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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 
29

 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

 Clapham (1998a) 
37

 Boas and Dunn (2007a) p. 3. Although research efforts into the organization of rebel movements is scarce and 

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 

                                                 
38

 Humphreys and Weinstein (2004, 2005 and 2008)  
39

 Humphreys and Weinstein (2008) 
40

 Humphreys and Weinstein (2005) 
41

 Humphreys and Weinstein (2005) p.21 
42

 For example, a select ion effect may cause DDR programs to attract ex-combatants who face most difficu lties 

in reintegrating. Another possible explanation may be that DDR programs affect the whole community, and thus 

also affect those ex-combatants who did not formally enroll into the project. However, no evidence is found in  

the data for either of these counterclaims. Humphreys and Weinstein (2005) p.18 -20 
43

 Bøås and Hatløy (2008) 
44

 46% of the respondents reported to have joined to „feel more secure‟, while 36% reports to have been 

kidnapped. Other responses included „Money and goods‟ 21 %, „Revenge‟ 12 %, „Wanted to fight‟ 10 % and 

„Nothing else to do‟ 10% (mult iple response item) Bøås and Hatløy (2008) p. 45  
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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

 Bøås and Hatløy (2008) p.53 
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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 
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 This agreement was between the Sudanese government and one faction of the SLA: the faction led my Minni 

Minnawi, while another faction – led by Abdelwahid A l Nur – rejected the agreement. 
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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

 The CPA gives a special status to Blue Nile State, Southern Kordofan and Abyei: the Transitional A reas, or 

Three Areas. While South Sudan is organizing a referendum in 2011 in which citizens will vote for independence 

or unity, the fate of the three areas – located on the North-South border – is less clear. In case of Southern 

secession, citizens in the Transitional Areas will express their preference (belonging to the North or the South) 

through a popular consultation, of which the legal status is unclear. 
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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.   

                                                 
48

 Co lloquial expression for a white person 
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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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 This is to distinguish these interviews from the many in formal chats. 
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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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