification of the demobilization component of the programme, while remaining 

vague on the content of the reintegration component of the DDR process. It emphasizes the 

responsibility of national institutions in designing reintegration projects and reiterates the role 

of the UNDDR unit as merely providing technical advice and operational support. 253 The 

document further specifies that not only the selection of candidates for DDR, but also the 

execution of disarmament will completely be done by the two armed forces, without external 

monitoring.254 While the National and the Southern DDR Commissions further develop the 

content of the reintegration projects, they are to open up regional offices throughout the 

country to coordinate DDR projects on the ground. These offices select candidates, disarm 

them, and arrange their movement to demobilization camps, where they are registered and 

receive a reinsertion package. Regional offices will then be responsible for the reintegration 

component of the programme, regarding which the Project Document states that: 

The reintegration programme will focus on an individual approach for the assistance of XCs 

[Ex-Combatants] and  SNGs [Special Needs Groups]. The underlying principle is to provide 

every eligible XC and SNG with an immediate package of assistance in support of their 

effective reintegration by giving them a means to sustain a livelihood.
255

 

 

How exactly the regional offices are to set up an individual approach for a caseload of 

180.000 participants, remains unclear, as well as what reintegration support will actually 

consist of. The Project Document merely specifies that every participant is to receive a 

„reintegration support package‟ which will be tailored to meet individual needs, and could 

include vocational training, agricultural support, and psycho-social support.256 Regarding the 

demobilization component of the programme, an additional 138 million US dollars of funding 

is required to cover reinsertion packages for all 180.000 participants, consisting of food and 

non-food items. Reinsertion packages are to be distributed at the demobilization sites, where 

participants will also undergo medical screening and attend briefings to prepare them for 
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reintegration. In April 2009, the first ex-combatants from the SPLA were to brought into a 

demobilization camp in Damazin, Blue Nile State, where a pilot DDR project was starting up.  

 

 
Figure 3. Map of Blue Nile State  

 

5.2.3 A belated start 

In April 2009 I spent a few days at the demobilization site in Damazin, where the first group 

of a few hundred SPLA soldiers were being brought in from the SPLA base in Kurmuk. They 

were to spend two days at the site, where they were registered, and where  medical screenings 

were organized in addition to various briefings. In addition to observation and attendance of 

the briefings, I had informal chats with the DDR commission staff, UN staff and ex-

combatants participating in the program. I also conducted in-depth interviews with six 

participants, that were similar to my other interviews. Most of the participants were either 

women or handicapped men: two of the special needs groups.  

  

5.2.3.1 Content of the demobilization program 

Upon arrival to the site, participants were explained the purpose of the demobilization 

activities and the rules of conduct at the site. Following that introduction, participants were 

registered and given a DDR ID card, which would enable them to receive their reinsertion 

packages and, after returning home, their reintegration support packages. The content of the 
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reintegration support packages was still unclear when soldiers were arriving to the 

demobilization site. The participants were to sleep in tents that were put up in the camp and 

they received meals at the site. They were not allowed to leave the site.  

Medical screenings were done by one doctor, who only had time to spend a few minutes 

with each participant. His medical reports did not consist of more than stating the limbs 

disabled soldiers were missing, although the medical checklist also contained questions 

regarding potential psychological problems. He simply did not have time to address other 

medical issues. Many disabled participants were disappointed as they had expected to be 

provided new artificial limbs. It was not clear to which extent the Reintegration component of 

the program would address participants‟ medical needs, as that component of the programme 

was still under development. Participants also attended an HIV awareness briefing, in which 

they were explained that they should not have sex with girls against their will and that they 

should always use condoms. Although this briefing seemed a bit absurd from my perspective, 

most participants said that they considered the briefing quite interesting. But the most 

interesting part of the program to most participants, was the distribution of reinsertion 

packages. These consisted of a bag filled with non-food items (e.g. flip- flops, a jerry can, a 

blanket) and 1000 Sudanese pounds (equivalent to 500 USD) in cash. Reinsertion packages 

are a common feature in DDR programs and are meant  to help ex-combatants survive as a 

civilian until they find a more sustainable way to support themselves, often through the  

reintegration programme.  

Not all participants were well- informed of the demobilization program prior to coming to 

the site, but they were generally happy with the program, especially with the reinsertion 

package. Many were unaware that the DDR programme would continue once they returned 

home, although some had a vague notion that they were going to be given courses. Disabled 

soldiers were concerned whether their medical needs would be responded to. When asked 

what would happen with their medical information, no one from the DDR commission could 

provide an answer.257  

 

5.2.3.2 Who are the participants? 

While DDR policies generally aim to reduce the security threat potentially posed by idle 

former combatants in a post-conflict context, we have already seen that the DDR program in 

Sudan has a rationale that is only partially derived from this aim. Special needs groups are 

included in the programme for humanitarian reasons, while the two official armies (SAF and 

SPLA) are targeted for the purpose of proportional downsizing. The only target group 

included purely from a security perspective were the OAGs, but their inclusion became 

blurred along the line. By the time the DDR program actually started, the fighters affiliated to 

OAGs had already been integrated into the SPLA as official soldiers, following the Juba 
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Declaration, as was discussed in the previous chapter. In all the DDR documentation produced 

over the past few years, this fact is simply ignored and the OAGs are mentioned as a target 

group for DDR, though the procedure for selecting them is not specified. The SPLA had 

started paying their soldiers salaries, and it is difficult to see how active soldiers would be 

willing to give up their job for an uncertain civilian life and an unclear reintegration 

programme. In the previous chapter we have seen that even disabled soldiers were keen on 

staying in the army, so the question that poses itself is: who was the SPLA selecting for the 

DDR program? 

As selection of the participants as well as their disarmament was being done by the 

SPLA, UN staff as well as DDR commission staff had little idea of how both selection and 

disarmament were being carried out. The UN DDR chief explained in an interview that:  

“The selection of participants for DDR is the responsibility of the DDR Commissions and the 

respective armies. As a consequence, the UN currently does not have a clear idea as to how the 

candidates are being selected, and which kind of people end up in the DDR program. That is 

why an independent assessment is being planned to c larify who the DDR participants are, and 

to map their specific needs.” 

 – Chief of UN DDR Unit (interviewed June 2009) 

 

At the time the DDR process in Damazin started, UN policy makers were entirely clueless 

regarding the selection process and were asking themselves the same question: who are the 

participants? As said, most of the ex-combatants at the demobilization site were women and 

disabled and clearly fell into the special needs groups. But none of the ones I spoke to were 

actually in active service prior to being selected. All the women, disabled and “regular” male 

ex-combatants I interviewed, had left the SPLA after the CPA, and some even well before the 

CPA was signed: 

 

“My husband was a captain [in the SPLA]. He died in 1993. After he died, the SPLA 

commanders talked to all the widows and advised them to go to the UN camps and get 

education for the children. I went to Itang camp [refugee camp in Ethiopia].”   

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“Once, I walked on a mine. My foot was destroyed. I had to go to Lokichikio. I stayed in the 

hospital there for 3 months. Then, I went to Kakuma [refugee camp in Kenya]. I decided to go 

to school there. There was a school for refugees. I stayed in Kakuma from 2000. I stayed there 

until the peace was signed.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Given that four years had already passed since the signing of the CPA, these people must have 

already found a way to survive without DDR. Indeed, it seemed that the interviewees had 

found a way to support themselves: 
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“After the peace, I went to Charkola camp in Blue Nile state. I stayed for a year, until 2006. 

Then, I went to Kurmuk. I built a house there together with my children, we cut the woods 

ourselves. And we made a small place for tea. That is how I survived. My children now are 

between 9-20 years old. They are all in school.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“When I heard about the peace, I planned to go back to my family. I wanted to become a 

teacher and to see my family. I went to Jinti in 2005, and I found my family there. I found a 

little job as a teacher to small children. I work there every day accept Sunday. I like it, I plan to 

stay in teaching. The salary is 200 pounds per month, I divide it among the family. It‟s enough, 

I also have a garden and it helps me.” 

 – 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

  

“I was in Mabaan, during the war. The situation was very bad. The enemy was still fighting 

there. When the enemy comes, I joined the battalion to defend the village. When the fighting 

stopped, I started digging in my farm. I made my own farm in Mabaan. When the peace was 

announced on the radio, I was happy, because the war stopped.  I wanted to stay in Mabaan 

and arrange my farm for my family. I want to stay with the garden.”  

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“With the peace, we left to Gambela [area in Ethiopia]. We heard that there is a peace in 

Sudan. In 2006, I went from Gambela to Chali El Fil [village in Blue Nile State]. I found a 

land. I cultivate corn, sorghum, tomatoes, groundnuts, simsim and okra. I sell in the market. 

My family is with me. I built a house. I can support my family. It‟s difficult without my leg, 

but I do it.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In Kurmuk, I am now living with my family. My brother, mother, father and sisters. They still 

have the garden. I have no ID. I was registered in Kurmuk. I am looking for jobs, but without 

ID they don‟t allow you to work. So I thought, let me go back to school. I went back to school 

in Kurmuk.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

It then seems that the SPLA was not selecting its active soldiers for DDR. None of the 

interviewed soldiers were still official soldiers before they had been selected for DDR. All of 

the interviewed ex- combatants belonged to special needs groups and had already left the 

SPLA during the war. Most of them had become refugees. Since the CPA, they were 

struggling to build a livelihood in Sudan just like other returnees. But, despite their “special 

needs”, many succeeded. Although most of them were living in poverty, they were surviving 

through subsistence farming, a small business or even a job. Although they were vulnerable, 

by the time they were registered for the DDR programs, these ex-combatants were living a 

“normal life” according to Southern Sudanese standards. They were approached by the SPLA 
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to take part in the DDR program. Disarmament was not a necessity, and many participants 

said they did not even have a gun: 

 

“In 2008, the SPLA in Kurmuk announced the DDR program and told us who should register. 

I registered. I had no idea about the program, the items we were going to get, and the money. 

The first thing they mentioned is the disarmament. After that, there will be support for you. 

But I left the gun in Ethiopia a long time ago. It was not a problem. If you have a gun, you 

give it, if you don‟t, no problem.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“I left my gun with the SPLA when the peace was signed. That was it, I went back to my 

village. I was never registered in the SPLA.” 

– 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“Last year, I went to Ora market to find something. It was on 27-4-2008. An SPLA 

commander told us to register for DDR. Some of our friends went and told us. They put our 

name on a list.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I found this DDR program, because the commander in Kurmuk took us all in one place. They 

gave us an ID card for DDR. They told us to wait for DDR. I didn‟t know what it meant. They 

gave us the card only. I kept it in my bag, to wait until I need it. In Kurmuk, 2 weeks ago, I 

was collected to come and gather. I went there, and they put us on a truck to Damazin. They 

said that we are going to DDR. They told us we will receive one bag, some money, oil, salt 

and a blanket. They said we will stay in Damazin for a few days and then go back to Kurmuk. 

There, we will get grain. I don‟t know what will happen next.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

The DDR program in Blue Nile State had thus created the paradoxical situation that 

reintegrated former combatants were being mobilized to take part in DDR. After the peace, 

they had become disconnected from the SPLA, and were now re-connected for taking part in a 

DDR program, which has been stripped from a security-enhancement policy to a humanitarian 

program. 

Despite the fact that the content of the reintegration program was unclear to most of 

the respondents, they generally liked the program that was offered at the demobilization site. 

They considered the reinsertion package very useful: 

“It‟s nice here, they are helping here. We are getting some money. I will use it for food. I will 

buy sorghum, because there is nothing growing in my garden now. Also, I will buy milk for 

the small baby. Now, my wife‟s breast doesn‟t have milk. I will buy clothes. My children 

don‟t have clothes, but in school their clothes are free. And I will buy soap to wash them. I 

will hide the money in my house.” 

 – 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“The money I will use for clothes and shoes for my family. We don‟t have anything. And 

because my father died, he can‟t help us. The garden is still waiting for the rain to start. I liked 

the program today. I am happy, I‟m enjoying with my people in DDR. They gave us many 

things. Before, I didn‟t have anything.”  

 – 35 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

As participants had already left the SPLA, and “reinserted” into civilian life long ago, the 

reinsertion packages obviously did not achieve their goal of providing immediate support to 

combatants released from duty. That does not mean that the package was not useful to the 

participants. Most respondents anticipated spending their money on basic need s: food, clothes, 

soap. This shows how vulnerable participants are, most of whom were living in extreme 

poverty. But in this respect, unfortunately, they do not differ from the majority of Southern 

Sudanese, which makes it questionable whether they form a justified target group for a 

humanitarian program. 

 While we saw that most participants in the program had managed to build a livelihood, 

some were still looking for work: 

 

“In the future, I hope God will give me something very good. I hope education. I would like to be 

a teacher for the children. In my heart, I like to get a job first, then I will try to find a wife. Now, I 

have no cows and no goats. An army job will be a job too, they are getting salaries now. But I am 

disabled, I can‟t move from place to place. I looked for a job in hospitals. And I like to work there 

where they give the grain to the people, like in UNHCR. I would also like to start a garden, but I 

have no seeds, but I have a land.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Jobs are scarce, and generating employment requires the development of a private sector. 

Currently, the GoSS and the SPLA are South Sudan‟s largest employers, and this respondent 

actually indicates that he would take a job in the SPLA. DDR is of course not, and should not 

be designed to create a private sector.  It merely aims at filling the void created by the lack of 

employment for the specific target group of ex-combatants, that potentially pose a security 

threat.  

 In conclusion, it seems that the selection of participants for DDR in Damazin was 

based on only one out of the three policy-aims of the DDR process in Sudan: supporting 

special-needs groups. Targeting the OAGs for DDR had already been dropped during four 

years of deliberation, and the rationale of proportional downsizing was not being translated 

into the selection of participants during the implementation of the DDR program in Damazin. 

However, the SPLA was anticipating entering active soldiers into the program in a later stage 

of the DDR program, as is explained by the South Sudan DDR Commission‟s Director of 

Programmes, who is a Lieutenant Colonel in the SPLA:  



176 

 

“We are supposed to demobilize 90.000 of the SPLA. We put the priority with the special 

needs groups. They are the most vulnerable. The next phase is the voluntary leaving of the 

army by others. Even me, I would like to get out and start some sort of business. If I got the 

assistance, I will do it.”  

– Head of programmes South Sudan DDR Commission  (Interviewed March 2009) 

 

As no criteria have yet been set for the inclusion of active soldiers into the DDR program, the 

next phase of the program is likely to become messy. Some may be selected for DDR, while 

they prefer to keep their job in the army. Others may wish to leave with assistance, but may 

not be selected. If clear criteria are not set and communicated before the selection of 

candidates starts, the provision of assistance to active soldiers leaving the army may very well 

cause resentment among soldiers.  

 

5.2.4 Rethinking DDR in South Sudan 

The DDR program under the CPA has failed. Though the UN peacekeeping mission could 

have used its limited mandate more pro-actively to push the process forward, the potential 

success thereof is questionable given the political reality: both parties to the co nflict are 

preparing for a renewed military confrontation, and are keen to keep their (essential) soldiers 

mobilized. The SPLA was unwilling to concretize the CPA‟s DDR modalities into 

programming until certain ceasefire modalities – i.e. the withdrawal of SAF troops to the 

north of the north-south border – were completely implemented. In the context of such a 

volatile peace agreement, one could debate if DDR can have any meaning at all. What would 

a DDR program look like that could have been successfully implemented in this context? 

 On the side of the SPLA, despite the likelihood of a return to war, the demobilization 

of vulnerable groups – in the CPA even referred to as non-essentials – should really have been 

welcomed by the movement. Receiving donor-assistance to release non-essential staff in a 

responsible way, preventing them from ending up on the SPLA payroll, facilitates the 

transformation from a rebel movement to a professional army. This aspect of the DDR process 

was thus in the interest of the SPLA – as well as getting it started immediately after the CPA, 

before salaries were starting to be paid. The same goes for non-essential and / or unqualified 

OAG fighters that were being brought into the SPLA after the Juba Declaration. A DDR 

program that would have facilitated the rejection of unqualified soldiers, again, preventing 

them from becoming part of the payroll, would have fit the transformation from a guerilla 

movement into a professional army. If these elements of the DDR process had been 

implemented in a timely manner, the context of deteriorating peace would not likely have 

formed an obstacle. Failure of these aspects of the DDR program can thus not be ascribed to 

the obstructive post-conflict context. The target of proportional downsizing of the armed 

forces on both sides of the agreement, however, seems a lost cause against the background of 

a looming resumption of military conflict.  
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A feasible DDR process in South Sudan should thus have been linked to broader Security 

Sector Reform strategies, centering around the professionalization of the SPLA. Enhancing 

the security situation in Sudan on the long term requires a strong state, with a functioning 

security apparatus. DDR could have been integrated into this objective in a few ways. Firstly, 

by facilitating the release of vulnerable non-essentials immediately after the CPA, preventing 

their absorption into the SPLA structure. Secondly, by facilitating the rejection of unqualified 

OAG fighters immediately after the Juba Declaration. None of this was done, and given the 

current reality of severely delayed activities, it is necessary to rethink the relevance any DDR 

process could still have in South Sudan. US$ 430 million is anticipated to be spent on the 

DDR process during the next three years, US$ 88.3 of which has already been pledged by 

donors, and it seems unwise to spend such an amount of money on a cripple humanitarian 

program, especially since humanitarian needs in South Sudan are vast among the whole 

population. At the same time, dropping DDR altogether seems politically unviable, since 

promises have been made and expectations have been raised. How could the DDR program be 

redesigned to be effective? In other words, which ex-combatants really form a security threat, 

in the current – changed – security environment, and form a legitimate target group for 

reintegration assistance? 

 First of all, there are the “wounded heroes”, who were already discussed in the 

previous chapter. They had been promised assistance, but never received any due to delays in 

the DDR process, and inability of the SPLA to assist them in the meantime. The wounded 

heroes are armed and highly organized, despite their disabilities : there are a few wounded 

heroes battalions across South Sudan. While some have succeeded to be placed on the payroll 

as regular soldiers, delays in the organization of assistance have led many to become 

desperate, angry and suspicious. They have come to form a security threat as a result of the 

belated DDR process and thus still form an important target group for DDR that requires 

attention quickly.  

In addition to the wounded heroes, who are actually part of the target group for DDR, 

there are two new groups that could form a legitimate target for DDR. These are not 

mentioned in the CPA, as they have come to form a potential security threat only recently. 

Firstly, there are disgruntled former SPLA soldiers who have left the movement angrily as a 

result of corruption. As we have seen in the previous chapter, corruption regarding the 

payment of salaries had led some soldiers not to have been paid for months, after which they 

left. Their grievances against the SPLA, especially if perceived to be a form of tribal 

discrimination, could turn violent. DDR could be used to appease these ex-combatants, 

preventing them from becoming a security threat. Secondly, since the CPA new armed groups 

have formed in South Sudan that form a real threat to human security. Militias formed by 

minority tribes have caused violence in Upper Nile, Jonglei state and most of the Equatorian 
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states.258 While this is partially a result of incomplete integration of OAGs into the SPLA, 

newly mobilized fighters are also involved.259 In many places, the violence is a mixture of 

cattle-raiding, militarized territorial disputes, and sheer banditry. The DDR program could be 

used as a tool in the resolution of these conflicts, although it will not suffice in its current 

form. It would have to become part of a community-based security policy, much like what 

was set out in the IDDRP. The GoSS current approach of forcible disarmament is likely to 

exacerbate the conflicts.  

 As for OAG fighters who have already been integrated into the SPLA and the GoSS 

civil forces, and are receiving salaries, it is unlikely that they will be willing to be released 

through DDR in their current situation. Given the unavailability of alternative employment 

opportunities, and the temporary nature of DDR assistance, staying employed as an official 

soldier, police officer or prison guard is likely to be preferred. As one respondent expresses it: 

”In the army I have job security. Even in NGOs it‟s just one-year contracts and you don‟t 

know what will happen after that. Here, I know if I am dismissed, I will receive a pension.”  

– SPLA policy advisor 

 

The problem posed by the payment of salaries to all the people employed in the GoSS security 

sector will have to be solved differently. For example, through the elimination of ghost 

positions, or simply by imposing income tax or lowering the salaries in the higher ranks. Lack 

of qualifications and skills on the side of integrated OAG-fighters will require appropriate 

training. To be relevant, the DDR program in South Sudan should thus be part of a 

comprehensive Security Sector Reform strategy, that acknowledges the reality that has 

evolved since the CPA. However, given the current design of the DDR programme, its impact 

on the security situation in South Sudan is highly questionable.  

 

5.3 DDR policy under the ESPA (Eastern Sudan) 

5.3.1.1 DDR modalities and realities in the East 

Given the weak military position of the armed groups in the East, circumstances are more 

favorable for implementing the DDR process than in the South, where parties are preparing 

for renewed war. As was discussed in the previous chapter, the ESPA stipulates the complete 

dissolvement of the Eastern Front militia and offers fighters a clear choice. They can either 

choose to be employed in the Sudanese army or police forces, or reintegrate into civilian life 

by taking part in the DDR process. According to the ESPA, the Government of Sudan is 

responsible for the DDR process in the East and the CPA-mandated North Sudan DDR 

Commission was to execute the program. For the integration of fighters into the army, the 

agreement mandates a Joint Committee for Integration, in which the Eastern Front is to be 
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represented. The UN peacekeeping mission has no mandate for monitoring the ESPA, which 

made UNDP the lead agency for providing support to the DDR process in the East. The 

process as laid down in the ESPA is relatively straightforward: fighters were to gather in five 

assembly areas within 90 days after the signing ceremony. There, they were to be disarmed, 

registered for either integration or DDR, and received reinsertion assistance. The reintegration 

component was then to start within another three months.260 

 The encampment, disarmament and reinsertion of 5000261 former fighters started soon 

after the agreement was signed (early 2007) and respondents received 500 Sudanese Pounds 

(equivalent to US$250) to meet their immediate needs before reintegration would start. But 

after that, the reintegration component of the program got s idetracked. In theory, the DDR 

program in the East offered three tracks to the participants: qualified ex-combatants could opt 

for being given a job, while others could choose to be assisted in setting up a small business, 

or to start up a rural livelihood. That assistance would consist of a start-capital and relevant 

training. The reintegration program would be run by the regional DDR commissions, who 

would contract local NGOs to execute the program. Funding was provided by donors through 

UNDP, who thus obtained some leverage to shape and monitor the program. Unfortunately, 

this did not result in timely implementation of the reintegration program. By the time I visited 

Kassala in October 2008, 2 years after the ESPA was signed, the DDR Commission and the 

UNDP were still in the process of selecting local partners for execution of the program. 

Slowness on the side of donors to provide funding for the process was one reason for the 

delay. Interference by the UN peacekeeping mission, exercising pressure on the DDR 

Commission and UNDP to align the DDR process in the East to the DDR process under the 

CPA was another. But whoever was to blame, the result of the delay has been that the DDR 

process in the East has become heavily politicized: 

“The people in the DDR commission have no relation with the fighters. They are very late 

with their projects. This is part of a political tactic: the NCP wants the fighters to believe that 

their leaders have forgotten about them, now that they have positions in Khartoum. 

Meanwhile, their leaders are fighting in Khartoum to get the DDR process ahead.”  

– Deputy chairman of the Beja Congress (interviewed January 2009) 

 

During my visit to Kassala, Rashaida men were protesting in front of the office of the DDR 

commission, demanding to be given what they had been promised. Unfortunately, I could not 

interview any of them, as I was apprehended by the Security Service, and told to leave 

Kassala immediately. A few months later, I travelled to Port Sudan, in Red Sea State, where I 

did manage to interview former fighters, whose narratives we have been analyzing in the 

previous chapters. 
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5.3.2 Fighters’ perceptions of the DDR process 

In Port Sudan, the state DDR commissioner turned out to be a retired general from the 

Sudanese army, who had himself been stationed in Eastern Sudan during his active service: 

 

“I am a general in the Sudanese Armed Forces. I am now in this position, because I am retired. 

I used to fight here in South Tokar against the Eastern Front. Some of their fighters are former 

soldiers of mine. But, there are no problems between me and them now. They embraced me.”  

– Head of the DDR Commission in Red Sea State 

 

In reality, the Eastern Front fighters did not embrace him. Rather, his appointment led to 

suspicion and added to a general feeling of being ridiculed. In combination with the slow 

progress of the reintegration programme and lack of implementation of other aspects of the 

ESPA, the general perception was that DDR was just another empty promise from the 

government. 

 

“I work in the market now. I‟m in the DDR program, but after we gave our gun, they did not 

give us money and no jobs as they promised us.”  

– 33 year old male respondent from Kassala 

 

“After the peace, some people went to join the army (SAF) and some went into DDR. I didn‟t 

want to go to the army. I don‟t like the military. And this army is NCP [National Congress 

Party], I don‟t want to work for them. So, I went to DDR. They said they are going to give us 

money and jobs. But we got nothing so far. We handed in our weapon, and got 500 SDG. This 

is little money, it was finished quickly. My family can eat from this money for only two 

months, maybe.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“The DDR program did not help us. We were supposed to get jobs, but we are still waiting. 

The DDR said they will find us jobs and they will give us money. So far, we just got 500 

pounds when we handed in our weapon. After that, nothing. I went there a few times to ask, 

but they said they have nothing.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State  

 

The above respondents were all higher educated and took the “job-referral track” of the 

reintegration program. They were supposed to be given jobs in the petroleum companies that 

have their offices in Port Sudan, but were still waiting. Other tracks of the program had started 

late 2008, after my visit to Kassala. Yet, these programs were executed poorly as one 

respondent explains: 

 

“After the disarmament, we waited one year to get the card. Then we had to chose a project. 

Either you chose a project, or to get a job. Most were interested to get jobs, but they chose 
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projects anyway, because that one was working. I chose to start a small shop. I got 2500 SDG 

[equivalent to US$1250] to start it. This was in December 2008. Some people were in a project 

to start cattle raising or a small farm. They spent their 2500 SDG on a sheep, and after that 

nothing happened. This money is not even enough to really start something. You can maybe 

buy one camel or one cow. And then what? My money is finished now, I still don‟t have a 

shop. There was no training for shops. There was only a training for two weeks for driving.  

No one [from DDR] asks how things are going, no one checks what you are doing with the 

money. There is no follow-up. When you read the pamphlet of the DDR program, it looks very 

nice. The projects are suitable, but after that it was just frustration. It was just a pamphlet.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

While programs eventually did get started, they were executed so poorly that the ir 

sustainability can be questioned. Without appropriate training and support in starting a 

livelihood, providing a start-up budget in itself will not suffice to build a sustainable 

livelihood, as becomes clear from the respondent‟s account above. For the fighters who chose 

to be integrated into the Sudanese security sector, things got moving fairly quickly after the 

disarmament was completed. However, they were not all satisfied with their situation: 

 

“In 2007 I came to Port Sudan . I came to the police and took training for one year about the 

police. I didn‟t get a rank. In 2008, I finished the training. I am working in the police now, and 

my salary is 200 SDG per month. This is not enough. I want to get money to eat. From the 

Eastern Front I get nothing. They don‟t do anything for us. Even during the war, when some of 

our fighters died, they didn‟t do anything. Their big mistakes are: One: there were no ranks in 

the army. They didn‟t arrange that for us. Two: There was no support for us since 2007.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

When fighters were integrated into the SAF and the police force, they were given ranks on the 

basis of their qualifications, as judged by the receiving institutions. Many were placed in the 

lower ranks, like the respondent above, which formed a disappointment. Some fighters were 

considered unqualified to even be accepted into the army or the police and were rejected 

altogether. The DDR process did not accept new participants after the disarmament was 

completed, so they were not eligible for reintegration support.   

 The DDR process in the East has created widespread dissatisfaction among former 

combatants from the Eastern Front. Dissatisfaction was felt among those who never got the 

jobs they were promised to get, among those who were given a start-up budget to build a 

livelihood, and among those who were transferred to positions in the Sudanese security sector, 

and who were receiving salaries. They were mostly disappointed in their own leadership, who 

they felt no longer cared about them now that they had been given positions in the 

government. Further, except for those integrated into the security sector, most had no work, or 

were working on a day-to-day basis. Adding the lack of implementation of the other 
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provisions of the ESPA, many were interested to return to war, as we have seen in the 

previous chapter. They were dissatisfied with the government and their own leadership. Some 

were trying to reestablish ties with the Eritrean government, to reengage them into the Eastern 

conflict, and start a new rebellion. The DDR program in the East has thus not prevented the 

creation of a large group of idle former Beja Congress262 combatants, who are looking for 

ways to restart the conflict. They are not likely to succeed in obtaining Eritrean support for a 

new rebellion, and they are even less likely to reorganize themselves within Sudan, given the 

tight grip the national government has on this region. This will also diminish the opportunities 

for organized crime and, indeed, criminality in North Sudan is generally low.263 There were 

rumors that some former fighters had gone to Darfur to join the ranks of the Justice and 

Equality Movement (JEM),264 but I could not confirm if these rumors were true. That Eastern 

Sudan has not experienced violence caused by former combatants, is thus not the result of the 

DDR program.  

 

5.4 Conclusions 

5.4.1 On the relevance of DDR 

DDR is a relatively young area of policy intervention and there is currently no systematic 

evidence regarding its exact contribution to the goal of reducing post-conflict insecurity.265 It 

is, however, becoming clear that DDR and Security Sector Reform cannot facilitate a 

transition from war to peace on their own, and their very success depends heavily on the 

political and security dynamics of the post-conflict environment.266 Yet, evidence on „what 

works‟ (and what does not) remains anecdotal and based on single case-studies – such as this 

research. It would, therefore, not be appropriate to draw general conclusions on the value of 

DDR in reducing post-conflict insecurity based on the data presented in this chapter. Drawing 

such conclusions on the basis of the poor results in Sudan would also be unfair. Both DDR 

processes in Sudan have failed so grandiosely in operational terms, that they provide weak 

cases for analyzing the effectiveness of DDR more generally. In South Sudan no DDR project 

had even started during the four years that went by since the CPA and there was simply 

nothing concrete to analyze. In the East, the program was executed so poorly that it hardly 

consisted of more than providing an amount of cash, which cannot reasonably be expected to 

be enough for former fighters to start up a sustainable livelihood. It would be wrong to 
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conclude that DDR is a useless policy tool, simply because DDR policy makers in Sudan 

failed to turn it into a useful policy tool and to start up programs timely. In the South as well 

as the East there was a clear niche for DDR programs, which shows the relevance of DDR in 

(different) post-conflict environments. In the case of the East, if started timely and 

implemented thoroughly, the DDR program could have prevented former fighters from 

becoming idle and angry, looking for ways to restart the conflict. In the South, if aligned with 

the integration of the OAGs into the SPLA (the SPLA‟s own DDR process) and designed and 

implemented timely, the process could have facilitated a sustainable transition of the SPLA 

from a guerilla army into a professional one.  

The Sudanese experience points out the importance of political management of DDR. 

In the case of South Sudan, some DDR modalities in the CPA severely limited the space for 

policy makers to design a relevant DDR process. Under the umbrella of “national ownership”, 

the DDR process had been mandated to national actors, leaving the UN with not much more 

than an assisting role. At the same time, the CPA only contained a vague outline of the DDR 

process, postponing the actual design of the program to the implantation phase. With already 

limited leverage to guide the political process of designing and implementing DDR under the 

CPA, the UN peacekeeping mission further suffered from its own organizational culture that 

structurally puts disengaged bureaucrats in charge of processes that require strong political 

management. Added together, the DDR process ended up in an impasse, with the SPLA itself 

managing the most important target group: the tribal militia. Despite an obstructive post-

conflict environment in which both parties were building up military strength, it seems that 

more could have been achieved in four years, had there been strong political management of 

the process. Hesitance and risk-avoidance on the side of donors also did not do much to 

facilitate the peacekeeping mission to use the little leverage it had. Altogether, the 

international community‟s engagement in the DDR process in Sudan forms a poor example 

from which operational and managerial lessons can be drawn, but which does not bring us 

further in evaluating the content of DDR programming. 

Returning back to the micro level of individual fighters, the failure of DDR in Sudan 

creates a “control-group” of ex-combatants: fighters who returned to civil life without 

assistance. On the basis of the accounts of ex-combatants who were mobilized for DDR in 

Blue Nile State, one can wonder if DDR is really necessary. We encountered ex-combatants 

missing an arm or a leg, but nonetheless managed to start cultivation, a business, or found a 

job. They were supporting their families and putting their children to school. One could 

conclude from these cases that ex-combatants simply do not need support for their 

reintegration into civilian life. On the other hand, it must be noted that that South Sudan has 

unmistakably experienced an increase in violence since the signing of the CPA, mainly caused 

by tribal clashes and cattle raids.267 Yet, it is not known to what extent this is caused by 
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former SPLA fighters, and thus we do not know if the upsurge in violence could have been 

prevented with a timely and well-targeted DDR program. This research is also unable to shed 

light on that question, as I did not interview individuals who were involved in tribal clashes or 

criminal activity. I do suspect that the SPLA has prevented a potentially more catastrophic 

upsurge in tribal conflicts by integrating the former militia into the GoSS security sector, 

providing them with a job and an income, while the DDR process – that was supposed to 

facilitate militia fighters‟ return to civilian life – was completely stuck. It is then not the 

international community with its DDR bureaucracy who have proven the relevance of targeted 

programming for former combatants in the aftermath of conflict, but the SPLA: the only 

DDR-like process that has been implemented in South Sudan after the CPA, which can 

credibly claim to have been relatively successful, was actually initiated and managed by the 

SPLA without foreign assistance.  

Furthermore, the situation in Eastern Sudan clearly shows that lack of DDR can indeed 

create idleness among former fighters, that could also result in renewed conflict: idle fighters 

in the East –mainly those affiliated to the Beja Congress – showed a clear appetite for 

renewed war. But it also shows that DDR alone is not likely to be enough. For the interviewed 

former combatants, seeing real results in the implementation of the ESPA and strong political 

action from their leadership was considered at least equally relevant as having their own 

socio-economic needs met. This strongly correlates with the observation that most fighters of 

Eastern movements joined the fight out of strong political convictions. Much like recent 

studies have indicated, ensuring political participation of former combatants during the 

implementation phase of a peace agreement is as crucial as it has been underestimated. 268 In 

Eastern Sudan, this does not only imply a need for creating democratic vehicles for voicing 

dissent within the military-political opposition groups themselves; it also links the 

reintegration of soldiers to a broad process of democratization in North Sudan for which the 

CPA lays the foundation. This includes a stronger position of the National Assembly, the 

strengthening of free press, reforms in the judiciary system, and free and fair general elections. 

And the implementation of these aspects of the CPA has been structurally obstructed by al 

Bashir‟s regime, under the silent eye of the international community.   
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6 Concluding remarks 

6.1 Towards a comprehensive theory on the motivation of actors in civil war 

Since the mid 1990s, social scientists have increasingly engaged themselves in debating the 

causes and cures of civil wars. Theorists who emphasize the rationality of civil wars by 

pointing towards the role of natural resources have been criticized for their one-dimensional 

approach that overlooks the complex interplay of economic, political, and social factors 

during civil wars. These days, the greed-grievance debate seems to be reaching a point of 

synthesis, as more and more studies are integrating economic factors into more comprehensive 

analyses of wars. This has brought forth some insightful studies that do justice to the 

complexity of civil wars. 

Yet, although the greed-grievance debate has instigated innovative research into civil 

wars at the macro-level, micro level motivations for rebellion are still under-researched. What 

has become clear from this research, is that the universalism assumed by both the econometric 

approach to civil wars as by the „New Wars‟ perspective, does not hold. Participation in armed 

rebellion cannot be universally ascribed to greed, as these two theories assume. Likewise, it 

can not be universally attributed to grievance or any other motivation. Different peop le join 

different armed movements for different reasons. In South Sudan, the insecurities resulting 

from intense fighting caused large groups to join the SPLA, seeking protection and some form 

of control over their lives. Forced recruitment created another important source of young 

fighters, but was inevitably limited to the areas that were under the movement‟s control. In 

Eastern Sudan, strong identification with movements‟ political goals motivated young men to 

fight. As Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein conclude after analyzing recruitment by 

armed movements in Sierra Leone:  

Given the powerful evidence for multiple paths to participation in Sierra Leone, we believe 

that the debate now needs to shift from battles over the supremacy of particular theories to a 

concerted analysis of the conditions under which distinct strategies of recruitment are pursued 

by different groups at different times.
269

 

 

In my view, such a comparative approach mainly requires more collection of empirical data 

below the macro-level, to which this research has aimed to contribute. In addition, I believe 

that the careful analysis of failed rebellions deserves a crucial place on the research agenda.  

 

 

6.2 Moving beyond resource-reductionist DDR 

While the greed paradigm in conflict research is being nuanced by more comprehensive 

approaches to civil wars, this nuance is yet to tickle down to policy makers involved in post-
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conflict security policies. DDR programs still suffer from economic reductionism, 

emphasizing material aspects of rebellion. DDR programs focus on the collection of hardware 

and reintegration programs are limited to the provision of socio-economic support. Although 

program documents often take a more comprehensive approach and, for example, refer to the 

psychological needs of ex-combatants, these aspect often get lost in actual programming. This 

is also the case in Sudan, where the IDDRP mentions the provision of psychosocial support as 

a key component of DDR programming, though this is not operationalized in the Multi Year 

DDR Strategy. Of course, since the implementation of the DDR program in Sudan is severely 

delayed, it is too soon to tell what programs will actually look like in practice. 

 DDR programming is informed by an image of fighters that is derived from the greed 

paradigm, assuming that former rebels can be appeased by attaching economic incentives to 

demobilization. This economic reductionist approach to reintegration overlooks non-economic 

motivations that exist for individuals to be affiliated to armed movements. The armed 

movements studied in this research were not strong in providing material rewards, but they 

had many other things to offer. The SPLA provided relative protection in an extremely 

insecure environment. Educational opportunities existed within the movement along with a 

hierarchical structure offering real opportunities for upward social mobility in times when 

society had very little to offer. Armed movements in the East – most notably the Beja 

Congress and the SNA/SAF – offered politically interested young men a vehicle to voice 

opposition in times when the dictatorial rule was coercing silence. DDR does not address the 

broader set of opportunities that armed movements offer their members, but merely deals with 

the economic needs of ex-combatants.  

 Does this resource-reductionism limit the impact of DDR on post-conflict security? 

This question cannot be answered on the basis of this study, nor can it be answered on the 

basis of the current body of literature that exists on the topic. In order to gain insight in the 

effectiveness of DDR programs, I believe it is necessary for researchers to move beyond 

anecdotal single case-studies towards a more comparative approach. Assessing DDR 

effectiveness requires investigating the variation that exists in the content of DDR programs, 

the political-military contexts in which programs are implemented, organizational structures 

of the armed movements involved, and the target groups selected for DDR.  



187 

 

Bibliography 

 
ADDIS Ababa Agreement on the problem of South Sudan (1972). Accessible at 

www.splamilitary.net  
AFRICAN RIGHTS (1997) Food and Power in Sudan: A Critique of Humanitarianism. 

London: African Rigths 
AKOL, DR. L. (2008) SPLM / SPLA. Inside an African Revolution. Khartoum: Khartoum 
University Press 

ALDEN (2002) „Making Old Soldiers Fade Away: Lessons from the Reintegration of 
Demobilized Soldiers in Mozambique.‟ In: Security Dialogue Vol. 33(3): 341–356 

ALIER, A. (1990) Southern Sudan: Too many agreements dishonored. New York: Ithaca 
Press 
AROP, A.M. (2006) Sudan's Painful Road to Peace: A Full Story of the Founding and 

Development of SPLM/SPLA. Charlston: BookSurge Publishing 
BAAS, S. (2007) „Grondstof voor conflicten: de vloek van de olie in Soedan. ‟ In: 

Internationale Spectator 61.11 
BALLENTINE, K. AND NITZSCHKE, H. (2003) „Beyond Greed and Grievance: Policy 
Lessons from Studies in the Political Economy of Armed Conflict.‟ International Peace 

Academy Policy Report www.ipacademy.org  
BERDAL, M. (1996) „Disarmament and demobilization after civil wars.‟Adelphi Paper No. 

303. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press 
BERDAL, M. AND UCKO, D.H. (2009) „Introduction: The political reintegration of armed 

groups after war.‟ In: Berdal, M. and Ucko, D.H. (eds) Reintegrating armed groups after 
conflict. Politics, violence and transition. Oxon: Routledge  

BESHIR, M.O. (1975) The Southern Sudan: From Conflict to Peace. London: C. Hurst & Co. 
Ltd. 
BESHIR, M.O. (1968) Southern Sudan: Background to conflict. London: Hurst 

BLATTMAN, C. AND ANNAN, J. (forthcoming 2010) „On the nature and causes of LRA 
abduction: What the abductees say.‟ In:  Allen, T. and Vlassenroot, K. (forthcoming July 

2010) The Lord's Resistance Army, Myth and reality. London: Zed Books  
BØÅS AND DUNN (2007a) „Introduction‟ In: African Guerillas: Raging against the 
machine? Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.  

BØÅS AND DUNN (2007b) „African Guerilla Politics: Raging against the machine?‟ In: 
African Guerillas: Raging against the machine Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.  

BØÅS, M. AND HATLØY, A. (2008)  „Getting in, getting out :militia membership and 
prospects for re- integration in post-war Liberia‟ Journal of Modern African Studies, 46, 1 
(2008), pp. 33–55. 

BOSHOFF, H. & VREY, W. (2006) Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration During 
the Transition in Burundi : A Technical Analysis. ISS Monograph Series No 125, August 

2006 
BOURDIEU, P. (2003), Niche, R. (translator) Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement 
of Taste. Cambridge: Harvard University Press 

http://www.splamilitary.net/
http://www.ipacademy.org/


188 

 

BRAY, J. LUNDE, L AND MURSHED, S.M. (2003) Nepal. Economic Drivers of the Maoist 
Insurgency. In: Ballentine, K. and Sherman, J. (eds) (2003) The Political Economy of Armed 

Conflict: Beyond Greed and Grievance. Boulder: Lynne Rienner. 
BRETT, R. & SPECHT, I. (2004) Young Soldiers, why they choose to fight. Boulder: Lynne 

Rienner 
BRYMAN, A. (2004) Social Science Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press 
CLAPHAM, C. (1998a) Introduction: Analysing African Insurgencies. In: Clapham (ed) 

African Guerillas. Oxford: James Currey 
CLAPHAM, C. (1998b) „Rwanda: The Perils of Peacemaking‟ In: Journal of Peace Research, 

Vol. 35, No. 2, (Mar., 1998), pp. 193-210 
CLAPHAM, C. (2002) „ The challenge to the state in a globalized world‟ In: Development 
and Change, 33 (5), pp. 775-795 

CLAPHAM, C. (2007) African Guerillas revisited. In: African Guerillas: Raging against the 
machine? Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.  

COLEMAN, J.S. (1990) Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge: Mass Belknap 
COLLIER, P. (2000) „Rebellion as a Quasi-Criminal Activity‟ In: The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol. 44, No. 6, pp. 839-853 

COLLIER, P. AND HOEFFLER, A. (2002a) „Aid, policy and growth in post-conflict 
societies‟ In: European Economic Review 48 (2004) p. 1125 – 1145 

COLLIER, P. AND HOEFFLER, A. (2002b) „On the Incidence of Civil War in Africa‟ In: 
The Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 46, No. 1, Understanding Civil War, (Feb., 2002), pp. 
13-28 

COLLIER, P. AND HOEFFLER, A. (2004a), „Greed and Grievance in civil war‟ In: Oxford 
Economic Papers 56 (2004) p. 563-595 

COLLIER, P. AND HOEFFLER, A (2004b) „On the Duration of Civil war‟ In: Journal of  
Peace Research, Vol. 41, No. 3, (May, 2004), pp. 253-273 
COLLIER, P. AND SAMBANIS, N. (2002) „Understanding Civil War: A New Agenda‟ In: 

The Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 46, No. 1, Understanding Civil War, (Feb., 2002), pp. 
3-12 

COLLIER, P., ELLIOTT, V.L, HEGRE, H., HOEFFLER, A. REYNAL-QUEROL, M., SAMBANIS, N. 
(2003) Breaking the Conflict Trap. Civil War and Development Policy. New York: Oxford 
University Press 

COMPREHENSIVE Peace Agreement between the Government of the Republic of Sudan and 
the Sudan People‟s Liberation Movement / Sudan People‟s Liberation Army (2005).  

DALOZ, J.P. (2003) „“Big Men” in Sub-Saharan Africa: How Elites Accumulate Positions 
and Resources‟ In: Comparative Sociology, Vol 2, 1 
DEPARTMENT OF PEACEKEEPING MISSIONS (1999) Disarmament, Demobilization and 

Reintegration of Ex-Combatants in a Peacekeeping Environment: Principles and Guidelines.  
New York: Lessons Learned Unit, Department of Peacekeeping Operations.  

EASTERN SUDAN Peace Agreement between the Government of Sudan and the Eastern 
Front. Asmara, June 19, 2006 
EGGERS, D. (2006) What is the what? London: Penguin Books 

EVANS-PRITCHARD, E.E.(1969) The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and 
Political Institutions of a Nilotic People. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

EVANS-PRITCHARD, E.E.(1976) Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande.  
Oxford: Oxford University Press 



189 

 

FALTAS, S. (2001) „In Search of a "Best Practice" of Micro-Disarmament‟, in Faltas & Di 
Chiaro, eds, 2001. Managing the Remnants of War: Micro-Disarmament as an Element of 

Peace-Building. Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft .  
GARANG, J. (1992) edited by Mansour Khalid. The Call for Democracy in Sudan. London: 

Kegan Paul 
GAITSKELL, A. (1959) Gezira: A Story of Development. London: Faber 
GUÁQUETA, A. (2009) „The way back in. Reintegrting illegal armed groups in Colombia 

then and now.‟ In: Berdal, M. and Ucko, D.H. (eds) Reintegrating armed groups after conflict. 
Politics, violence and transition. Oxon: Routledge 

GEORGE, A. AND BENNETT, A. (2005) Case Studies and Theory Development in the 
Social Sciences. Cambridge: MIT Press  
GURR, T.R. (1970) Why men rebel. Princeton: Princeton University Press 

HOLT, P.M. (1970) The Mahdist State in the Sudan, 1881-98: A Study of Its Origins, 
Development and Overthrow. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

HOLT, P.M. AND DALY, M.W. (2000) A History of the Sudan: From the Coming of Islam to 
the Present Day. London: Longman 
HUMPHREYS, M. AND WEINSTEIN, J.M. (2004) What the fighters say. A Survey of Ex-

Combatants in Sierra Leone. Interim Report: July 2004. 
http://www.columbia.edu/~mh2245/Report1_BW.pdf  

HUMPHREYS, M. AND WEINSTEIN, J.M. (2005) Disentangling the Determinants of 
Successful Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration. http://www.columbia.edu  
HUMPHREYS, M. AND WEINSTEIN, J.M (2008) „Who fights? The Determinants of 

Participation 
in Civil War‟ In: American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 52, No. 2, April 2008, P.p. 436–

455 
HUTCHINSON, S. E. (1996) Nuer Dilemmas: Coping with Money, War and the State. 
Berkeley: 

University of California Press.  
HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH (2003) Sudan, Oil and Human Rights. Accessible at 

www.hrw.org  
HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH (2009) There is No Protection”. Insecurity and Human Rights in 
Southern Sudan. www.hrw.org  

IKV/PAX CHRISTI (2009) The State of Sudan‟s Comprehensive Peace Agreement Alert No.1 
September 2009. Accessible at www.ikvpaxchristi.nl/UK  

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2002a) Dialogue or Destruction? Organising for 
Peace as the War in Sudan Escalates. Africa report No. 48. Accessible at 
www.crisisgroup.org  

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2002b) God, Oil and Country: Changing the Logic of  
War in Sudan. Africa Report N°39. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org 

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2004) Sudan‟s Dual Crisis: Refocusing on IGAD.  
Africa Briefing No.19. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org  
INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2005a) The Khartoum – SPLM Agreement: Sudan‟s 

Uncertain Peace. Africa Report No.96. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   
INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2005b) Garang‟s Death: Implications for Peace in 

Sudan. Africa Briefing No 30. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   

http://www.columbia.edu/~mh2245/Report1_BW.pdf
http://www.columbia.edu/
http://www.hrw.org/
http://www.hrw.org/
http://www.ikvpaxchristi.nl/UK
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/


190 

 

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2006a) Sudan: Saving peace in the East. Africa Report 
N°102 Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2006b) Sudan‟s Comprehensive Peace Agreement: The 
Long Road Ahead. Africa Report No 106. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   

INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2008) Sudan‟s Comprehensive Peace Agreement: 
Beyond the Crisis. Africa Briefing N°50. Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   
INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP (2009) Jonglei‟s tribal conflicts: Countering insecurity 

in South Sudan.Africa Report N°154 Accessible at www.crisisgroup.org   
JOHNSON, D.H. (1998) The Sudan People‟s Liberation Army and the problem of 

factionalism. In: Clapham, C (ed) African Guerillas. Oxford: James Currey Ltd. 
JOHNSON, D.H. (2004) The Root Causes of Sudan‟s Civil Wars. Oxford: James Currey. 
OXTAM (2010) Rescuing the Peace in Southern Sudan. Joint NGO Briefing paper. 

www.oxfam.org 
JOK, J.M. AND S.E. HUTCHINSON (1999) „Sudan‟s prolonged second civil war and the  

militarization of Nuer and Dinka ethnic identities.‟ In: African Studies Review, Vol. 42, No. 2, 
pp. 125–45. 
JUBA DECLARATION on unity and intergration between the Sudan People‟s Liberation 

Army (SPLA) 
and the South Sudan Defence Forces (SSDF) January 8th 2006. Accessible at  

www.splamilitary.net  
KALDOR, M. (2006) New and Old Wars. Organized Violence in a Global Era. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press 

KALYVAS, S.(2001) „“New” and “Old” civil wars. A Valid Distinction?‟ In: World Politics 
54 (October 2001), 99–118 

KALYVAS, S. (2003)The Sociology of Civil Wars: Warfare and Armed Groups. New Haven, 
CT: Department of Political Science, Yale University. Accessible at 
www.smallarmssurvey.org  

KAMPHUIS , B.(2003) „Economic Policy for Building Peace‟ In: Junne, G & Verkoren, W. 
(eds.) Post-conflict development: meeting new challenges. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, Inc. 
KAMPWIRTH, K. (2003) Women and Guerrilla Movements: Nicaragua, El Salvador, 
Chiapas, Cuba. Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press 

KASFIR, N. (1977) “Southern Sudanese Politics since the Addis Ababa Agreement” In: 
African Affairs Vol.76 No. 303 

KINGMA, K. (1997) „Demobilization of combatants after civil wars in Africa and their 
reintegration into civilian life.‟ In: Policy Sciences 30: 151-165. 
KITTEL, B. (2006?) „A crazy methodology? On the Limits of Macro-Quantitative Social 

Science 
Research‟ In: International Sociology, September 2006, Vol 21(5): 647–677 

KHALID, M. (1992) Southern Sudan: Too Many Agreements Dishonoured. Baltimore: Paul 
& Co Pub Consortium 
KLEM, P. AND DOUMA, P. (2008) The struggle after combat. The Role of NGOs in DDR 

Processes: synthesis study. Cordaid: accessible at http://www.cordaid.nl/  
KNIGHT, M. AND ÖZERDEM, A. (2004) Guns, Camps and Cash: Disarmament, Demobilization 

and Reinsertion of Former Combatants in Transitions from War to Peace. In:Journal of Peace 
Research, Vol. 41, No. 4, (Jul., 2004), pp. 499-516 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.splamilitary.net/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.cordaid.nl/


191 

 

MKANDAWIRE, T. (2002) The terrible toll of post-colonial `rebel movements' in Africa: 
towards an explanation of the violence against the peasantry. In: Journal of Modern African 

Studies, 40, 2 (2002), pp. 181-215. 
MITCHELL, C.R. (1989) “Conflict Resolution and Civil War: Reflections on the Sudanese 

Settlement of 1972” George Mason University Center for Conflict Analysis and Resolution 
Working Paper 3. 
MUGGAH, R. (2005) „No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, 

Demobilization and 
Reintegration (DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-conflict Contexts‟ In: The Round Table 

Vol. 94, No. 379, 239 – 252 
MUGGAH, R. (2009) Introduction: the Emperor‟s clothes?‟ In: Muggah, R. (2009) (ed) 
Security and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: dealing with fighters in the aftermath of war. 

Oxon: Routledge 
MUGGAH, R. MOLLOY, D. AND HALTY, M. (2009) „(Dis)Integrating DDR in Sudan and Haiti? 

Practitioners views on overcoming integration inertia.‟ In: Muggah, R. (2009) (ed) Security 
and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: dealing with fighters in the aftermath of war. Oxon: 
Routledge 

MUGGAH, R. AND COLETTA, N.J. (2009) „Context matters: interim stabilisation and second 
generation approaches to security promotion.‟ In: Conflict, Security & Development, Volume 

9, Issue 4, pp 425 - 453 
MWANASALI, M. (2000). „The view from below.‟ In: Berdal, M and Malone, D.M. (eds) 
(2000) Greed and grievance. Economic agendas in civil wars. Boulder: Lynne Rienner 

NATSIOS, A. (2005) „Implementing the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in Sudan.‟ In: Yale 
Journal for International Affairs Summer/Fall 2005 pp. 89-98 

NEW SUDAN CENTRE FOR STATISTICS AND EVALUATION & UNICEF (2004) Towards a baseline: 
Best estimates of social indicators for Southern Sudan. Accessible at www.sudanarchive.net  
NEWMAN, E. (2004) „The “New Wars” Debate: A Historical Perspective is Needed.‟ In: 

Security Dialogue 2004; 35; 173 
NYABA, P.A. (1997) Politics of Liberation in Sudan: An Insider‟s View. Kampala: Fountain 

Publishers 
O‟BRIEN, A. (2009) Shots in the Dark: The 2008 South Sudan Civilian Disarmament 
Campaign. Small Arms Survey HSBA Working Paper 16. www.smallarmssurvey.org  

OLSEN, M. (1971) The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press 

ÖZERDEM, A. (2002) „Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration of Former 
Combatants in Afghanistan: Lessons Learned from a Cross-Cultural Perspective‟ In: Third 
World Quarterly, Vol. 23, No. 5, Reconstructing War-Torn Societies: Afghanistan, (Oct., 

2002), pp. 961-975 
PANTULIANO, S. (2002) Sustaining livelihoods across the rural- urban divide. Changes and 

challenges facing the Beja pastoralists of north-eastern Sudan. International Institute for 
Environment and Development: www.iied.org  
PANTULIANO, S (2006) „Comprehensive Peace? An Analysis of the Evolving Tension in 

Eastern Sudan‟ In: Review of African Political Economy No.110:709-720 
PANTULIANO, S  (2007) „From food aid to livelihoods support: Rethinking the role of WFP 

in Eastern 
Sudan.‟ In: Disasters, 2007, 31(s1): s77−s90.  

http://www.sudanarchive.net/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.iied.org/


192 

 

POGGO, S.S. (2009) The First Sudanese Civil War. New York: Palgrave Macmillan 
POOL, D. (1998) „The Eritrean People‟s Liberation Front‟ In: African Guerillas: Raging 

against the machine? Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.  
RICHARDS, P. (1996). Fighting for the Rain Forest. War, Youth & Resources in Sierra 

Leone. Oxford: James Currey 
ROBERTSON, C. AND MCCAULY, U. (2004) „The return and reintegration of 'child soldiers' in 
Sudan: the challenges ahead.‟ In: Forced Migration Review 21. Oxford: Refugee Studies 

Centre, Oxford University 
RODEN, D. (1974) „Regional Inequality and Rebellion in the Sudan.‟ In: Geographical 

Review Vol.64  No.4 
ROLANDSEN, Ø. (2005) Guerrilla Government: Political Changes in the Southern Sudan 
during the 1990s. Uppsala: Nordic Africa Institute.  

SALOMONS, D. (2005) Security: An Absolute Prerequisite. In: Junne, G & Verkoren, W. 
(eds.) Post-conflict development: meeting new challenges. Boulder: Lynne Rienner. 

SCHOMERUS, M. (2008) Violent Legacies: Insecurity in Sudan‟s Central and Eastern 
Equatoria. Geneva: Small Arms Survey. www.smallarmssurvey.org  
SEN, A.K. AND NUSSBAUM, M. (1993) The Quality of Life. Oxford: Clarendon Press 

SEN, A.K. (1999) Development as Freedom. Oxford: Oxford University Press 
SEN, A.K.(2006) „Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny‟ New York: W. W. Norton & 

Company 
SINGER, P. (2006) Children at War. New York: Pantheon 
SMALL, M. AND SINGER J.D. (1982) Resort to Arms: International and Civil War, 1816-1980. 

Beverly Hills: Sage 
SMALL ARMS SURVEY (2007) Anatomy of civilian disarmament in Jonglei State: recent 

experiences and implications. Sudan Issue Brief No. 3, 2nd edition. Geneva: Small Arms 
Survey. 
 www.smallarmssurvey.org  

SMALL ARMS SURVEY(2009) Supply and demand: Arms flows and holdings in Sudan. 
Sudan Issue Brief 15. Geneva: Small Arms Survey. www.smallarmssurvey.org  

SPEAR, JOANNE (2002) „Disarmament and Demobilization‟ In: Stedman, S.J., Rothchild, 
D.and. Cousens, E.M. (eds). Ending Civil Wars: The Implementation of Peace Agreements. 
Boulder, CO: Lynne 

Rienner.   
STEDMAN S.J. (2002) „Introduction‟ In: Stedman, S.J., Rothchild, D.and. Cousens, E.M. 

(2002) (eds). Ending Civil Wars: The Implementation of Peace Agreements. Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner.   
TÖNNIES, F. (2001) (translated by Harris, J.) Community and Civil Society. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 
UNITED NATIONS (2000) The Role of United Nations Peacekeeping in Disarmament, 

Demobilization and Reintegration. Report of the Secretary General to the Security Council. 
S/2000/101. 11 February.  
UNITED NATIONS MISSION IN SUDAN (UNMIS) (2005)  Interim Disarmament Demobilization 

and Reintegration Programme for Sudan (IDDRP) December 2005. / Internal policy document 
UNITED NATIONS (2006) Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 

Standards. http://www.unddr.org/iddrs/ 

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.unddr.org/iddrs/


193 

 

VLACHOVA, M. (2005) „Female Combatants: Dilution of Gender Barriers in Times of War.‟ 
In: Vlachova, M. and Biason, L. (2005) (eds) Women in an Insecure World: Violence against  

Women. Facts, Figures and Analysis. Geneva: Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of 
Armed Forces, 2005. 

VINES, A. (1998) „Disarmament in Mozambique‟ Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 
24, No. 1, Special Issue on Mozambique, (Mar., 1998), pp. 191-205 
DE WAAL, A. AND ABDEL SALAM (2004)  „Politics of destabilization in the Horn 1989-2001.‟ 

In: de Waal, A. (2004) (ed), Islamism and its Enemies in the Horn of Africa. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press 

WAKOSON, E.N. (1984) „The origin and development of the Anya-nya movement 195-
1872.‟ In: Beshir, M.O. (ed) Southern Sudan: Regionalism & Religion. Khartoum: Khartoum 
University Press 

WALTER, B. F. (2002) Committing to Peace. The Successful Settlement of Civil War. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press.  

WATERS, E. (2008) No standing, few prospects How peace is failing South Sudanese female 
combatants and WAAFG. Small Arms Survey Sudan Issue Brief No. 18. Geneva: Small Arms 
Survey. www.smallarmssurvey.org  

WEINSTEIN, J.M. (2007) Inside Rebellion. The politics of Insurgency violence. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  

WORLD BANK, UNITED NATIONS (2005) Joint Assessment Mission (JAM) Sudan. Vol. III. 
www.unsudanig.org  
WORLD FOOD PROGRAM SOUTH SUDAN (March, 2009) South Sudan Annual Needs and 

Livelihoods Assessment, 2008/2009 
YOUNG, J. (1996) „The Tigray and Eritrean Peoples Liberation Fronts: A History of Tensions  

and Pragmatism.‟ In: The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 34, No. 1, pp. 105-120 
YOUNG, J. (2006) The South Sudan Defence Forces in the Wake of the Juba Declaration. 
Geneva: Small Arms Survey, www.smallarmssurvey.org  

YOUNG, J. (2007a) The White Army: An Introduction and Overview. Geneva: Small Arms 
Survey, www.smallarmssurvey.org 

YOUNG, J. (2007b) Emerging North–South Tensions and Prospects for a Return to War. 
Geneva: Small Arms Survey, www.smallarmssurvey.org 
YOUNG, J. (2007c) Sudan People's Liberation Army: Disarmament in Jonglei and its 

Implications  
Institute for Security Studies: www.issafrica.org  

YOUNG, J. (2007d) Armed Groups Along Sudan‟s Eastern Frontier: An Overview and 
Analysis. Geneva: Small Arms Survey. www.smallarmssurvey.org 

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.unsudanig.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
http://www.issafrica.org/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/


194 

 

Appendix I – Example of a letter of authorization 
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Appendix II - Checklist interviews former combatants 

 

Background 

a. Name, Age, Gender, married / live with family, tribe, education 

b. Affiliated to which movement and since when? 

c. Enrolled in formal DDR program? 

 

1. Before joining the movement 

 

a. Which area did you live in before the war started? 

b. What was your main source of income / livelihood? 

c. What was the composition of the family you were part of and what was your role / 

responsibility? 

d. In your experience, what were the reasons the war started?  

e. What was the most important (political) issue in your opinion? 

f. What effects did the war have on your community and your life (e.g. security, 

livelihood, food security, death of a relative)? 

g. How did you get in touch with the rebel movement (e.g. as a result from active or 

forced recruitment by the movement / through peers who joined the movement / 

through own initiative)? 

h. What did you know about the activities of the movement and why did you decide to 

join?  

i. What alternatives were available to joining and why did you not prefer them? 

j. What was the community‟s (family / village) reaction to the decision to join?  

k. Why do you think some people from your village or family did not wan to join the  

l. movement, like you did? 

 

2. Fighting for the movement 

  

a. Was there some kind of formal registration in the movement? 

b. Did you follow training? What type? What did you think of it?  

c. Did you receive food, shelter and / or payments from the movement for fighting?  

d. What was your rank when you joined and what is your current rank in the movement? 

e. What was your responsibility? Were you involved in battles?  

f. Did you have to leave your family / community behind to fight for the movement? If 

so, did you maintain contact with them? 

g. Did you ever consider to leave the movement and e.g. go back to family / community?  
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h. What did you think of the leadership of the movement? E.g. Did you ever disagree 

with a  

decision that was made? 

i. During your time with the movement, have you ever done something you now feel that 

was wrong? 

 

3. After the peace 

 

a. Do you believe that the agreement resolved the issues you were fighting for?  

b. What did you do after the peace agreement (e.g. go back home /stay) and how have 

you maintained yourself? Did the movement provide anything?  

c. What (economic) options / opportunities do you have now? 

d. What opportunities are available in your family / community? 

e. Did you hand in you gun (disarmament)? 

f. How do you evaluate the option of a professional career in the army?  

g. How do you evaluate the prospect of returning to civil life?  
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Appendix III Example of an interview report  

[with all details enabling tracking of respondent deleted] 

 

Background 

41 years old, Uduk tribe, from [name of village], [name of locality], education until primary 5 

(Arabic school), Christian, married + 3 children 

Affiliated to the SPLA since 1986 – Rank: colonel 

Not in DDR 

 

1. Before joining the movement 

 

I am from [name of village] in [name of locality]. My father is a farmer. All my tribe are 

farmers. None of us work in the government. There is only one Uduk who was in the 

government army and he became a brigadier. But when they found out that he is Uduk, they 

fired him. In the civil service we also had very few from our tribe. We were farmers with 

small gardens [“how”], not mechanized farming. 99% percent from Uduk tribe is like this,  

 

We had a big problem in our area. In the summer we prepare our fields. You work on the land 

from March-April up to December. But we have nomadics. They enter the garden with their 

cattle and in only few minutes they eat everything. But then when you go to the police, the 

police will agree with them. They will say that he bought the land and then they will put the 

Uduk in prison. When you fight with those who ruined your garden, they will put you in 

prison. We know that the only one who has cattle in this area is the Ingessana. But we don‟t 

have problems with them. So it was clear to us that is was the government who let the 

nomadics come to our land. And they know exactly when to come, because Simsim [sesame] 

grows early in the year. When we were growing up, these problems were occurring. When we 

joined the SPLA, we discovered that there is a problem in Sudan with the regime.  

 

In 1981 I was dismissed from school because I had a problem with the headmaster. After that, 

in 1984 I got married. Our first child was born in 1985, but died after 7 days. The second born 

reached 4 years and then died. The third born was a girl and she died in Nasir as a baby. She 

died because there was not enough food. I was separated from her and her mother after the 

SPLA split in Nasir. They ended up on the wrong side of the river.  

 

In 1983 the SPLA started. In 1985 they came to Blue Nile State. I was a youth. I remember it 

exactly. It was on 2 November 1985. They came under the command of Karbinio Guanin Bol. 

I was married then and had had one child. I also had a farm and I was very involved in the 

church. We had the same problem with the nomadics. When we heard the news about the 

SPLA in the radio, we thought this is only in Southern Sudan. In 1984, Malik Agar had 
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already joined. He came under the command of Karbinio. They were making a mobilization 

across the Sudan and came to [name of village] in 27 November 1985.  

 

The Sudan government thought the SPLA was Christian people who came to take over. They 

came and attack Uduk villages, because the Uduk are the only Christian tribe in Blue Nile 

State. They killed our women and girls. They burned the houses and the churches with people 

still inside. They killed and tortured those who belong to SPLA. But in the Muslim villages 

they just passed without doing anything. They targeted the Uduk.  

 

The first ones to join the SPLA were the ones who had lost their families. The first battalion 

was formed in 1986 of 238 Uduk people. They joined because the war made it unsafe for 

them. After their training, after one year, they came back to Blue Nile State. They fought in 

Barbaras. The government started to burn villages again and people from South Sudan in our 

village told us if we stay, the government will kill us. It was better to join them. 

 

That‟s why in 1987, the whole Uduk tribe joined the SPLA and the SPLA took the Uduk to 

Ethiopia to a refugee camp. This was the second battalion of Uduk and I was in that one. The 

camp where we went was called [name of camp]. I was trained in Ethiopia, in [name of 

training camp]. I graduated as a sergeant. In 1989 I went to the frontline in Kurmuk. In 1990, 

the Ethiopian movement freed the area of [name of camp] and our families left back to Sudan, 

to [name of village] near [name of locality]. We stayed there for six months and people were 

spread into Mabaan areas. Many of our people died, and many went on to Itang camp 

[Ethiopia]. 

 

Other tribes of Blue Nile State joined in 1997, when the SPLA came back. Only the Uduk 

joined early in the beginning of the war. 

 

2. Fighting for the movement  

 

In the training, some left. I guess they didn‟t want to be soldiers. Me, I also didn‟t want to be a 

soldier. It was not about being a soldier. When I was dismissed from school in 1981, some of 

my age mates were joining the government army and took training in Damazin. I didn‟t want 

to be a soldier then. But I became angry when they came and burned our villages and take our 

gardens. This made me join. I was sent to the frontline. I was not afraid. I don‟t feel anything. 

I know if I die, my people will be free. It was a liberation movement. It made me feel strong.  

 

I got 5 bullets, 2 are still in my body. Still I did not become afraid. You will only be afraid if 

you have something in your heart. If you know that what you‟re doing is the right thing, you 

know God will help you.  
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I never went to visit the refugee camp, so I did not get a chance to bury my mother when she 

died there. My father already died before, and I buried him. I never visited, I preferred to stay 

with the soldiers. If you go and visit, you may not come back. You may find girls, who are 

dressed very well, and stay there. I never preferred to visit the safe place for that reason. I tried 

to get permission to visit, but there was always missions.   

 

I jumped from rank to rank, because I was different from my colleagues. I even jumped 

passed some of my seniors. I was different because of my activities, and because I have a 

moral. When I was an officer, I had a strategic and tactic plan about the army. And I knew 

how to administer a platoon, a company (3 platoons ) and a battalion (+300 people). And as a 

colonel, I have 3 battalions. I was successful in missions. If there is an ambush or an attack, 

they sent me and I succeed.  

 

In 1991, I was in Kurmuk on the frontline. Then, there was the SPLA split in Nasir, and we 

refused to join Riek Machar‟s faction. We crossed the White Nile and I was separated from 

my wife and child. My daughter died because there was no food. We walked to the Nuba 

Mountains, to Bahr al Ghazal, and on to Western Equatoria. I saw all of Sudan and met all of 

the tribes. We lost many of the men. We were with 600 when we started on the frontline. We 

already lost 200 there. Some got sick, others died from bullets. We stayed in South Suda n 

until 1996, until we came back to Blue Nile State under the command of [name of 

commander]. There were only 200 of us left. Many of us were sick, wounded and weak. I was 

an officer then.  

 

In 1997, we captured Kurmuk, Mansha and Ghessan. Then people of Blue Nile started to join 

the movement. I never felt fed up with the movement, but at some point, [name of 

commander] saw that I was so active and he called me to come to the headquarters. He told 

me he wants me to go to school. He sent me to Addis Ababa to a computer course in 1998. I 

stayed 6 months, and I finished, but not very well. I didn‟t know English so well. I got the 

certificate, but it was burnt when my house was burnt a few years ago, by accident. All my 

documents were burnt.  

 

After that, I was sent to an English course in Nairobi. I finished it in 2002. After that, I went to 

work in [name of NGO]. I stayed until 2004. I was not happy, because I was feeling that I left 

my soldiers. I couldn‟t sleep well. I didn‟t enjoy. If I eat nice food, I think about my 

colleagues who are without food. Even without medicine and clothes. I am not well. I went 

back to join them in [name of locality] in December 2004. I only just put my uniform when 

the peace was signed in Naivasha.  
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I was following the negations in Nairobi, but I did not agree. It was not our aim to make a 

peace and to sign an agreement. It was our aim to get this regime out. I didn‟t agree with the 

signing of the CPA, but what can I do? This is our leadership. In my feeling, it was not 

something good. 

  

2. After the peace (Jan 2005) 

 

[name of commander] assigned me and [name of officer] and [name of officer] from [name of 

state], to go to [name of locality] to establish an SPLM office there. He picked me, because he 

knows that I cannot be changed with money or ladies. You know, in this time those of the 

NCP sometimes offered money or girls to you if you cooperate with them. I became the [name 

of position] of the SPLM office in [name of locality] 

 

After establishing the SPLM office, I became a [name of position]. We are supposed to be a 

commission, but no, we are not. The NCP doesn‟t want the commission to work, because it 

will [help] the people. I don‟t like this, I want to go back to the soldiers, or go to school. I 

asked [name of commander] if I can go to school for one year. To English school. I want more 

knowledge. Because this war is not going to stop. I don‟t agree with the CPA, I want to be in 

the army. So I can defend us when things happen.  

 

I got married again in 2002. I went to [name of locality] and married, then took my wife to 

Nairobi. We have three boys now. Our first child was born in 2004, he is 6 years now. So, 

now I can go back and fight, it‟s no problem, because I have sons. I called my fist born [name 

of child], after my brother. He died in the frontline in Upper Nile and he died without a child.  

 

I till think the CPA is a big mistake. Look at the timetable. All these things are not reached. 

They agreed to implement everything, but this agreement brings us back to square one. The 

general elections are coming. What will happen? If the SPLM wins, they will attack us. If the 

government wins, there will be no change. I read and read this agreement from time to time. If 

I didn‟t understand something in the English one, I take the Arabic. The people in my region 

are not benefitting from this peace. Our goal is not yet achieved. There are no roads, no 

schools, no medicine.  

 

My wife and children are with me in [name of locality]. I couldn‟t leave them in Nairobi, 

because Nairobi is very expensive. We don‟t have money. I didn‟t even get a land. I bought 

one, and built two rooms.  

 

I am not comfortable, I am not happy. Because I don‟t have my rights. I‟m supposed to do my 

work as a commissioner. But I‟m only an advisor. I‟m not doing my job. I don‟t want to work 
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with these people in the NCP. No one wants to stay with these people. They will find that out. 

They don‟t respect any one. When they come in here, they say “he‟s from SPLA, he has no 

education”. They are our partner, but I don‟t believe they are serious.  
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Summary 

 

Since the end of the Cold War, the world has witnessed an increase of intrastate conflicts, 

along with a more active involvement of the international community in resolving these 

conflicts. Such involvement of the international community often takes the shape of 

facilitating negotiations between warring parties to reach a settlement and, following that, the 

deployment of a peacekeeping force to monitor implementation of the settlement, often under 

the auspices of the United Nations. A key aspect of a peaceful transition from war to peace, 

that has received a great deal of  scholarly attention, is the demobilization, disarmament and 

reintegration (DDR) of former rebels. DDR is a relatively young area of policy intervention, 

as the first DDR projects were implemented by UN Peacekeeping missions in Namibia and 

Cambodia during the early 1990s. 

 

Most literature on DDR reflects the concerns of policy makers and address operational 

procedures, organizational processes and issues related to donor funding. Many studies adopt 

a top-down perspective and extract „lessons learnt‟ and „best practices‟ from a DDR-process 

in a certain country. This research aims to research DDR from the bottom up, taking the 

perspectives of individual fighters as a starting point. It links questions regarding the 

relevance of DDR to ongoing fundamental debates regarding the causes of civil wars. Within 

these debates civil war has largely been researched at the macro level and little empirical 

research has been done on the organization of armed movements, their strategies and policies.  

 

Drawing on some recent studies that take a micro-level approach to armed rebellion, the 

research project takes a qualitative approach based on face-to-face interviewing. Its purpose is 

to reconstruct the context in which individuals join an armed movement and stay part of it, 

understanding the perspective from which fighters look at war and peace. The research‟s main 

research questions are: 

 

1) What motivates people to join armed rebellion during civil war? 

2) What forms the basis for their (dis-)continued affiliation to the movement 

throughout the war? 

3) What is their perspective on building a life after the war, and what is the 

relevance of DDR programming in that respect? 

 

76 interviews with individuals (formerly) affiliated to four different movements were done in 

five different locations in Sudan. The results of these interviews are used to answer the 

research questions in four separate chapters. Chapter 2 addresses the motivations of 

individuals to join armed movements. Chapter 3 looks at life in the movement during the war. 
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Chapter 4 investigates respondents‟ perspectives on the peace agreement that was signed in 

2005. Chapter 5 discusses the DDR process in Sudan. Finally, chapter 6 conta ins some 

concluding remarks regarding future research.  

 

After a short discussion of Sudan‟s first civil war (1955-1972), and the political events leading 

to the establishment of the Sudan People‟s Liberation Movement / Army (SPLM/A) in 1983, 

the narratives of the respondents are analysed. The contexts of their recruitment are 

reconstructed first by sketching their material living conditions. These living conditions 

changed dramatically with the beginning of the war, bringing insecurity and famine. 

Respondents are then categorized along their primary motivation to join the SPLA, leading to 

the following seven categories: 

 

On the basis of an analysis of narratives of some non-joiners, the following restraints to 

joining the SPLA were found: 

- Choosing to “free ride”  

- (Strong) opposition within the family 

- Responsibility for supporting a family 

- Fear to die 

 

A comparison with respondents from three different armed opposition movements in Eastern 

Sudan shows differences in recruitment strategies. Forces recruits are not found among the 

Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions. Insecurity also plays a much smaller role. 

Ideological motivations and lack of opportunities in society are the most prominent drivers 

behind joining these movements. These findings point towards the diversity of motivations 

that are involved in recruitment. The findings among the SPLA also reiterate findings in 

previous studies that point towards forced recruitment as an important and often overlooked 

                                                 
270

 At 95% confidence level, based on a sample size of n=56 

 

Category  Short description N Percentage Percentage 
Range270 

Insecurity Joining as a response to increased insecurity 24 43% 30 – 56 
Personal grievance Joining triggered by a personal grievance 6 11% 2 – 19 
Force Forced recruitment  7 13% 4 – 21 
Political 

identification 

Joining as a result  attraction to the political identity 

of the movement 
12 21% 10 – 32 

Cultus Joining as a result of attraction to the life of a soldier 1 2% 0 – 6 
Lack of opportunities  Joining because of a lack o f other opportunities 4 7% 0 – 14 
Opportunism Joining to access benefits offered by the movement  2 3% 0 -8 
Total ---- 56 100% ----- 
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practice. In addition, it is argued that the counter-insurgency strategies chosen by the 

Sudanese government instigated voluntary affiliation to the SPLA. 

 

Next, the author explores what happened to the respondents after they were recruited, starting 

with the process of integration of soldiers into the movement after their recruitment. The 

military training of the soldiers provided the basis for the first steps in the stratification 

process within the movement. Those who had followed some education before they joined the 

movement, were likely to be selected for „military college‟ to become officers. Some were 

given a rank after completion of the training, while others were not. Some were considered 

strong enough to be sent to the frontlines, while others were given „softer‟ positions in the 

barracks, or were sent to a refugee camp to attend school. Women were generally assigned to 

be nurses or to cook for the soldiers.  

 

The political part of the training mainly functioned to strengthen  social cohesion within the 

movement. This was especially relevant since the SPLA recruited members from among all 

southern tribes, some of which had a history of rivalry towards each other. The SPLA had to 

offer a group identity that allowed its members to transcend their tribal differences.  

In terms of providing basic necessities, such as food, clothing and shelter, the movement was 

often hard-pressed. In terms of military supplies, the situation was often not much better. Most 

soldiers did not have much more than a Kalashnikov and a few bullets to defend themselves. 

Heavier equipment, such as landmines and trucks, were scarce. Intense fighting in battles with 

the government army and tribal militia formed an important aspect of life as a soldier and may 

have formed a reason for some to leave the movement.   

 

Although economic opportunities were available to regional commanders, lower ranking 

soldiers had little opportunities to set up or maintain a livelihood during their time in the 

movement. The movement did not provide economic rewards. Symbolic rewards were 

available in the form of ranks, and opportunities existed to upgrade one‟s status through 

education and marriage. Continued affiliation to the movement throughout the war was largely 

a result of force.  

Life as a soldier in the armed movements in Eastern Sudan was significantly different from 

the SPLA. Soldiers were rarely involved in intense fighting and were free to join and leave for 

periods of time. Movements were organized less hierarchically and there were no ranks. 

Living conditions were also significantly better. On the basis of these findings the relation 

between recruitment strategies and organizational structures of the various movements is 

investigated.  

 

The civil war between the SPLA and the Sudanese government was brought to an end with the 

signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in January 2005. The CPA lays down 
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the principles for governance during a six-months pre-interim period, followed by a six-year 

interim period, which will end in 2011 with a referendum in which citizens of South Sudan 

will vote for a united Sudan or an independent South Sudan. During the interim-period, the 

regional Government of South Sudan (GoSS) will have far-reaching authorities, including 

forming its own constitution and policy making regarding economic planning and social 

service delivery.  

 

The CPA‟s security arrangements have been shaped around the possible post-referendum 

scenarios, including a possible secession of the South, in which case the SPLA will become 

the national army of the newly formed state of South Sudan. In case the country remains 

united, the CPA stipulates a new army to be formed by integrating the SAF and the SPLA. 

During the agreement‟s interim period, which lasts until the referendum, the forces will 

remain separate entities. For the SPLA, the CPA thus marked the beginning of a 

transformation from a guerilla movement to a pro fessional army. The SPLA‟s transformation 

process had major consequences for its soldiers. Some were transferred to the civil forces, 

where they were trained for completely new tasks. For those who remained in the SPLA, 

being employed in an official army meant receiving a salary. Furthermore, with the signing of 

the CPA the SPLA committed to releasing all child-soldiers (age < 18) within six months,  

which meant an abrupt change of life-path for these young soldiers.  

 

The presence of tribal militia across South Sudan posed a threat to security in the south, and 

challenges the SPLA in obtaining a monopoly of violence, necessary to build a viable state. In 

January 2006 the Juba Declaration announced complete and unconditional unity between the 

SPLA and the tribal militia, grouped together in the South Sudan Defense Forces. Soldiers 

from all layers of the different militia were then absorbed into the SPLA‟s general structures, 

but most were transferred to other braches of the security sector. The integration of the OAGs 

into the SPLA and their subsequent transfer to the paramilitary sectors follows a similar logic 

as DDR processes: to temporarily neutralize former combatants by giving them jobs or 

another type of support. The GoSS also set up policies to increase security across the South by 

restraining small arms possession among civilians. The civilian disarmament campaigns that 

were launched in the South were primarily targeted at civilians belonging to tribes which had 

formed or sided with pro-government tribal militia during the war.  

 

Most SPLA soldiers were positive about the CPA because it had brought the war to an end. 

Knowledge of the CPA among soldiers is limited, and depends largely on the information 

provided by the movement itself. Although most soldiers were optimistic about the 

sustainability of the peace when it was signed, most had turned skeptic during the four years 

that had passed when they were interviewed. As a consequence, respondents‟ plans for their 

personal life are contingent on the fate of the CPA, and many plan for their lives “after the 
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interim period”, reserving space for the possibility of going back to war again. Lacking 

alternative employment opportunities, many soldiers stayed in the army, especially once the 

SPLA started to pay salaries. Many were looking for ways to continue their education. 

Handicapped soldiers were especially vulnerable and completely relied on the SPLA.  

 

In Eastern Sudan the conflict ended in October 2006 with the signing of the Eastern Sudan 

Peace Agreement (ESPA). The agreement contains important provisions on power- and 

wealth sharing, as well as a clear agenda for investment and development in the Eastern 

region. The security arrangements of the agreement stipulates complete disbandment of all of 

the armed forces of the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions. Although most fighters 

had high expectations of the ESPA when it came about, most were disillusioned during the 

implementation phase. A general mistrust of the government and their own leadership was 

observed among soldiers. Most fighters were unemployed when they were interviewed and 

saw little perspective on finding work.  

Attention is drawn to the different security contexts in which the two peace agreement – and 

their DDR modalities – are implemented. It is also pointed out that soldiers‟ most important 

reintegration need is to find employment. With virtually no private sector, and the agricultural 

sector destroyed throughout the war, it is questionable if a DDR process can fulfill that need.  

 

The CPA contained DDR modalities that stipulated an interim DDR process to be completed 

by July 2006, and a Multi-year DDR process to start immediately after. Neither of these 

targets were materialized. The first DDR pilot project only started in April 2009. This is 

partially due to the decision to mandate national actors to manage the process, leaving the UN 

Peacekeeping mission with a monitoring mandate. Yet, the UN performed poorly in fulfilling 

their monitoring mandate, due to bureaucracy and poor political management of the process. 

Research findings from the pilot project that started in April 2009 are discussed. The 

participants of this project were found to have already successfully reintegrated into civilian 

life, making the added value of the DDR project questionable.  

 

The DDR program in Eastern Sudan was only partially implemented at the time the former 

combatants were being interviewed. While disarmament and demobilization had been 

completed within the first year of the peace agreement, participants were still waiting for the 

reintegration programs to start. This was partially due to poor management of the program by 

the National DDR commission, and partially due to a lack of priority among donors and the 

UNDP, which was in charge of supporting the process. On the basis of these findings, the 

relevance of DDR programming in Sudan is discussed. To design a relevant DDR program for 

South Sudan at this point in time, it is deemed necessary to align the programs to the ongoing 

activities to demobilize the tribal militia, initiated by the SPLA.  
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The dissertation‟s concluding remarks point out a direction for future research on the 

motivation of actors in civil wars and on DDR policy.  
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Nederlandse samenvatting 
 

Van burgers naar soldaten en van soldaten naar burgers.  

Een microbenadering van ontwapenings-, demobilisatie-, en re- integratiebeleid in Soedan 

 

Sinds het einde van de Koude Oorlog is de internationale gemeenschap meer betrokken 

geraakt bij het beslechten van burgeroorlogen. Deze betrokkenheid neemt vaak de vorm aan 

van het faciliteren van vredesonderhandelingen tussen strijdende partijen en het vervolgens 

uitzenden van vredestroepen die toezien op de implementatie van bereikte akkoorden, meestal 

onder leiding van de Verenigde Naties. Een belangrijk aspect van de vreedzame transitie van 

oorlog naar vrede dat recent veel aandacht heeft gekregen van academici is het zogenaamde 

demobilization, disarmament and reintegration (DDR) beleid, dat tot doel heeft voormalige 

strijders te re- integreren in de samenleving. DDR is een relatief nieuw beleidsterrein en de 

eerste DDR projecten werden in de jaren ‟90 uitgevoerd door VN vredesmissies in Namibië 

en Cambodja. 

 

De meeste literatuur over DDR weerspiegelt de interesse van beleidsmakers en heeft 

betrekking op operationele, organisatorische en financiële aspecten van de beleidsuitvoering. 

Veel studies zijn gebaseerd op het perspectief van beleidsmakers en onttrekken lessen uit 

ervaringen met DDR beleid in een bepaald land. Deze dissertatie is gebaseerd op onderzoek 

dat begint bij de perspectieven van individuele strijders. Er wordt een verband gelegd tussen 

DDR beleid en meer fundamentele wetenschappelijke discussies over de oorzaken van 

burgeroorlogen. In deze discussies is burgeroorlog grotendeels onderzocht op mac roniveau en 

is weinig empirisch onderzoek gedaan naar de organisatie van gewapende groepen, hun 

strategieën en hun beleid. 

 

Voortbordurend op recente studies die gewapende opstand op het microniveau benaderen, 

heeft het onderzoek een kwalitatieve inslag die uitgaat van data verzameld door middel van 

diepte- interviews. Het doel is een reconstructie te maken van de context waarin individuen 

zich aansluiten bij een gewapende beweging. De belangrijkste vragen van het onderzoek zijn:  

 

1) Wat motiveert mensen zich tijdens een burgeroorlog aan te sluiten bij een gewapende 

rebellenbeweging? 

2) Wat is de basis voor hun blijvende affiliatie met de beweging gedurende de oorlog?  

3) Wat is hun perspectief op het opbouwen van een leven na de oorlog en wat is de 

relevntie van DDR beleid in dit opzicht? 

 

76 interviews zijn gehouden met individuen die aan vier verschillende rebellengroepen 

gelieerd waren op vijf verschillende locaties in Soedan. De resultaten van deze interviews 
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worden gebruikt om de onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden in vier hoofdstukken. Hoofdstuk 2 

bespreekt de motivatie van individuen om zich bij een  rebellenbeweging aan te sluiten. 

Hoofdstuk 3 analyseert het leven binnen de beweging tijdens de oorlog. Hoofdstuk 4 

onderzoekt het perspectief van respondenten op de vredesovereenkomst die in 2005 werd 

gesloten. Hoofdstuk 5 bespreekt de DDR programma‟s in Soedan. Hoofdstuk 6, tot slot, bevat 

enkele concluderende opmerkingen en aanbevelingen voor toekomstig onderzoek.  

 

Na een korte bespreking van de eerste burgeroorlog in Soedan (1955-1972) en de politieke 

ontwikkelingen die voorafgingen aan de oprichting van de Sudan People‟s Liberation 

Movement / Army (SPLM/A) in 1983, worden de verhalen van de respondenten geanalyseerd. 

De context waarin zij gerekruteerd werden, wordt gereconstrueerd, in de eerste plaats door 

hun materiële leefomstandigheden te schetsen. Hun leefomstandigheden veranderde 

dramatisch met het begin van de burgeroorlog, die onveiligheid en hongersnood bracht. 

Respondenten worden vervolgens gecategoriseerd naar gelang hun primaire motivatie om zich 

bij de SPLA aan te sluiten, wat tot de volgende zeven categorieën leidt:  

 

Op basis van een analyse van enkele individuen die zich nooit bij de SPLA aansloten, werden 

de volgende belemmerende factoren gevonden: 

- “Free riding”  

- (Sterke) weerstand binnen de familie  

- Verantwoordelijkheid dragen voor het ondersteunen van een familie  

- Angst 

 

Een vergelijking met respondenten van drie andere gewapende bewegingen in oost Soedan 

laat verschillen zien in rekruteringsstrategieën. Gedwongen rekrutering kwam niet voor 

binnen de Beja Congress en de Rashaida Free Lions. Onveiligheid speelde ook een aanzienlijk 

minder grote rol. Ideologische motivatie en gebrek aan andere mogelijkheden vormde de 
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 op 95% betrouwbaarheid, gebaseerd op een steekproef van n=56 

 

Categorie  Beschrijving  N Percentage Percentage 

Range
271

 

Onveiligheid  Reactie op toenemende onveiligheid 24 43% 30 – 56 
Persoonlijk leed Persoonlijk leed vormt aanleiding 6 11% 2 – 19 
Dwang  Gedwongen rekrutering 7 13% 4 – 21 
Politieke identificat ie Aangetrokken tot de politieke ideologie van de 

beweging 
12 21% 10 – 32 

Cultus Aangetrokken tot de levensstijl van soldaten 1 2% 0 – 6 
Geen mogelijkheden Gebrek aan andere mogelijkheden 4 7% 0 – 14 
Opportunisme Toegang krijgen tot privileges  2 3% 0 -8 
Totaal ---- 56 100% ----- 
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belangrijkste basis voor aansluiting bij deze bewegingen. Deze bevindingen leiden tot de 

conclusie dat motivaties om te vechten tijdens een burgeroorlog divers zijn. De bevindingen 

onder SPLA soldaten herbevestigt het belang van gedwongen rekrutering. Verder wordt 

beargumenteerd dat de counter-insurgency strategieën van de Soedanese regering vrijwillige 

rekrutering van SPLA soldaten bevorderd heeft.    

 

Vervolgens wordt de levensloop van de respondenten verkend nadat zij gerekruteerd werden, 

te beginnen bij de integratie van soldaten in de beweging. De militaire training van de 

soldaten vormt de basis voor de eerste fase van het stratificatie proces binnen de beweging. 

Rekruten die enige opleiding hadden genoten werden vaak geselecteerd voor „militairy 

college‟ om opgeleid te worden tot officier. Sommigen kregen een rang na de afronding van 

de training. Sommigen werden sterk genoeg geacht om op de frontlinies te vechten, terwijl 

anderen „veiligere‟ posities kregen in de barakken of naar vluchtelingenkampen werden 

gestuurd voor een opleiding. Vrouwen werden over het algemeen aan het werk gezet als 

verpleegsters of om te koken voor de soldaten.  

 

Het politieke deel van de training had als functie de sociale cohesie in de beweging te  

bevorderen. Dit is met name relevant omdat de SPLA rekruteerde onder verschillende zuid- 

Soedanese stammen, waartussen rivaliteit bestond. De SPLA moest een groepsidentiteit 

bieden die het leden mogelijk maakte tribale verschillen te overstijgen.  

 

De SPLA had moeite te voorzien in de primaire materiële behoeften van de soldaten, zoals 

voedsel, kleding en onderdak. De situatie ten aanzien van militaire bevoorrading was vaak niet 

veel beter. Veel soldaten hadden niet meer dan een Kalashnikov en een aantal kogels om zich 

te verdedigen. Zwaarder materieel, zoals landmijnen en voertuigen, waren schaars. Intensieve 

gevechten met regeringstroepen en milities vormde een belangrijk aspect van het leven als 

soldaat en kan een reden geweest zijn voor sommigen om de beweging te verlaten.   

 

Hoewel regionale commandanten kansen kregen voor economisch gewin, waren er weinig 

mogelijkheden voor soldaten in lagere rangen van de beweging om inkomen te genereren. De 

beweging stelde geen economische beloningen ter beschikking aan soldaten. Symbolische 

beloningen waren beschikbaar in se vorm van rangen en er waren mogelijkheden om status te 

vergroten door middel van opleiding of huwelijken. Soldaten bleven met name bij de SPLA 

aangesloten, omdat ze daartoe gedwongen werden.     

 

Het leven als soldaat in gewapende bewegingen in oost Soedan was zeer verschillende van de 

SPLA. Soldaten waren zelden betrokken bij zware gevechten en waren vrij om de beweging 

voor periodes te verlaten. Bewegingen waren ook minder hiërarchisch georganiseerde en er 
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waren geen rangen. Leefomstandigheden waren ook significant beter. Op basis van deze 

bevindingen worden verschillen in rekruteringsstrategieën besproken.  

De burgeroorlog tussen de SPLA en de Soedanese regering werd in januari 2005 beëindigd 

met de ondertekening van de Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA). De CPA zet de 

beginselen uiteen voor het bestuur van Soedan gedurende een pre- interim-periode van zes 

maanden, gevolgd door een interim-periode van zes jaar, die in januari 2011 afloopt met een 

referendum waarin de bevolking van Zuid Soedan mag stemmen voor een verenigd Soedan of 

een onafhankelijk Zuid Soedan. Gedurende de interim-periode heeft de Government of South 

Sudan (GoSS) vergaande autonomie.  

 

Op het gebied van veiligheidsbeleid houdt de CPA rekening met de verschillende mogelijke 

uitkomsten van het referendum. Wanneer het zuiden onafhankelijk wordt, zal de SPLA het 

nationale leger van Zuid Soedan worden. Wanneer het land verenigd blijft, schrijft de CPA 

voor dat een nieuw nationaal leger zal worden gevormd door samenvoeging van het bestaande 

nationale leger en de SPLA. Gedurende de interim-periode blijven de legers gescheiden. Voor 

de SPLA markeert de CPA het begin van de transformatie van een guerrilla beweging naar 

een professioneel leger. Het transformatieproces heeft grote gevolgen voor de soldaten in de 

SPLA. Sommigen werden overgeplaatst naar andere delen van de veiligheidssector waar ze 

werden opgeleid voor nieuwe taken. Voor hen die in de SPLA achterbleven, bracht het 

werken in een officieel leger een salaris met zich mee. Met de CPA legde de SPLA zich ook 

toe op het demobiliseren van alle kindsoldaten (leeftijd < 18) binnen zes manden, wat een 

abrupte overgang betekende voor deze jonge soldaten.  

 

De aanwezigheid van tribale milities in Zuid Soedan creëerde een bedreiging voor de 

veiligheid in de regio en voor het verkrijgen van een geweldsmonopolie door de SPLA. In 

januari 2006 kondigde de Juba Declaration complete en onvoorwaardelijke verzoening aan 

tussen de SPLA en de tribale milities. Soldaten uit alle lagen van de milities werden in de 

structuren van de SPLA opgenomen, maar de meesten werden overgeplaatst naar andere 

takken van de veiligheidssector. De integratie van deze groepen in de veiligheidssector volgt 

eenzelfde logica als DDR beleid: het doel is voormalige strijders tijdelijk te neutraliseren door 

ze werk te geven. De GoSS ontwikkelde ook beleid om het aantal wapens in de maatschappij 

terug te dringen. Civiele ontwapeningscampagnes die in het zuiden werden gelanceerd waren 

met name gericht op burgers die tot stammen behoorden die tijdens de oorlog tribale milities 

vormden.  

 

De meeste SPLA soldaten waren positief over de CPA omdat het de oorlog had beëindigd.  

Kennis onder soldaten over de CPA is beperkt en hang met name af van informatie die door 

de SPLA zelf werd verspreid. Hoewel de meeste soldaten optimistisch waren over de 

houdbaarheid van de vrede toen het akkoord werd getekend, waren de meesten pessimistischer 
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geworden gedurende de vier jaar die waren verstreken op het moment dat ze werden 

geïnterviewd. Daardoor waren plannen die respondenten voor hun persoonlijke leven 

maakten, afhankelijk van het lot van de CPA. Veel van hen maakten plannen voor hun leven 

“na de interim-periode”, de mogelijkheid in achtnemend dat er opnieuw oorlog zou uitbreken. 

Gezien de beperkte alternatieve werkgelegenheid bleven veel soldaten in het leger, zeker nu 

salarissen werden uitbetaald. Veel soldaten waren op zoek naar manieren om hun opleiding 

voort te zetten. Gehandicapte soldaten waren kwetsbaar en volledig afhankelijk van de SPLA.  

 

In oost Soedan eindigde het conflict in oktober 2006 met de ondertekening van de Eastern 

Sudan Peace Agreement (ESPA). De overeenkomst bevat belangrijke maatregelen over het 

delen van macht en een helder plan voor investering en ontwikkeling in de oostelijke regio. 

Op het gebied van veiligheidsbeleid wordt de complete opheffing van de gewapende 

groeperingen voorgeschreven. Hoewel de meeste strijders hoge verwachtingen hadden bij de 

totstandkoming van de ESPA, waren veel van hen gedesillusioneerd geraakt tijdens de 

implementatie ervan. Een algeheel wantrouwen ten aanzien van de regering en hun eigen 

leiders was prominent onder respondenten. Veel voormalige strijders waren werkeloos en 

zagen weinig perspectief op het vinden van werk. Naar aanleiding van deze bevindingen 

wordt aandacht geschonken aan de verschillen in context die de twee vredesovereenkomsten 

creëerden voor DDR beleid. De meest belangrijke behoefte van soldaten is het vinden van 

werk. Zonder private sector en met een door de oorlog verwoeste landouwsector is het zeer de 

vraag of een DDR programma in deze behoefte kan voorzien.  

 

De CPA schrijft een interim DDR proces voor dat in juli 2006 gereed had moeten zijn, waarna 

een meerjarig DDR proces van start zou gaan. Geen van deze doelstellingen waren ten tijde 

van dit onderzoek bereikt. Het eerste pilot DDR project begon pas in april 2009. Dit had deels 

te maken met het mandateren van nationale actoren voor de implementatie van het proces, 

waarmee de VN Vredesmissie slechts een mandaat had het proces te monitoren. Echter, de 

VN presteerde ook slecht bij de uitvoering van dit beperkte mandaat, ten gevolge van 

bureaucratie en zwak politiek management van het proces. De deelnemers van het pilot 

project dat in april 2009 van start ging bleken al succesvol gere- integreerd te zijn, waarmee de 

toegevoegde waarde van een dusdanig verlaat DDR proces bevraagd kan worden.  

 

Het DDR programma in oost Soedan was slechts deels geïmplementeerd op het moment dat 

de voormalige strijders werden geïnterviewd. Hoewel ontwapening en demobilisatie waren 

voltooid gedurende het eerste jaar van de vredesovereenkomst, wachtten deelnemers nog 

steeds op het begin vn de re- integratieprogramma‟s . Deze vertraging is deels te wijten aan 

slecht management van het programma door de nationale DDR Commissie, en deels door een 

gebrek aan prioriteitsstelling onder donoren en de UNDP, die de leiding over het proces had. 

Naar aanleiding van de bevindingen wordt de relevantie van DDR beleid in Soedan 
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besproken. Om op dit moment een relevant DDR programma voor Zuid Soedan te 

ontwikkelen, zal het nodig zijn de programma‟s te laten aansluiten bij de activiteiten van de 

SPLA om de tribale milities te demobiliseren.  

De concluderende opmerkingen van het proefschrift geven een richting aan voor toekomstig 

onderzoek naar de motivatie van actoren in burgeroorlogen en ten aanzien van DDR beleid.  

 


