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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: 
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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 

 

                                                 
128

 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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 Confusingly, SAF is also the acronym that signifies the Sudanese Armed Forces: the Sudanese national army.  
132

 International Crisis Group (2006a) 
133

 Eritrea itself is home to a large population of the Beja tribe. In addition, while the Khartoum government had 

supported the Eritreans throughout their independence war (as the Ethiop ians were supporting the SPLA)  
134

 When the NCP came to power, the party was going by the name of National Islamic Front (NIF), but t heir 

name was changed into National Congress Party in 1998.  
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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 
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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 

                                                 
138

 Video record ings of the movement‟s mobilization campaigns and activities in the tra ining camps show these 

elements in mobilizat ion speeches. 



80 

 

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 

                                                 
141

 Survey data collected in Sierra Leone by Humphreys and Weinstein (2005, 2008) 
142

 The model used by Collier and Hoeffler structurally assumes rebels are always paid for their part icipation. For 

example, Collier and Hoeffler (2004 p. 25-27) find that low male school enrollment increases the likelihood of 

civil war to occur, which they interpret as the effect of low cost to rebellion: the salaries that need to be paid to 

recruits are thought to be lower in contexts where men have no alternative well-paid employment opportunities 

available to them. 
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offering economic rewards to their fighters and those who do not, would be an interesting 

direction for further research. 




