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3 Becoming a soldier 

3.1 Introduction 

So far, we have looked at the backgrounds of fighters in several Sudanese militia, and have we 

managed to understand the context from which they joined those armed movements. 

Insecurity turned out to play a major role in triggering young men – but also women – to join 

the ranks of the SPLA during the civil war in South Sudan. Many soldiers also joined out of 

belief in the movement‟s ideology. Lastly, we have acknowledged the importance of forced 

recruitment practices in filling the ranks of the SPLA. These three motivations created the 

majority of recruits for the movement. 

This chapter will explore what happened to the respondents after they were recruited, 

starting with the process of integration of soldiers into the movement after their recruitment. 

What was life in the movement like? What did the movement do to create cohesion in the 

movement among such a diverse group of people most of whom had never been outside of 

their home area? How did soldiers cope with the life-threatening circumstances on the battle 

field? What kind of opportunities existed in the movement and how where privileges 

distributed? Furthermore, we will try to conclude on factors contributing to the continuing of 

individuals‟ affiliation to the movement: did they ever consider leaving? We will look at the 

narratives of deserters, who left the movement during the war. Separate paragraphs will be 

dedicated to the tasks and treatment of women and children in the movement. Finally, we will 

compare these aspects of the lives of soldiers in the SPLA to the armed movements in the 

East. 

 

3.2 Integration and cohesion 

Among policy-makers involved in the implementation of DDR projects after a civil war 

comes to an end, there is some debate on what reintegration exactly means.143 When is an ex-

combatant considered to be successfully reintegrated into society? And, hence, what end-goal 

should DDR projects aim to achieve? These questions form the flipside of the question that 

will be central in this paragraph. This paragraph will look at the transformation from a civilian 

to a soldier. How did new recruits get integrated into the movement? What does it mean to be 

part of the movement? Furthermore, the paragraph addresses the in-group identity in the 

movement, laying the basis for a discussion of loyalty to the movement, further on in this 

chapter. 

 

                                                 
143

 Muggah (2009) 
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3.2.1 Military training 

After recruitment, all recruits were immediately sent for military training. Throughout the 

1980s, those trainings mostly took place inside Ethiopia, in areas along the border with Sudan. 

But after the fall of the Mengistu regime and the dissolution of Ethiopian support to the 

movement, the SPLA was forced to organize training in SPLA-controlled areas inside Sudan. 

The general training focused on military tactics and practical fighting skills, but also included 

classes in „political and moral orientation‟ in which the movement‟s political agenda was 

explained to the soldiers and attention was paid to the code of conduct regarding interaction 

with civilians. However, there are respondents who do not recall having had such classes in 

their training, indicating that the content of the training was probably subject to variation. The 

length of the general training also varies across respondents, although the most common 

period of time was around six months. Shorter periods were sometimes chosen when the 

enemy was near: 

 

“We were the first fighters of the SPLM. After I went for training in Ethiopia, I graduated as a 

staff-major.” – 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was trained for 6 months in Bilfam, the military camp in the border with Ethiop ia. It was 

about how to shoot and how to defend yourself.  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“The training itself was ok. We were taught by Ethiopians and Eritreans about all the different 

techniques. It was useful.” 

 – 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I went to military training for 6 months. It was all military training: how to use weapons. 

There was not much time for training sometimes, because the enemy was near. Some were just 

given a weapon, and short instruction and were sent into the bush.” 

 – 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

After completing the general military training, some received specialized training, to become 

officers or to fill specialist functions in the army.  

 

“I was taken for military training in Ethiopia. The training was about military tactics, 

topography, and how to apply different tactics to different areas: desert, forest… I graduated 

on the 28 of December in 1983 from general training. Then, I received training for medical 

personnel. After that, I was  corporal and I got a task to move from Ethiopia via Upper Nile to 

the East Aweil, near the border with Chad.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I was trained to be a radio operator. Later, I got training in infantry. I graduated as an officer 

in 1985.  “  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In Ethiopia, we went to the training centre. I took a 3 month general military training. After 

that, I went to political school, after which I was deployed to the general training centre to do 

political orientation classes for the soldiers. I became a lieutenant.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

As becomes clear from these accounts, the training of the soldiers provided the basis for the 

first steps in the stratification process within the movement. Those who had followed some 

education before they joined the movement, were likely to be selected for „military college‟ to 

become officers. Some were given a rank after completion of the training, while others were 

not. Some were considered strong enough to be sent to the frontlines, while others were given 

„softer‟ positions in the barracks, or were sent to a refugee camp to attend school. Women 

were generally assigned to be nurses or to cook for the soldiers: 

  

“After the training, they selected the strongest boys to go to the frontline. They were given 6 

bullets and a kalash. The weaker ones were sent to school. I was among those to go to the 

frontline.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

  

“After the training I became a bodyguard. I was working in Akobo area, my home area, until 

2007. I wasn‟t sent to battle, because I was too young.”  

– 20 year old male respondent from Jonglei 

 

“I was trained to understand about the military rules and how to answer to a commander. I 

wasn‟t sent to battle, I was made a nurse.”  

– 30 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

I was trained, but I could not receive a rank. I was assigned to cook, and later to be a nurse. I 

got some extra training for that, first for 5 months and then for 2 months. It was about 

[medical] treatments.”  

– 44  year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

It would be wrong to conclude from these last two quotes that the SPLA did not provide space 

to challenge traditional gender roles. The role of women in the movement will be discussed 

more extensively in the next paragraph. It is necessary to point out that, next to fulfilling a 

function of social stratification, the training also formed a physical selection process. Being 

the first exposure to the harsh life of a soldier which was awaiting the recruits, some left the 
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training because they could not cope, and some even died during training, making it almost a 

„survival of the fittest‟.  

 

“The training was very bad. There were no clothes and no food for us, and many escaped from 

the training for that reason. Only a few of them were left, at the end. Later, things improved 

when the UN brought us some food and clothes”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

So many of the soldiers died during the training. There was not enough food, sometimes they 

gave us some oil to eat, only. There was also yellow fever. So many died. I didn‟t get sick, 

because I knew what [wild leaves] to eat and what not.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“I took training for 3 months in Ethiopia, in Dima. We were taught about the law of soldiers. 

Some of the soldiers died during training from Malaria and diarrhea.”  

–37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

Exposure to these tough circumstances during the training, raises questions about those who 

stayed in the movement and the way they coped with these challenging circumstances and 

overcame their fears. After all, the vast majority of my interviewees had stayed with the 

movement at least until the peace,144 which not only means they managed to cope with the 

training, but also with their experiences on the battlefield. Paragraph 3.3.2. will therefore 

discuss the negative emotions of respondents and the way they coped with them, after 

discussing some of the other attitudes respondents expressed towards the initiation of their 

soldier life. 

 

3.2.2 Cohesion within the movement 

Despite the sometimes harsh circumstances, many respondents who had joined the movement 

voluntarily were positive about their training and the things they learnt there. Several 

narratives contain indications that becoming a soldier was a form of empowerment, marking a 

shift from the life of a helpless civilian to that of an acto r in the ongoing events, regaining 

some form of control over their lives. Many said they felt good during the training because it 

made them „feel strong‟. 

“We felt good. We liked it because we were defending ourselves and our country. We felt 

strong. I was not afraid.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I liked it, because I got the knowledge to defend myself and the power to kill my enemy.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei Sate 

                                                 
144

 Some respondents had deserted during the war, some had deserted after the CPA was reached. 
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“ It was about the military and some classes about politics. If you get injured how to take care 

of yourself. If you spend some days without food, what to do. How you should talk to 

civilians.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

The last two respondents had joined the movement as a response to increased insecurity. From 

their attitudes toward the training it becomes clear that the movement offered a feeling of 

control over events. To those who were helpless victims when their villages were attacked by 

the enemy, learning how to protect and defend themselves formed a welcome lesson, apart 

from a practical preparation for the battlefield.  

The political part of the training mainly functioned to strengthen  social cohesion 

within the movement. This was especially relevant since the SPLA recruited members from 

among all southern tribes, some of which had a history of rivalry towards each other. The 

SPLA had to offer a group identity that allowed its members to transcend their tribal 

differences. One way of stimulating in-group identification was through designating a 

commonly shared enemy: „the Arabs‟. But, from the following excerpts it also becomes clear 

how the classes in „political orientation‟ played a significant role in providing a positive group 

identity, going beyond the sheer rejection of „Arabs‟. This identity had to be strong enough to 

include even those who were recruited by force. Furthermore, it had to enable the movement 

to deploy soldiers throughout the south, and not just in their home areas, as was mentioned in 

paragraph 2.1  

 

“There were 6 months of military training. We were the first troops to be trained in the Nuba 

Mountains. The training included classes in political science. We studied the SPLM manifesto. 

We got history classes that taught us the real history of Sudan, and the historical roots of 

Sudanese conflicts. Not like the history lessons in school that start with the Arab invasion in 

Sudan. Our real history goes 5000 years back. In the mornings, we first went running and do 

other exercises. Then, we had the breakfast. Then we went to the hall for classes in political 

science. After 12.00 we had military training. It felt like we were one big family and it didn‟t 

matter if you were Muslim or Christian, or from which tribe.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“I went for training in a place called Bamura. I did not want to go. During the walk there, we 

had a plan to escape. Me and my neighbors from the village. During the training, Garang [John 

Garang, chairman of the SPLM/A] came and he spoke a few words to us. Then, we felt like 

fighting. He spoke to us about fighting the Arabs and explained to us that our gun is so 

important. We felt better, we felt like fighting.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 
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“I learned not to fear them. They were good people. During the training, I learned how to use 

the weapons, but they also explained the reasons for the war to me: that we were fighting for 

an independent South Sudan. I became more convinced about these things.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

In many ways, the SPLA was the first institution that made an attempt to create something of 

a national identity among southerners. The first excerpt shows the significance of redefining 

history in that process. As the southern region was never fully incorporated into the „greater‟ 

Sudanese state – neither in terms of administration, nor in terms of national identity - to many, 

being part of the movement was the first chance to be part of a community that transcended 

that of the village or the tribe. The charismatic leadership of John Garang was an important 

motor behind that development, as is indicated by the second narrative above. This former 

soldier, from an Equatorian tribe, was recruited by force, by what he perceived to be a Dinka-

movement. He was thinking of deserting, but witnessing a speech by John Garang made him 

ready to fight anyway.  

As a reaction to the movement‟s creation of a shared identity among southerners, the 

government encouraged tribalism throughout the South by creating tribal militia to fight the 

SPLA. Through that strategy, it did not only challenge the SPLA militarily, but also attacked 

the very core of its ideology as well as an important pillar social cohesion in the movement.  

There is another way in which the SPLA laid the foundations of something like a 

Southern Sudanese society. For many recruits, their affiliation to the movement initiated a 

period of extensive travel throughout the country, travelling long distances from battle to 

battle, often by foot. As was pointed out in the previous chapter, limited knowledge of the 

world was part of the “southern Sudanese condition”. Once in the movement, that aspect of 

the condition changed dramatically, expanding the borders of their world-view quite literally, 

as is exemplified by this statement from a former commander: 

 

“We walked [from Blue Nile] to the Nuba Mountains, to Bahr al Ghazal, and on to Western 

Equatoria. I saw all of Sudan and met all of the tribes.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Life in the movement then also introduced its members to a new social system, that was 

different from their home communities in many ways. Not only was it (literally) bigger, it also 

required the formation of an identity that transcends that of the tribal community. In that 

sense, it formed a first step from being part of a Gemeinschaft to a Gesellschaft.145 But 

establishing social cohesion in a social association organized as a Gesellschaft is much more 

complex than it is in small homogenous communities, and Gesellschafts are more prone to 

                                                 
145

 Tönnies (2001) I am sticking to the German terminology here, as to distinguish this specific definition of 

“society” from its ordinary usage.  
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class and ethnic conflicts. The SPLA thus was the first organization in South Sudan to 

facilitate that shift among Southerners. In order to become a strong military movement, it 

needed to set in motion a process of major social transformation, demanding a different kind 

of loyalty from its members than they were used to. Further on in this chapter, we will see 

how the movement‟s failure to complete that process caused some to turn their backs on the 

movement. 

 

3.3 Soldier life 

3.3.1 Material aspects  

As mentioned above, the training already introduced recruits to the life of a soldier in terms of 

its material conditions. In terms of providing basic necessities, such as food, clothing and 

shelter, the movement was often hard-pressed. According to former commander in Northern 

Upper Nile, Lam Akol, the inability to provide such basics was a major cause of desertion by 

soldiers.146 Many soldiers recount the little food the movement provided, and the ways they 

found to feed themselves. 

 

“All we got was just two small cups of boiled sorghum every day. The rest, we had to find 

ourselves. We could find fruits in the mountains, and some of us had some land where they 

grew crops. I wore two different shoes, and rags.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“We felt well, we did not have problem. Only we were hungry, there was just small amounts 

of food. We shoot animals and eat them. Sometimes there was mangos.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile 

 

For the provision of food, the movement strongly depended on their host society and the 

willingness among civilians to provide food for the soldiers. Ideally, the commanders would 

negotiate with village chiefs on such matters, encouraging them to provide food. But, often 

enough, the provision of food to the movement was a result of intimidation by soldiers.  

 

“Sometimes there was not enough food. Then, they will kill a cow, or go into the villages to 

ask the chiefs for food and they bring sorghum.”  

– 44 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“The food we were eating was the leaves of the tree. There was no food. In the villages, we 

talked to the chiefs to provide us with food and they brought us foods.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

                                                 
146

 Akol (2009) p. 101 
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“In 1991, the SPLA came to our village. They behaved in a harsh way. They forced the people 

in the village to give them food. We feared them. We were afraid to get killed.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

In addition to the host society, the movement also relied on relief agencies for the supply of 

food. Many accounts contain reference to the provision of food aid by the UN.  

 

“During the training, there was no food, but during the war, the UN provided us with food.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

  

“It was difficult for the soldiers there. There was no medicine and no food. But we chased the 

army. Some people managed to take food from the UN sometimes.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“The UN helped us in Nasir, they gave us sorghum.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“We ate food from the World Food Program and sometimes the women from the villages 

brought us food in the times of harvest. Many people drank wine. Then they became drunk.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Uniforms were generally, though not always, provided and soldiers slept in camps or in the 

villages. In terms of military supplies, the situation was often not much better. Most soldiers 

did not have much more than a Kalashnikov and a few bullets to defend themselves. Heavier 

equipment, such as landmines and trucks, were scarce.  

“We all got one Kalashnikov and 10 bullets. The government troops were much more heavily 

armed and  

also used planes. But we knew what we were doing better then them .”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“My unit blew up Wilwil Bridge in Aweil. We destroyed it with mines, the blast could be 

heard in Khartoum.” 

 – 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“[Before] I worked as a driver. I could not work as a driver in the SPLA, because there were 

no cars.”  

– 56 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The life of a soldier was thus one of scarcity, though soldiers were probably used to quite 

similar living conditions in their civilian life. As we have seen in chapter 2, scarcity forms an 

integral part of the “Southern Sudanese Condition”. In addition to coping with material 
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scarcity, soldiers were also exposed to extreme stress on the battlefield, which we will now 

turn to discuss. 

 

3.3.2 Battle 

The life of SPLA soldiers thus was one of material scarcity and intensive movement around 

the country, from one battle to the next. The SPLA fought battles with the government army 

to gain control of land, most notably over the garrison towns. While most towns were und er 

government control at the beginning of the war, the SPLA managed to seize, and temporarily 

maintain, control over some of the larger towns in the South throughout the war, including 

Nasir (Upper Nile), Melut (Upper Nile) and Torit (Eastern Equatoria). Despite heavy attacks 

on the larger garrison towns, the SPLA never managed to capture these. Respondents 

normally did not talk about battles in great detail, but from what they said about it, it becomes 

clear that these were extremely intense experiences.  

 

“I went to battle in Kapoeta. There were heavy losses on both sides. Very heavy fighting. We 

had to leave Kapoeta because of our losses. We had to reorganize ourselves. I was sent to Nasr 

(Upper Nile) and Juka. We captured those towns.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 1995, there was fighting between the two armies. We captured the places. We chased that 

army to Juba and they could not come back. The rain was coming. I went to Yei to fight. My 

brothers were dying next to me, I could see them. It was painful” 

 – 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“My first mission was in Nuer area. In Jonglei state. After that, I went to Eastern Equatoria. I 

was a commander of a platoon, I had one star. It was difficult to see my colleagues die. One 

minute you will be eating with someone, the next minute they can be dead.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“At first I was afraid. Some of my neighbors from my village died next  to me. I felt very bad. 

I felt that I will a lso die. But then I put in my mind that I will die. I accepted that idea. I 

decided that I will kill first. Then I was no longer afraid.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

Given the intenseness of the experiences on the battlefield, its is probable that soldiers 

deserted during battle, as is also described in Lam Akol‟s account of fighting in the 

movement.147 During informal conversations with soldiers, I also found out that some soldiers 

committed suicide, although it was clearly a taboo and, as it was explained to me, consisted of 

intentionally getting killed on the battlefield. Those who did not escape in either way, had to 
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 Akol (2009) p. 98 
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develop an attitude toward their experiences that helped them cope. In that respect, some 

respondents emphasized that they learned to see these aspects as “part of the job” and that 

they got used to it with time.  

 

“I was trained and I was not afraid. It becomes a job at some point.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“We lost people, they died and got injured. But when you accept the gun, you accept this 

danger. You cannot fear, when you carry the gun. It is better to die fighting than without a 

fight.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

“I was not afraid. When you know the sound of the bell, you are not afraid to hear it ring. I 

was trained, and used to this type of situations. I was not afraid.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I was fighting on the front line. I was not afraid. In the beginning, yes, you fear. But after the 

attacks continue, you get used to it. It becomes a normal thing. I did not feel happy or 

unhappy. I felt that this is my situation now.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In the beginning, I did not like it. I had always been afraid of army people. In Bor, at first, I 

was still new, and I was afraid of everything. But, I got used to the bullets, and I was no longer 

afraid . God is there with you when you are fighting. I saw my brothers die, but I trusted in 

God.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“Despite the deaths, I kept hope. Some left and surrendered to the enemy to join their ranks. 

But I stayed determined. The people who stayed were the strong minded ones.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The importance of religion in coping with the reality of warfare, plays a prominent role in 

many of the respondents‟ narratives, often as part of a fatalistic outlook.  

 

“There is no safety in battles. So you are not afraid. God will protect you or take you.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

  

“In the fighting, you just give your life to God. You don‟t know if you‟re going to live or die. 

Many of my friends died, some were injured.” 

 – 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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Apart from religious beliefs, the dedication and belief in the political goals of the movement 

could give soldiers confidence for the battles. The idea of dying for liberation of the land, for 

freedom and justice, helped soldiers cope with the reality of the battlefield. 

 

“I felt good, because I was fighting for a new Sudan, where everyone is free to believe what he 

wants and to say what he thinks. Where every Sudanese is respected.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“Many people died. It made me angry, but I had to continue the fight. We did not yet reach our 

goal.”  

– 37 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was working with the radio, but I also had to be in battles. I was not afraid, because I knew 

that if I die, it will be for my land.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I was not afraid. I don‟t feel anything. I know if I die, my people will be free. It was a 

liberation movement. It made me feel strong.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“It was a big change from being a student to being a soldier. But during the military training 

you get that energy. You become strong and happy to go and liberate our people. We knew we 

were the generation that was going to liberate our land.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

The military life was also characterized by a very fast pace. Some respondents noted that they 

did not „have time to think‟ and were drawn into the events rapidly.  

 

“Once you are in the army, things go very quickly. You just do what you are ordered, and 

there is not really time to think about your decision.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I was happy, there was no chance to think about anything else then the training. I didn‟t think 

about my family.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Coping with negative emotions and life-threatening circumstances on the battlefield was not 

achievable for all soldiers. Some left the movement, either by escaping or by suicide because 

they could not bear their condition. Other managed to get used to the violence by some form 

of emotional detachment. Religious beliefs as well as a connectedness to the movement‟s 

ideology helped keeping soldiers going. As was discussed in paragraph 2.2.1, a certain 
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nearness of death is part of life in South Sudan, even to those who are not in the army. 

However, dying as a fighter for the movement, offered a heroic death that brought Southerners 

closer to their liberation. 

 

3.3.3 The role and duties of women in the SPLA 

Recently, „gender-sensitivity‟ has become a more than fashionable term in humanitarian and 

development policy, which has also led to increased attention for the role of women during 

civil wars and in peace building.148 However, the exact role of women in armed movements149 

has been little researched, although the relevance of their contribution is no longer  

categorically overlooked. For example, the Eritrean People‟s Liberation Front (EPLF) 

consisted for 30 percent out of female members, with 13 percent of the frontline fighters being 

women. 150 This counts as a considerable contribution, and is thought to be linked to the EPLF 

leadership‟s stress on gender equality.  Despite the lack of such an explicit gender equality 

policy with the foundation of the SPLM/A, women as well as men joined the ranks of the 

movement in the early days of the civil war, although there are no numbers available 

regarding the size of their contribution.151  

“Since the beginning of the war female volunteers were recruited into the SPLA. They were 

trained in Ethiopia and became part of the SPLA. Some of them are now high commanders. 

They are part of the army, and fall under the regular staff policies. There is nothing special 

about them: they are regular soldiers. Apart from them, there were the women who were in the 

IDP camps, refugee camps and in the liberated areas, but as civilians. They were the wives, 

sisters and mothers of the male fighters. They mobilized food, and provided medical care to 

wounded soldiers. They also carried ammunition and food to the frontlines, on their heads. 

They were with us at the fronts, but they were not soldiers.”  

– Policy maker in the SPLA 

 

In these days, while some women joined the movement independently, some followed their 

husbands who joined. 

 

“I joined the SPLA on 25-12-1985, when I was 17 years old. Before I joined I lived with my 

family in the village. I didn‟t go to school, I was keeping the cows. My family were cattle 

keepers. My father was a teacher, but he joined the SPLA when the war began. My brother 

also joined but he came back because he was too small. During the war the government army 

came to our village and they killed seven people. This was near our village, in Kobo [Upper 

                                                 
148

 E.g. Kampwirth (2003) on the role of women in Latin American Revolutions, or Vlachova (2005) for a more 

general view on the role of females in conflict. 
149

 In policy-making, the term Women Affiliated to Armed Forces and Groups (WAAFG) is often used to refer to 

this group.  
150

 Pool, D. (1998) p. 32-33 
151

 Waters (2008) p. 1-2 
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Nile]. Some of them were my family. They came to capture our people and they even took the 

children.”  

– 39 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

 “I got married in 1982, when I was 18. The war changed the situation a lot. The problems 

started when all the men were taken by the SPLM, especially the educated ones. My husband 

was captured by the government. He escaped with the help of some relatives, but he could not 

come back to the village. The government came to interrogate me and torture me, because my 

husband escaped. But I didn‟t know where he was. After some time, he contac ted me to let me 

know he was ok and we met. We went to Ethiopia with a big group. My husband had joined 

them [the SPLA] in 1984, he was a captain. When we arrived in Ethiopia, the men and women 

were separated. They first trained the men and then the women.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“Most of the people in the village were died and the houses were burnt. This started in 1988. 

We were suffering from this situation and some of our family died and some got sick. I had 

one child. I joined, because the war was happening every day. They were also killing women. I 

decided to join them [the SPLA]. I reported myself to be one of them.”  

– 44 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

  

“Our husbands were commanders in the SPLA In 1986, the war reached Torit. They attacked 

[our] area. Some people from Torit feared and went out, to Juba. I was pregnant, I couldn‟t 

leave, I was too heavy. So I stayed. There was a famine in Torit for 2 years. We were inside 

Torit and we started to work for the SPLA in 1989. We went with them to the frontlines, and 

cooked for them.”  

– 40 year old and 42 year old female respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

These excerpts show that heavy insecurity significantly reduced the range of options available 

to women to either fleeing or joining the movement.152 This formed a major motivation for 

women to join, either by themselves or by following their husbands. However, forced 

recruitment was also practiced among women.153 An important group of women in the SPLA 

are the wives of soldiers in the movement, who travelled around the country with their 

husbands. Male respondents also talked about the presence of their wives sometimes.  

“I married a second wife. We had 4 children. She was in the movement and she went with me 

everywhere I went for battles.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

                                                 
152

 Waters (2008) p. 2, although Waters claims that this only became the reality for women in South Sudan after a 

split occurred within the SPLA in 1991. Although she has strong arguments and evidence  (main ly derived from 

interviews with female SPLA combatants) that these splits created specific security threats for wome n, my data 

suggests that insecurity was already an important motive for women to join  the SPLA before these splits 

occurred. 
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 Waters (2008) p. 2-3 interviewed women who joined the movement because they were forced or even 

abducted. 
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“My oldest wife, the first one, she was with me in Equatoria when times were very tough. It 

was chaotic, we were moving around with the cattle all the time. My second wife died in 

Malakal, in 1991 while I was fighting there. She was killed by the Murle militia. She left a 6 

year old son.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

With regard to their tasks and duties, women played a key role in supporting the military 

operations run almost entirely by male fighters. There were also women who became soldiers 

themselves, and went to the battlefield. In the early days of the war, the SPLA trained an all-

girls battalion in Ethiopia for military duties, but they were given administra tive positions in 

the end.154 During the late 1990s, a complete battalion of female soldiers was trained in the 

Nuba Mountains, referred to as the “Shatta-battalion” (shatta is the Arabic word for a chili 

pepper). But other battalions also took women with them to the front lines, mostly for carrying 

ammunition and carrying the dead and wounded. Even the women staying behind in the 

barracks had to go and fight when the enemy came near.  

 

“After the training, I went to the bush. I had to carry the guns. Some of our platoon got hurt, 

and some died. We had to carry them to the hospital. I also fought. I walked from the Nuba 

Mountains all the way to Juba, carrying the guns. I was stationed there, for a while, and also in 

Bor, Torit and Kapoeta.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

“My job was in the security. I had to find information from the enemy: are they going to attack 

or not? I was also in the battles. In Joko, I was in the battle.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“After the training I was given the rank of corporal directly because I am educated. I followed 

my husband when he was moving around for battles. I had to stay behind and guard the 

barracks, and the children and take care of the orphans. But if there was an attack, we joined 

the fight. Or we helped evacuating the children. We also used to cook for the soldiers. Mostly 

fish and meat. If the men went out for a mission, the food had to be ready for them when they 

come back.”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

According to the female respondents, cooking and taking care of the wounded were the most 

common duties of women in the movement. Duties on the frontlines involved carrying food, 

ammunition and carrying and taking care of wounded soldiers.155 Women also took care of 
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children, both their own children or child-soldiers who were travelling with the movement. 

According to Waters (2008) women were expected to provide sexual services to the male 

soldiers. Although none of the women I interviewed mentioned such practices, it is not likely 

that they would disclose such information very easily. My impression is that married women 

were generally off limits to men other than their husbands, but it is likely that young 

unmarried women were targeted for such practices. It is also likely that marriages between 

SPLA soldiers and civilian girls were arranged with a degree of force, but it must be noted 

that this is also common in peace-time. 

“In 1996, I got married to another soldier. He came to talk to my father and my father left me 

with that man. He was in battle, and I stayed in the hospital. We could see each other only 

sometimes, for 2 or 3 days. Thanks to God, we had children in those days. Yes, it was war, and 

it was unsafe. My husband could die, I could die, and the children would be alone. But if we 

didn‟t have children in these times, when are we going to have children?”  

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei 

 

“In 1989 [age 15], I got married to a commander. He was the SPLA chief in Nuba mountains 

at that time. He had been arranging our marriage and negotiating with my family since I joined 

the SPLA. A year after our marriage, I had a daughter. When she was one and a half  years 

old, I left her with my family in Nuba mountains and went back to the bush. There was no 

choice. I wanted to stay with my child, but I chose to sacrifice myself. Life was difficult for 

everyone then, I had no choice.”  

– 31 year old female respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

Whatever role women were fulfilling, they often received ranks for their efforts.  

 

“In 2003, I got a rank: three stars. Higher than my father and higher than my husband.”   

– 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei 

 

“I got promoted very fast, because I was active. But it was normal, some of my friends had 

even higher ranks than me. I am a sergeant”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

  

The position of women who were married to soldiers became uncertain when their husbands 

died. Some left the movement, either going to refugee camps, or staying behind in what was 

left of civilian life in South Sudan. According to customary regulations, widows and their 

children become the responsibility of the oldest brother of the deceased husband. However, as 

the war had destroyed most of the social fabric, these practices had come to lose their 

traditional significance.  
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“My husband died in 1993. After he died, the SPLA commanders talked to all the widows and 

advised them to go to the UN camps and get education for the children. I went to Itang camp 

[Ethiopia].”  

– 40 year old female respondent from Unity State 

 

“Our husbands died. They were killed in battle. We did not get any help. Our brothers-in-law 

are supposed to take care of us. It is their responsibility when their brother dies.”  

– 40 year old and 42 year old female respondents from Eastern Equatoria 

 

“ I stayed with my brother-in-law for some time, but he did not take good care of me. I had his 

child and I hoped it would be better, but he never even came to see the child.”   

– 42 year old female respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Marrying into the movement then did not grant the wives of soldiers much status for 

themselves. Despite the work they did for the movement, with the death of their husbands 

many became obsolete and became dependant on what was left of the cultural institutions for 

support. 

 

3.3.4 Children in the movement 

In the previous chapter, the recruitment of children by the SPLA was already shortly 

discussed. Mention wad made of the Red Army (Jesh „Ahmr), the formation of which started 

at the onset of the second civil war. The Red Army consisted of young boys, some as young as 

seven years old, who had either been actively recruited into the movement, or who had joined 

the SPLA in the bush after escaping an attack on their village.156 Yet, though many young 

boys could be found in the ranks of the SPLA, it was not at all common for them to be sent to 

battle at a young age. Training of the Red Army consisted of a combination of regular school 

and military training. It was meant to last a couple of years, and its aim was to create a 

generation of  southern Sudanese who could be used as soldiers during the war, but would also 

serve as a qualified labor force for the New Sudan, once the war would be over.  

 With the forced departure of the SPLA from Ethiopia in 1991, a process of 

organizational transformation started for the movement, changing much of the movement‟s 

internal structures, as the logistical and political support from Ethiopia ended.157 On the basis 

of my data, it seems that this also implied changes in the policies towards the Red Army, 

changing it from its original set up as it had been during the 1980s. I did not encounter stories 

of young boys being taken from their families with promises of education during the 1990s or 

after, in the same way as was done with Red Army soldiers during the 1980s. Yet, young boys 

continued to be recruited throughout the rest of the war and the term “Red Army” continued to 

be used to refer to young soldiers. Boys were sometimes recruited by force, though never as 
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young as at the onset of the war, with the development of the Red Army. But young boys also 

joined voluntarily, either as a result of political mobilization or because they were looking for 

safety. They were discussed in the previous chapter as part of the „regular‟ soldiers. 

The policies towards children and youngsters once they were inside the movement 

remained one focused on a combination of employing them as soldiers and enabling them to 

continue education when circumstances allowed, similar to the set up of the Red Army. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, policies regarding children and youngsters were also 

marked by a certain ambiguity: while boys (and girls) who were considered too young to fight 

were often rejected and sent away, in other cases, they were given military training, after 

which some were sent to battle when they were still young. 

 

“I became a soldier when I was 12. I was trained in Chirguale. It took one year. They teach me 

boxing, and how to run, how to fight. I was feeling very bad, because I was beaten by the 

teacher if I did something wrong. After the training, they give us boots, uniform and a gun. 

They sent us everywhere to fight.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (joined at age 12) 

 

“We started to fight, and I felt bad about it. The war made everything worse. Dead, hurt and 

people flee. I got injured in 1996, in my leg. I had to go to the hospital far from the battles. I 

had to stay behind in the barracks since then.” 

 – 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 9) 

 

“After Pibor, I went to Blue Nile in 1987, then to Khartoum Bilel, Jiko, and Nasir. In 1989, I 

got shot in my leg. It had to be amputated and I now use an artificial leg. After that, I could not 

go back to battle. I stayed in the liberated areas, but still in uniform. We were with a group in 

our area and we made parades. In 2004, I went on leave to go to college in Kenya.”  

–36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria (joined at age 12) 

 

It seems that policies regarding the proper age for soldiers to be sent to battle, was subject to 

variation through time, and also depended on the judgment of individual commanders. In 

general, it seems that boys were considered old enough to fight by the age of 14-15, but their 

eligibility for frontline battle  depended on their physical shape as well. As was mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, the strongest boys were selected to be sent to the frontlines. Those left 

behind were given relatively lighter tasks.  

 

“They gave me training, but it was not enough. It was not long and it was only about 

marching. I was wearing a uniform. After the training I became a bodyguard. I wasn‟t sent to 

battle, because I was too young.”  

– 20 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 15) 
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“After the training, I never went to battle on the frontline. I always stayed behind in the 

garrison. This was in Torit. I had to look after the commander‟s house. I was his bodyguard.”   

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 15) 

 

“I went with them [the SPLA] to Chukaduma. I was copying the other soldiers to learn how to 

be a soldier. I didn‟t get a uniform and a gun yet. I was presented to the chairman, but he said I 

was too young. He told me to go back to school. I was 15 years old then. So I was in the army 

only for 21 days, and then I went back to Kakuma camp. ”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (joined at age 15) 

 

“After the training, I was feeling strong. But the commanders thought I was still too young to 

fight, so I had to stay in the barracks with them. I was in the headquarters, where Dr. John was. 

When I was 13, I didn‟t want to wait anymore, and they let me go to battle. They saw I was 

ready for it.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 12) 

 

Writings on child soldiers, whether produced by human rights organizations or by NGOs for 

fundraising purposes, generally assume that children158 are forced to fight.159 Some of my 

respondents, among which the last two ones above, challenge that assumption. We have 

already seen that children were not always forcibly recruited, but often joined voluntarily 

either looking for relative safety or motivated otherwise. Among my respondents were two 

girls who joined the SPLA at a very young age to avenge the death of one of their family 

members. One of them was sent away by the SPLA after the training. She was sent to Kakuma 

refugee camp in Kenya to attend school. After a year, she decided to return to the bush and 

join the soldiers again: 

 

“My heart didn‟t want to stay in the school. I wanted to fight. Every day in the school, my 

mind was thinking about going back to the army. This was because of what happened to my 

father. I was still angry.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 10) 

 

Another common assumption is that children are traumatized by their experiences in armed 

movements. As we have seen, boys who were sent to the frontlines, were indeed confronted 

with death and heavy injuries. But the girls provide ground for allowing more diversity in that 

image: 
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“I felt good, because I was helping my country. But I was also angry. Everyone was angry in 

those times. I was not afraid. We knew how the war worked, we knew when to run.” 

 – 29 year old female respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 13) 

 

“I liked it. I like being with the soldiers. Sometimes I visited my family in Juba and then go 

back to the army. My mother didn‟t mind that I was in the army. She left it to God to decide 

what happens.”  

– 22 year old female respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 10) 

 

There are also male respondents who had joined the movement at a young age, and challenge 

the assumption that being part of the movement was a horrendous experience. Another aspect 

that stand out, is the opportunities for education that were provided by the movement, 

although this was not limited to children: 

 “My commanders were always very helpful and understanding. They let me go on leave to go 

to school in 2002. I went back to Yei, where I attended primary school.”  

– 25 year old respondent from Central Equatoria (joined at age 15) 

 

“In 1999 I was allowed to take leave to go to school. Although there were sometimes teachers 

in the bush, during ceasefires, I wanted to finish my education.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (joined at age 12) 

 

Against the background of the SPLA‟s post-Red Army policy towards children – in principle 

not recruiting very young children, giving youngsters relatively safe tasks, and providing 

opportunities for education – one can wonder if children and youngsters in the movement 

were actually worse off than those in refugee camps or in the villages. Yet, it must be 

mentioned that this general policy was not consistently implemented, and that there are 

accounts of children who were mistreated by the movement and were exposed to extreme 

danger and violence. One should not forget, however, that civilian life and life in the refugee 

camps during the war, was full of danger and violence as well. In general, this leaves room for 

a more nuanced image of child-soldiers then what is generally presented.  

 

3.4 Opportunities and stratification 

3.4.1 Economic opportunities 

Given the central role that has recently been ascribed to economic opportunities in the 

literature on civil wars, it seems appropriate to analyze the economic opportunities that existed 

for those who were in the movement, in order to assess it‟s role in the affiliation of individuals 

to the movement. In the previous chapter, it was already concluded that opportunism did not  

form a major drive behind recruitment in the SPLA. It became clear that mass- insecurity 

formed the main motor behind recruitment in the lower ranks, making people join voluntarily 
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out of motivations of sheer physical survival. As we have seen so far in this chapter, the 

movement was already hard pressed to provide basic necessities to its soldiers. What 

opportunities, if any, existed to accumulate wealth in the movement? And to whom were these 

opportunities available? And, finally, to what extent did economic opportunities motivate 

soldiers to stay with the movement? 

 Those who had joined the movement for safety did not have any form of livelihood 

left, although some managed to bring cattle with them to IDP camps or refugee camps. Some 

were too young to have a livelihood to begin with, as unmarried men do not usually own land 

or cattle in South Sudan. Those who joined for political reasons, and who did have some 

livelihood of their own, had to leave it behind – under the care of relatives – or try to maintain 

their livelihood while moving around with the movement, as the SPLA did not pay salaries. 

Some note that is was a major disadvantage of the army that their work for the movement did 

not allow them to build a livelihood.  

 

“My wife had 6 children during the war. There was no money to support my family during the 

war. My wife used some of the cattle and she cultivated. That is how she supported our 

family.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“A disadvantage of being in the army, is that you could not do anything else beside it. You 

could not start a family, or a business. All your time is with the army.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Some soldiers were not deployed outside their home areas, but instead had a civilian life with 

a “part-time” affiliation to the movement. The aim of these hybrid defense forces was to 

protect civilian areas. Individuals with this type of involvement in the movement, still 

maintained a civilian life and a livelihood.  

“I used to fight. When the fighting stopped, I started digging in my farm. I made my own farm 

in Mabaan [Upper Nile]. My wife and family was there. When the enemy comes, I joined the 

battalion to defend the village.”  

– 35 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Economic opportunities that were brought forth by being a soldier in the movement, were 

derived from theft and looting. A deserter describes the practices he observed with the 

movement in Equatoria. 

 

“When we caught a town, everyone went to steal from the shops and take money from the 

people. But then the commanders came and they wanted to take those things from the soldiers, 

to have for themselves. If you did not give it, they will kill you. You could see someone lying 

dead with the money in his hands.” 

 – 25 year old respondent from Central Equatoria 
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A soldier in Renk described how his battalion killed an elephant once, which they used to feed 

themselves. Some of the soldiers wanted to take the tusks of the animal with them, but they 

were not allowed. They had to be handed over to the commander. In Blue Nile State, the 

movement accumulated wealth through some goldmines in the area. Again, the Zonal 

commander plays a key role in controlling the returns from these endeavors.  

 

“In Blue Nile State, we were depending on agriculture to feed our soldiers and raise funds for 

obtaining equipment. We also captured a lot of equipment from the enemy. And there was 

gold digging around Kurmuk. We had specialized people who were mining for gold, and there 

was a committee that supervised it. Governor Malik [Zonal Commander of BNS at the time] 

himself was involved in that, to supervise the gold digging.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Taxation of civilians, also alluded to in the above excerpt, formed another source of income 

for the SPLA. Although opinions regarding the style and strength of the mechanisms of civil 

administration differ among researchers,160 it is agreed that taxation of civilians played a 

central role. The Zonal Commander was responsible for the civil administration in the zone 

under his command, tasking senior officers to administrative tasks. These Civil Military 

Administrators (CMA‟s) were responsible for the management of tax collection, recruitment, 

the maintaining of law and order, and relief-distribution, and they worked in close 

collaboration with the chiefs.161 A former CMA recounts his tasks in the distribution of relief: 

 

“I was given the task to coordinate the distribution of relief in the SPLA areas. Food, Mosquito 

nets and medicine was brought in by Catholic Relief Services, and it had to be distributed.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

It is clear that the Zonal Commander held a considerable amount of power and were one of the 

few figures who had access to the financial resources of the movement. They were one of the 

few who had the opportunity to use the movement‟s funds for their personal benefit. Although 

there is no data available regarding this aspect of the movement‟s organization, it can be 

expected that some commanders were engaged in such practices. A deserter describes that: 

“Our commander was a Dinka, and he was selling the food that arrived for us.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

                                                 
160
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If the availability of opportunities for economic gain was a motivation to stay with the SPLA, 

it can be expected to be prevalent among the SPLA‟s Zonal Commanders, as well as among 

individuals higher up in the movement‟s hierarchical structure. If anyone had an economic 

interest in continual of the war, we would have to look for them in these ranks of the 

movement. For regular soldiers, however, there was little to no opportunity for economic gain 

in the movement. 

 

3.4.2 Upward social mobility, ranks and privileges 

The movement, then, did not offer financial rewards for participation, nor were opportunities 

to generate income widely available. That, however, does not mean that there were no rewards 

and opportunities at all. First of all, the SPLA had a system of ranks, providing opportunities 

for upward social mobility and increasing of one‟s status in the movement. Since no direct 

economic benefits were linked to these ranks (e.g. an increase in salary) I have classified these 

rewards as symbolic, in the sense that they are a form of  symbolic capital.162 Not only does 

the acquisition of a higher rank provide social status to those going up in ranks, it also 

reiterates the authority of the ones who have the power to rank individuals. Next, the 

movement provided opportunities for soldiers to continue their education, which again 

allowed them to increase their status. Lastly, marriage formed a way to increase one‟s social 

status. As we have seen in chapter 3, being married to many wives and supporting many 

children signifies that someone is part of medium of better-off socio-economic class. The next 

paragraphs investigate the distribution of these rewards and opportunities among the 

movement. Following that, we will look at the position of those who were cast aside from the 

regular reward system due to injuries.  

 

3.4.2.1 Symbolic rewards: ranks 

Many respondents had gone up in rank since the moment they joined the movement. As we 

have seen in paragraph 3.2.1 above, some were given ranks immediately after the training, 

most of whom claim that this was due to the fact that they had had some form of education. 

To respondents who had been given higher ranks during their time with the movement, I 

posed the question of why they think they were given ranks. The first and foremost reply 

referred to the type of behavior that was acknowledged through rank ing. 

“A promotion in the movement was based on good behavior. It is important to be active, loyal, 

honest and to obey your superiors. I got promoted until I reached the rank of Brigadier 

General. I got promoted many times, because I was active. And I never betrayed the 

movement, I never betrayed my commanders and I am not illiterate. I deserve to be even 

higher.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Brigadier General) 
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“I jumped from rank to rank, because I was different from my colleagues. I even jumped past 

some of my seniors. I was different because of my activities, and because I have a moral. 

When I was an officer, I had a strategic and tactic plan about the army. And I knew how to 

administer a platoon, a company (3 platoons ) and a battalion (+300 people). And as a colonel, 

I had 3 battalions. I was successful in missions. If there is an ambush or an attack, they sent me 

and I succeed.” 

 – 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Colonel) 

 

“In 1997 I got my rank. It was because I was active and working hard. That‟s why.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Sergeant) 

  

“I got promoted because I worked hard. Some promotions were given in general work, some 

of them for a specific skill.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State (rank: Sergeant) 

 

“When I joined, I was a private. Now, I am a major. Back then, I did not even dream to 

become a major. These things go step by step.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (rank: Major) 

 

“I got my first star in 1986, and went further up until I became a colonel in 2005. When you do 

good work, you get promoted. Some people are cowards. They leave the army to stay with 

their families, instead of staying in the barracks. So they don‟t get promoted.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Colonel) 

 

Going up in rank, meant being tasked with heavier responsibilities, and a proven ability to 

handle those seems to have been an important condition for being given a higher rank. But, as 

the last excerpt indicates, ranks also functioned as an encouragement for being courageous, 

necessary to motivate soldiers to engage in heavy battles. Another respondent emphasizes that 

function of granting ranks: 

 

“I got my ranks because I got into more heavy fighting. The commander said that I should get 

a rank.” 

 – 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State (rank: Lieutenant) 

 

“I got my rank, because of my struggle. I was fighting for so long.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Sergeant) 

 

The SPLA also had a tribal policy with regard to ranks. The movement‟s New Sudan Vision – 

its ambition to fight for a change in all of the Sudan, rather than merely a change in the south 

– did not fit well with the reality that the majority of its members were from southern tribes. In 

the South itself, the movement was perceived by some as being a Dinka-movement, as the 



108 

 

majority of SPLA soldiers, and more so of its leadership, were from the Dinka tribe. This 

formed a problem in areas that were predominantly non-Dinka, such as Equatoria, where the 

movement never enjoyed a natural legitimacy as it did in Dink areas. 163 The movements tribal 

policy, then , aimed at altering the movement‟s image as that of a Dinka-army by giving ranks 

to soldiers who were from underrepresented tribes . 

 

“In our system, it also matters from which tribe you are. Because, I actually should have been 

a General by now. But people from smaller tribes had to be promote before me, because they 

are underrepresented and they need to create a balance. Some of who are now generals, joined 

the SPLA later than me.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Brigadier) 

 

“Those SPLA soldiers who were part of a tribe that was underrepresented in the SPLA were 

given high ranks. This was to reward them for their decision to be part of the SPLA, and to 

give them status among their tribe, and to attract more tribe-members.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains (rank: private) 

 

Commanders were the ones who decided on who was to be given higher ranks. Their 

decisions were based on information they received from their officers, making a soldier‟s 

eligibility depend on the strength of his or her network.  

“I became a sergeant major in 1997. This is a polit ics. Because the people told some good 

things about me and because I was doing well in battle.”  

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei state (rank: Sergeant Major) 

 

The central position of the commander in appointing individuals for higher ranks, and setting 

the conditions for eligibility, put commanders in a position marked by enormous symbolic 

power. Ranking formed a ritual that reiterated their authority and soldiers generally accepted 

the decisions made by their leadership.  

“My rank was Corporal, which meant I led a squad. I kept that rank until now. I felt like going 

up in rank, but it depends on the nomination of your higher commanders, I don‟t know why 

they nominate people: on the basis of what. They didn‟t nominate me, but I don‟t mind.”   

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Corporal) 

 

“I got a rank in 28-5-2001: Second Lieutenant. I never thought about getting a higher rank. 

The commanders decide those things. When you grow up, you also don‟t question your 

parents‟ decisions. In the army, you just do what you are told by your commanders.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Jonglei State (rank: Second Lieutenant) 
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As being awarded a higher rank came with more responsibilities, some soldiers were not too 

keen on taking part in the ranking system. These respondents are mostly found among the 

forced recruits: 

 

 “I did not have a rank. I was a soldier. I didn‟t really care about it. I never wanted a rank. A 

rank means more responsibilities and I didn‟t want that.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria (rank: private) 

 

3.4.2.2 Educational opportunities 

The organization of education in the SPLA was already briefly touched upon when the 

formation of the Red Army was discussed in chapter 3 and earlier in this chapter, in paragraph 

4.3.5. Although young boys were not brought to Ethiopia for  educational purposes alone, they 

were indeed put in school once they reached the refugee camps along the Sudanese-Ethiopian 

border. Generally, since grievances over lack of government services and development in the 

south formed a key element of the movement‟s political ideology, organizing such services for 

its members contributed to its credibility. When feasible, the movement organized education 

for the soldiers in the bush, where soldiers were learning under trees. 

 

“During my time in the army, I learnt to read a bit. We had classes under the trees sometimes. 

We studied and prayed.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“There were sometimes teachers in the bush, during ceasefires”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

Yet, these initiatives were as infrequent as they were unpredictable, and many soldiers were 

looking for opportunities to follow „real‟ education. It was common for young soldiers to be 

granted leave for a certain period of time to go to school in a village or in a refugee camp.  

 

“They let me go on leave to go to school in 2002. I went back to Yei, where I attended primary 

school.”  

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“In 1992, our commander came to the barracks and we made a parade. Then, they said to me 

“you are still young, you go to school”. Twenty were selected like that. I went to Kenya and 

finished my primary and secondary school there.”  

– 34 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

I was sent to bible college in 1999. An organization from America brought bible colleges into 

the army. They sent me to bible college, because they could see I had a that kind of mind. I am 
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a Chaplain now: I spread the word of God in the army. And to improve the behavior of people 

into the army.”  

– 45 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

“If my commanders would have allowed me to study, I would have gone. But otherwise, we 

just had to fight like soldiers. There were chances for some to take leave for school sometimes, 

but that didn‟t happen to me.”  

– 32 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Generally, it was easier to be allowed to go on leave during ceasefires, whether it was for a 

family visit or to attend school. But even so, the movement could not afford all of its soldiers 

to be sent on leave, and as the last excerpt indicates, the distribution of this privilege was in 

the hands of the commanders.  Apart from opportunities to take leave for primary and 

secondary school, the movement also created opportunities for higher educated soldiers to 

take specialized courses, and even to go to university.  

 

“In 1994, at the First SPLM Convention, I started to push for continuing my education. But, at 

the time, I didn‟t want to leave Governor Malik to go to Blue Nile State alone. So, I did my 

duty here, and mobilized and trained so many new people. When the job was done, I was 

given the opportunity to study in Kenya. I got a scholarship, was released from the army and 

went to Nairobi. I studied a double major, history and environment.”   

– 43 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In 2004, I started to continue my studies. The African Education Trust from South Africa was 

providing courses through distant learning. It was coordinated by the SRRC.
164

 I took a course 

in public administration management. They sent us modules and there are some tutors. I 

studied these modules next to the work in the army. My goal was to gain more knowledge and 

to build my career. I got 2 certificates.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“Malik [Agar, zonal commander of BNS at the time] saw that I was so active and he called me 

to come to the headquarters. He told me he wants me to go to school. He sent me to Addis 

Ababa to a computer course in 1998. After that, I was sent to an English course in Nairobi. I 

finished it in 2002. I was not happy, because I was feeling that I left my soldiers. I couldn‟t 

sleep well. I didn‟t enjoy.” 

 – 41year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Higher educated soldiers were generally in higher ranks, granting them some leverage to push 

for their own education. Furthermore, it was in the interest of the movement to not only to 
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hang on to their talented officers, but also to create a pool of people who could potentially 

serve in administrative positions. The following respondent makes clear the importance of 

having a strong network in the movement in generating such opportunities for oneself.  

 

“When I was a captain, I was asked to become the commissioner of Kurmuk [locality in BNS]. 

I was asked by John Garang, one of my best friends. I‟m also close to Malik. They didn‟t want 

me to go back to the military, because I‟m useful for civil authority. I am prepared to do 

whatever. When they selected me to become a commissioner, to work as a politician, I was 

sent to Nairobi for school. I went to the Pan African College.”  

– 48 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

In the previous chapter, educational opportunities turned out to be the only form of capital that 

attracted opportunists into the ranks of the movement. However, it was estimated that the 

numbers of these recruits were limited as information on educational opportunities for soldiers 

was not widely available. In this paragraph we have seen that the distribution of educational 

privileges was quite unpredictable, even to those inside the movement. Except to those in the 

higher ranks, the process of distributing educational opportunities was not transparent, but 

contingent on decision-making by commanders and likely to depend much on the strength of a 

soldier‟s network.  

 

3.4.2.3 Marriage 

In a normal life in South Sudan, marriage forms a crucial element in a man‟s life among all 

tribes. We have already seen in the previous chapter that one‟s socio-economic status 

increases once a man gets married and has many children. Polygamy is practiced among 

practically all southern Sudanese tribes. Having many wives is a sign of a man‟s wealth, 

partially because the payment of a dowry is required with every marriage. Among all southern 

tribes, that dowry consists of cattle. While most tribes have fixed the number of heads of 

cattle, it is common among the Dinka to set the dowry for each marriage through negotiations 

between the families involved. As soldiers did not normally have cattle, to marry a girl they 

either postponed the payment of the dowry, or arranged for cattle through their civilian 

connections.  

“I got married during the war in Blue Nile. I told the girl‟s parents that if the peace is signed, I 

will pay the cows. They agreed and gave me the girl.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I got married during the war. I found my wife in Malakal, when I was deployed there. Her 

brother was with me in the army, so they agreed to get married without cattle.”   

– 37  year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I managed to get married during the war. My father had a big cattle-farm, so it could be done. 

There was no time to meet girls and engage them. When we passed village, it went very 

quickly and you could not meet a girl. But when I was given some leave, I managed to marry a 

girl in my village. The ceremony was done in my absence, because I was called back for an 

urgent mission right before the ceremony. They did the ceremony in my absence, and then the 

girl was put in my father‟s house. When I came back, I received my wife. I spent 6 days with 

her, and went back to the army. ”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

 “I got married during the war to three wives. They went with me to the bush and stayed 

behind in the barracks. In 2001, the ceasefire made life easier. I was still in the army, on stand-

by, but working in Care and Save the Children and receiving some salaries. I could save 

enough to marry a third wife.”  

– 48 year old respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In the South, in Yambio, I married a second wife. We could marry because it didn‟t require a 

lot of money. My friends who had jobs for NGOs collected the money for me, but it was just a 

small money. It is more important to be a respectable man. We had 4 children. She was in the 

movement and she went with me everywhere I went for battles.” 

 –  43 year old respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“Some got married during the war. Civilians were paying for the cattle then, not the soldiers. I 

didn‟t have that chance, my family had no cattle. “  

– 37 year old male respondent from White Nile State 

 

“In the bush I could not marry. How will you take care of your family? Some did marry, but I 

did not have that opportunity.”  

 –  30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

As the last respondent suggests, apart from arranging the dowry, marriage also requires taking 

care of a wife and children. For soldiers who were not being paid, nor able to maintain a 

livelihood, this required continuing support of the families. 

“I got married during the war. There were no dowries. People didn‟t have wealth. My wife was 

cultivating and she took care of herself. They are still there in Twic county.”   

– 38 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I got married during the war, in 1999. There was no money from the army, but there was 

support for us. My wife was staying with her family and they continued to take care of her. 

One of our children was born during the war, they also took care of him. Between 2001 and 

2007 I did not see my family. I wanted to go and see them, but it was too dangerous to travel, 

the enemy was everywhere.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 
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“I managed to visit my family a few times during the war, and my wife was also sent to me a 

few times, so that we could have children. My wife had 6 children during the war. I met them 

after the peace agreement. They don‟t know me.”  

– 47 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

  

“I got married again in 2002. We have three boys now. Our first child was born in 2004, he is 

6 years now. So, now I can go back and fight, it‟s no problem, because I have sons. I called my 

fist born Nathan, after my brother. He died in the frontline in Upper Nile and he died without a 

child.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

The final excerpt emphasizes the spiritual meaning of reproduction. Not only is the production 

of many offspring a sign of a man‟s wealth and fertility, it also has a value in and of itself.  

 

3.4.2.4 Injuries  

The link between injuries, status and opportunities may appear obvious: when one gets injured 

and can no longer fight, his status will drop. That is what generally happens to handicapped 

people in our own societies. Indeed, getting injured during battle often had major 

consequences for a soldier‟s life, not only because it is –literally – a traumatizing event. 

Although the SPLA had medical staff that could take care of the injured, severe injuries that 

required hospitalization could not be treated at the frontlines. These soldiers needed to be 

moved to hospitals in SPLA-controlled areas. If these hospitals were incapable to provide the 

necessary care, soldiers were moved to clinics run by foreign NGO‟s in civilian areas or in 

refugee camps. 

“Once, we attacked the place where our enemy is. We fight 2 hours, an we chased them away. 

We wanted to enter that village, but there were mines. We were walking in a straight line. I 

walked on a mine. My foot was destroyed. The commander told the other people to stop. I 

went to a hospital in Kurmuk, but the artificial leg was not there. I had to go to Lokichikio. I 

stayed in the hospital there for 3 months. Then, I went to Kakuma. I decided to go to school 

there. There was a school for refugees. I heard about that school. I stayed in Kakuma from 

2000. I stayed there until the peace was signed.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In March 1997, I was doing logistics work in the road, taking military equipment on the road 

from Laform to Pibor. I ran into an ambush of the enemy. My car drove on a mine and I lost 

both legs. I stayed in the bush for 6 days without medical care. There was a lot of bleeding. 

After 6 days the SPLA came to look for me, because the road needed to be cleared first. I was 

taken to a hospital in Lokichokio. I stayed there for 9 months.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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Even after treatment, many severely injured soldiers remained handicapped. This changed the 

tasks they could perform in the army and most of them could not return to battle. Hanging 

around the compound redundantly, some found opportunities to be released for education.  

 

“I got hurt. When we were fighting the enemy, I was hiding myself, but the enemy shot and it 

took my arm. I was taken to the hospital in Kurmuk. I lost my arm and stayed there for one 

year. I went back to the soldiers. Not in fight, but I stayed in the compound, because of my 

arm. There was no other work for me to do. I just stayed in the compound with the other 

soldiers and talk. I felt bad, because my arm was not good, still. I managed to go to school, in a 

village near the compound called Sukak. Until the peace, I was in this situation”  

– 24 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“In 1989, I got shot in my leg. It had to be amputated and I now use an artificial leg. After that, 

I could not go back to battle. I stayed in the liberated areas, but still in uniform. We were with 

a group in our area and we made parades. In 2004, I went on leave to go to college in Kenya.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

Being injured thus positioned soldiers aside from the system, which actually increased their 

opportunities for education, as they could be missed more easily. Being outside of the SPLA 

structure for some time, also provided distance from its logic and some decided not to go back 

to the barracks at all. 

 

“After a few battles, I was shot in my shoulder, and taken to the hospital of Norwegian Church 

Aid in Kauda. During my recovery, I started thinking about my future. I said to myself: you  

are the oldest son in your family: they need you. I escaped the SPLA and went back to my 

family. I told them I was captured and fought for the SPLA. They didn‟t know where I was all 

that time. I went back to Khartoum to finish my education.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Nuba Mountains 

 

So, while injuries could cause soldiers to become handicapped, and limited in the contribution 

they could make to the army, their effect was not limited to that. Many who returned to the 

barracks after recovery, were given lighter tasks, meaning more space for taking leave. They 

were more likely to be considered for educational opportunities, as they could more easily be 

missed from the army. However, after the signing of the CPA in 2005, their position became a 

lot more vulnerable, which will be discussed in more depth in the next chapter that focuses on 

the SPLA peace policies. 

 

3.5 Getting out and staying in 

Thus far, I have described several aspects of life in the ranks of the SPLA. We have looked at 

the transformation process from a recruit to a soldier and the role of the military training in 
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facilitating that process. But the training also turned out to be a selection process, with many 

recruits defaulting, either by desertion or death. Further, we have looked at the stratification 

within the movement and the distribution of symbolic capital and opportunities among its 

members. Though it is clear that the movement offered real opportunities for upward social 

mobility, the process created both winners and losers. While some had the status and the 

networks to exercise some control over their career, others were more contingent on 

unpredictable and ever-changing circumstances. 

 As we have defined the ability to recruit soldiers as a principal aspect explaining the 

strength of an armed movement, the question how they manage to maintain their fighters 

throughout a civil war, is equally relevant. In all interviews with respondents, I therefore 

asked questions regarding the considerations to stay with the movement and the possibility to 

leave. In addition, I interviewed deserters, although most of them had deserted the movement 

after the peace agreement. Let us first look at the narratives of soldiers who had stayed loyal 

to the movement, and talk about their considerations about leaving. A major aspect of SPLA 

policy stand out from these narratives: the use of force. Soldiers were simply not allowed to 

leave the army, once they were in.  

“I thought about going home sometimes. But if they catch you, they will take you back. The 

commanders didn‟t let me leave. They said you must, you must go to the front.”   

– 28 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“I never thought about leaving. I liked it. It was not allowed to leave, anyway.”  

– 32 year old male from Jonglei State 

 

“If you leave without permission, and they catch you, you will be put in prison.”  

– 36 year old male respondent from Eastern Equatoria 

 

 “In 1999 I was allowed to take leave to go to school. I found my parents near the Kenyan 

border. They were living there. I didn‟t want to return to the SPLA, but they caught me and I 

had to report. I went back in 2004.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

It was explained to me a few times that according to “the rules of the bush” deserters could, in 

principle, be killed by any SPLA soldier. Force then probably formed an important incentive 

to stay with the movement. Another restraint for leaving the movement was brought forth 

from the relative isolation of soldiers. As there was no telephone network, nor any other type 

of communication, most soldiers were not in contact with their relatives. This isolation 

reduced knowledge about possible alternatives to staying in the movement.  

 



116 

 

“We were very isolated. The small information we got was from the new people that joined 

from outside. They could give us news about our families. Also, in the liberated areas, soldier 

sometimes went for a small holiday. They also brought back news.”  

– 48 year old respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“I never thought about leaving: where could I go? I had no contact with my family while I was 

in the SPLA. Only after the peace, I learnt that they had resettled in a village near our old 

home.”  

– 30 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“You cannot leave. If you go back to the village, the enemy is there. It is better to stay here 

and fight them.”  

– 26 year old male respondent from Bahr El Ghazal 

 

Those who had left their village due to insecurity, did not know if that situation had improved. 

As the last excerpt indicates, assumed insecurity in the home area continued to be an incentive 

for soldiers to stay with the movement. But some narratives also point towards moral reasons 

for staying with the movement, and a sense of duty. When they left to go on leave, which 

technically gave them a chance to desert, they explain that they returned to the army out of 

loyalty to the movement. This was even the case for a severely injured soldier, who had a 

good excuse not to return. One respondent explained that he avoided going on leave 

altogether, out of fear he might be tempted to stay away. 

 

“I sometimes went back with permission, but I always wanted to return to my job in the army. 

Because this was my job.”  

– 39 year old female respondent from Upper Nile 

 

“I stayed in [the hospital in] Lokichokio until 2001. [A doctor] treated me, gave me support 

legs and crutches . Then, I went back to the army, and I worked as a driver and doing logistics. 

I wanted to go back because my men were still suffering in the bush. They might feel very 

discouraged because I got wounded. I wanted to go back to encourage them.”  

– 49 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 

 

“In 1992, I had to take some wounded to Lokichokio. I then traveled to Kakuma camp to see 

my relatives. They said to me “Why don‟t you study?” I decided to stay there and study in the 

camp school. After one year, I went back. I went back because I thought of the Arabs who 

were still there. I thought „What is the use to study when the Arabs are still there?‟ I will 

resume my study after we defeat the Arabs.” 

 – 48 year old male respondent from Jonglei State 
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“I never went to visit the [refugee] camp. I never visited, I preferred to stay with the soldiers. 

If you go and visit, you may not come back. You may find girls, who are dressed very well, 

and stay there. I never preferred to visit the safe place for that reason.”  

– 41 year old male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

Although I interviewed 5 deserters in total, only two of them had deserted the movement 

during the war. This is not enough to draw general conclusions about the motivations of 

soldiers to desert, but discussion of these two cases may form a starting point for 

understanding desertion more broadly. One of the two respondents that are relevant for this 

paragraph, was already described in the previous chapter, as he deserted after being injured 

and spending some time outside the movement. I interpret his desertion as a result of being 

away from the solider life for a while, allowing him to rethink his personal situation and 

recapture his individual needs. 

The other respondent was forcibly recruited at the age of 15, and belonged to an 

Equatorian tribe. His story is interesting, as it uncovers a failure of the integration process. As 

discussed before, in the eyes of many Equatorians, the SPLA was a Dinka-dominated 

movement, that was fighting a war that was not theirs. Clear traces of this attitude can be 

found in the narrative of this deserter.   

 

“The training was one year. There was not enough food, but us Equatorians, we knew how to 

get food. But the Dinka, they are cattle keepers, they could not feed themselves. They needed 

us to explain to them about the leaves. Even the commanders needed our help.”   

– 25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

After three years with the movement, and several battles, this respondent started planning his 

escape. It is significant that he did not leave as a response to his first confrontation with the 

movement, such as during the training, or during battle. Actually, he describes how he got 

used to the battlefields and learnt to cope with the deaths of his fellow-soldiers. And, while he 

expresses a deep respect for the John Garang, the movement‟s leader, he describes 

discrepancies with the reality on the ground.  

 

“Terrible things happened. There was a lot of fighting within the SPLA between Dinka and 

Equatorians. After three years, we were near Juba. The situation was very bad. There was no 

food. Everyone got discouraged and wanted to leave. We decided to go. We pretended to go 

for a bath in the river. Then we walked. We went through the bush to the border. A chief at the 

border with Uganda let us stay in his home. We left our guns with him and went to Uganda. 

There, we stayed in a refugee camp”  

–  25 year old male respondent from Central Equatoria 

 

This exhibits a clear failure of integration of the individual in the movement. The identity 

offered by the movement – aimed at inclusion of all southern tribes, and even all Sudanese 
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tribes – could not replace the tribal identity of this soldier, which seems directly linked to the 

inability of the movement to put its New Sudan vision into practice, as tribal differences were 

a common aspect of life in the movement, in the experience of this respondent. Overcoming 

tribalism has been recognized as one of the main failures of the SPLA, most notably where 

Equatorians are concerned.165 This formed a great handicap for maintaining members, since 

the movement had little material benefits to offer, and its legitimacy was, to a large extent, a 

moral one. Force then formed the only other instrument to keep members in, and as long as 

the movement is incapable of putting its inclusive ideology into practice, we can expect it to 

continue to rely heavily on the use of force. 

 

3.6 Comparison: affiliation to movements in Eastern Sudan 

Ideally, this paragraph would provide an in-depth discussion of the motivations to stay and 

leave in the three armed groups that were active in Eastern Sudan.. However, the number of 

combatants I interviewed in Eastern Sudan is significantly smaller than in Southern Sudan, 

leaving less scope for reliable generalizations. In addition to the small number of combatants 

interviewed, the group of respondents is quite homogenous, especially from the Beja 

Congress, most of whom were students. This further limits the scope of conclusions that can 

be drawn from the data. Despite these limitations, some things can be said about the life of 

soldiers in these movements. In addition, the differences across the three movements, as well 

as the differences with the SPLA can be observed, providing room for cross-movement 

comparison. These will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

 
Figure 2. Map of Eastern Sudan (source: International Crisis Group) 
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3.6.1 Training of new recruits 

The training of soldiers from the various movements in the East was organized on Eritrean 

territory with logistic and material support of the Eritrean army. The SNA/SAF also started 

training soldiers in Ethiopia in 1997, when they started military operations in Blue Nile State, 

which is further south. The training in Eritrea was facilitated by the Eritrean army as well as 

SNA/SAF members who had been army officers prior to the installation of the current regime, 

as was the case with the movement‟s leader AbdelAzziz Khalid.  

“Some of our members used to be in the Sudan Armed Forces and they knew about the 

military. They recruited and trained people. We trained our people in Ethiopia, it normally 

took about 2 months. Our weapons we got by stealing from the army. We were a guerrilla 

movement. We had about 800 people in our army. We were not as professional as the SPLA.”  

– Male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

“By 1995, we had something over 200 soldiers. We gave them military training and political 

lectures. But that was difficult, because our group was very mixed. There were farmers and 

students. They had very different levels.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The Beja Congress set up its first training camp in Eritrea in 1994, with help of the Eritrean 

government. Every recruit received training, which was a mix of military tactics and political 

classes. 

“In 2006, I went to the army. I went to a camp in Hadish to take 2 months training. It was 

mainly military and political.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I went to Kassala, and from there to Terkook. The Beja Congress had an office there. I 

registered, and went to Lekweeb, the military camp. I took 4 months of training, mainly on 

how to operate guns, missiles and physical exercise. There were some classes on the ideas of 

the Beja Congress, dealing with development and marginalization.” 

 – 40 year old male from Red Sea State 

 

“In 2001 I had already taken military training which is obligated in Sudan: civil service. So I 

didn‟t have to be trained when I went to join. I went to Kassala and from there to a camp 

called Adebara in Eritrea. After that, I went to Tirkuk camp in Red Sea State. Tirkuk was 

taken from the government in 1997, and we had  camp there.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Living conditions in the military were not nearly as challenging as we have seen in the case of 

the SPLA. Generally, there was food and water available, and there are no stories of 

widespread disease at the training camps, part of which has to do with differences in climate.  
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“The conditions in the camp were good. There was food, mostly addis [lentils], but it was 

enough. The water was not clean, but it was ok.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“We ate two meals a day. It was only addis [ lentils]. When there were rains, some people were 

planting vegetables and we ate them.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“ We got a uniform, and ate twice a day. Simple meals: kissra and some sauce.” 

 – 40 year old male from Red Sea State 

 

The Rashaida Free Lions also trained their recruits on Eritrean territory. Rashaida who had 

worked as soldiers in the army in the United Arab Emirates brought in military expertise and 

trained recruits.166 I have no data about the conditions in the camps, apart from a video made 

by the movement which gives an impression of life in the camps. From that video, it seems 

that conditions were similar to the camps of the Beja Congress.  

 

3.6.2 Activities of the movement and tasks of soldiers 

The daily life of soldiers in all thee movements in the East, was very distinct from what we 

have seen with the SPLA in previous paragraphs. A major difference was the degree to which 

soldiers were involved in heavy fighting. Whereas the life of SPLA soldiers a life at the 

battlefields, where one after the other soldier died or got injured, the soldiers in the Eastern 

movements spent most of their time in the military camps. As was discussed in the previous 

chapter, apart from a few exceptions, operations in the East were relatively small and 

consisted mainly of attacks on government army camps, stealing equipment, damaging 

infrastructure with explosives.167 This is by no means comparable to the type of fighting 

SPLA soldiers were facing at the frontlines of the north-south war, as also becomes evident 

when we look at the type of  tasks soldiers were assigned in the Beja Congress:   

 

“My job was to take people from Port Sudan to the camp. They were people who wanted to 

join, we took them to the camp.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I didn‟t go to battle, but there were still battles going on and other people went to them. I was 

doing other work in the camp. Arranging the water to arrive to the camp in secret, and 

organizing movement of people in the area.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 
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 In 1996 the Beja Congress attacked government army training camps and destructed several bridges on the 

Kassala-Khartoum  highway in July. (ICG 2006a) 
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“I went to Kassala, and from there to Ribda in Eritrea. There was a military training of 3 

months. We had uniforms and small weapons: Kalashnikovs. After the training, we waited in 

the camps I never went to  battle. Until the peace was signed, I just stayed there in the camps.”  

– 33 year old male respondent from Kassala 

 

“We went to Kurbaka, a training camp. We were trained for military. We got weapons. I 

stayed there for 5 years. We were just waiting there.”  

– 29 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

 

“My work was a lot of different things. I became a teacher in the school in the liberated 

areas.
168

 I also worked in the Beja development organization. And sometimes I did military 

work.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I became a general  and got a political position. There were not many generals. My work was 

mostly political and development.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“I took 3 months of military training. Then, I gave political lectures in the military camps.”  

– 28 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The Beja Congress primarily remained a political movement, although it developed an armed 

wing that executed military operations. This is expressed in the activities soldiers we re 

involved in, as described in the excerpts above.  Soldiers spent most of their time in the 

camps, organizing political activities, performing logistical tasks or just waiting. The limited 

data I have gathered among the Rashaida Free Lions indicates that the situation was similar 

among them.  

The political nature of these armed movement, also has implications for the way they 

were structured. The SNA/SAF adopted an organizational model that was congruent with its 

political goals: based on democratic principles. 

 

“We had a democratic system in the movement. Any soldier can always ask any question to 

our leader. We didn‟t have ranks in our army. We had officers, but they were officer by duty, 

not by rank. I myself was an officer many times. Our military aims were as follows: first a 

soldier must trust himself. Second, we needed to get weapons, and third, we had to spread our 

political messages.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

                                                 
168

 A relatively small area around the towns of Telkuk and Hamashkorib along the Eritrean border was under the 

control of the Eastern movements since the end of the 1990s (International Crisis Group 2006a) 
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Although this is an extreme example, my general estimation is that the movements in the East 

were organized much less authoritarian and hierarchic as the SPLA, and none of them had a 

system of ranks. This is not only because they were “genuine” guerilla movements, whereas 

the SPLA was more like a quasi-army, and in that sense more professional. It was also a result 

of the Eastern movement‟s complete reliance on voluntary recruitment, which constituted a 

permanent incentive for meeting the needs of its members, and limiting the space for 

misbehavior on the side of the leadership. This link becomes even more evident when we 

observe the breakdown of the SNA/SAF after the turn of the millennium. When the leadership 

started to lose credibility in the eyes of the movement‟s members, people started to leave and 

the movement started dying a quiet death. 

 

“The movement died because of our leadership. Our leaders‟ behavior started to change. When 

we became stronger, they started to break some of the rules. We said there should be equality, 

but they were taking their families to Australia and they were building farms. Meanwhile they 

said they don‟t have any money. They became corrupt. When you ask them something, they 

will say it‟s not your business. There were many discussions and arguments and they started to 

let people leave because they didn‟t agree. More and more people left because they were fed 

up with the leadership.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

“The movement collapsed in 2001. There were differences within the leadership. Some of 

them signed an agreement with the Khartoum government. Our leadership also neglected the 

movement.” 

 – Male respondent from Blue Nile State 

 

According to other sources, the movement also suffered tremendously from infiltration by the 

government secret service, which resulted from naivety and a lack of professionalism on the 

side of the movement‟s leadership. 169 While the movement started to erode from the bottom 

up, the final stroke was given by the outbreak of war between Eritrea and Ethiopia : 

 

“The war between Ethiopia and Eritrea (..) changed the priorities of the two countries. 

Ethiopian officials told us, before the war started, that a war will come and their main enemy 

will be Eritrea and not Sudan. We lost flexibility to move across the border and our logistic 

lines to Blue Nile state were broken off. We used to send equipment that arrived by boat to 

Port Sudan to Blue Nile State via Ethiopia.”  

– Founder of the SNA/SAF 

  

                                                 
169

 Several Khartoum-based journalists, as well as members of other opposition parties put infiltration forward as 

the main cause of SNA/SAF‟s collapse. The movement‟s leadership denies that this was the case. 
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“In 1997 the SAF was strong. We had troops in South Tokar, and in West and North of  

Kassala and in the North of Blue Nile State. In 1998, the war between Eritrea and Ethiopia 

started. Our movement became difficult because the border between Eritrea and Sudan was 

closed. We were split, because some of us ended up in Ethiopia and some in Eritrea. Our 

leadership didn‟t manage to coordinate between our two groups. They failed politically and 

military. They didn‟t manage to be friends with both Ethiopia and Eritrea. I was an officer in 

Ethiopia then, and once talked to someone from the Ethiopian security, who told me we had to 

pick a side.”  

– 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

The other movements in the East did not suffer as much from the war between Ethiopia and 

Eritrea. As their operations were limited to the Eastern region – they did not have any 

ambitions outside that area – they only needed to maintain relations with the Eritreans. Yet, 

the war also affected them indirectly as Eritrean support diminished when priorities shifted. 

Against this background, the Beja Congress started to strengthen its alliance with the SPLA in 

1998. All major Sudanese opposition parties were based in Asmara since the installation of the 

current rule and had formed the National Democratic Alliance, to which John Garang was the 

chair. In 1996, Garang also took command over the military activities of all movements in the 

East.170 The Rahaida Free Lions negotiated with the Sudanese government bilaterally, 171 but 

as the government continued to break their agreements and negotiations led to no results, they 

too allied with the SPLA and the Beja Congress and established the Eastern Front in 2004. 

Eventually, in 2006, the Eastern Front reached a negotiated peace agreement with the 

Sudanese government, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

3.6.3 Opportunities for fighters and motivations to stay 

In the previous chapter, we found important differences in recruitment strategies between the 

SPLA on the one hand and the various militia in Eastern Sudan on the other. While heavy 

insecurity and forced recruitment formed important causes of influx of new recruits into the 

SPLA, Eastern movements relied on voluntary recruitment fed by political motivations and a 

lack of other opportunities for young men in the Eastern states. In this chapter, we have also 

seen that living conditions for soldiers in the Eastern movements were generally better, and 

that military operations were lighter and fewer, exposing soldiers to less danger. These 

differences can be expected to influence the motivations of individuals to stay with the 

movements.  

                                                 
170

 The Rashaida had not yet formed their militia at that time. The fo rces operating in the East in those days 

belonged to the Beja Congress (the main contributor) and militia  belonging to the Umma and DUP political 

parties, though their contribution was minor. Although Johnson (2004 p. 138) claims that the SAF was part of 

this military alliance from the start, my data suggests a more hesitant relationship between the SPLA and the 

SAF, which did not lead to a formal alliance until 2002, when the SAF had already collapsed.  
171

 In 2000 the Rahaida negotiated an agreement in Libya, which did not get implemented. In 2002, negotiations 

took place in Jeddah, with no results , according to the movement‟s leadership.  
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As opposed to the SPLA, movements in the East did not force recruited soldiers to stay 

with the movement. Another major difference between the  SPLA on the one hand and the 

Rashaida Free Lions and the Beja Congress on the other, is the role of tribal identity. While 

the SPLA had the ambition to transcend tribal affiliation and create a new identity, the Beja 

Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions emphasized tribal and used it to mobilize new 

members. Only the SNA/SAF had an ideology similar to that of the SPLA and recruited its 

members from all over Sudan. In all Eastern movements, fighters were free to leave if they 

wanted to. As there was no punishment among the Eastern movements for those who left, it 

can be expected that soldiers deserted every now and then.172 This could have been due to a 

detachment from the political goals of the movement, or because alternative opportunities 

became available. Unlike the fighters in the SPLA, soldiers in the Eastern movements were 

generally not as isolated from civilian life and kept in touch with their families, while their 

home communities stayed intact. As was briefly discussed in the previous paragraph, when the 

SNA/SAF leadership started to lose credibility in the eyes of its members, many started to 

leave the movement. But even before that, soldiers left: 

“Some left, deserted. Because they don‟t believe in the political goals enough, some may be 

afraid of the war.” 

 – 46 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Living conditions in the military camps of the Beja Congress were good in material terms; 

they were not much worse than civilian life. The movements offered their recruits a variety of 

tasks, of which military operations formed only a small part. Many were involved in political 

work, especially higher educated soldiers, logistics and some were fulfilling civil positions in 

the “liberated areas”. These tasks were likely to be more satisfying than being unemployed in 

their home communities. However, it was difficult to maintain a livelihood or a family outside 

the movement. 

“The army work is difficult. There are always many problems to be solved. We had little 

weapons, not enough food… By the end of the day you are very tired. But it‟s good work, I 

liked it better than being a politician.”  

– 40 year old male respondent from Gedaref 

 

“There was no possibility to do work outside the army. You were in the camp and moving 

with the army all the time.  Some people did manage to get married. But not much. They could 

marry a girl from a village and leave her with her family.”  

– 27 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

                                                 
172

 Unfortunately, I did  not manage to interview deserters from any of the Eastern movements, nor SPLA fighters 

who had served in the East, as part of the coordinated NDA forces. As a result, I have little information regard ing 

desertion in these movements. 



125 

 

“My oldest son also joined the Beja Congress when he was 19. He was one of the fighters. My 

second wife went with me to Eritrea and joined.”  

– 43 year old male respondent from Red Sea State 

 

Maintaining a family outside the movement was not easy, but it was possible to bring the 

family into the movement. This was also the case with the Rashaida, who set up women-

camps near their military camps, where soldiers could keep their wives, children and cattle. 

Furthermore, it was common for Rashaida to join for periods and then go back home for 

periods, which made it easier for them to maintain their livelihoods while fighting for the 

movement.  Joining the movement then did not require a complete abandonment of civilian 

life. If anything, it complemented the lack of opportunities that marked civilian life of young 

men in the Eastern states, by offering a meaningful life path. 

 

3.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has investigated the transition from a civilian to a soldier, focusing on the SPLA. 

We have seen how military training in the SPLA functioned as both a selection mechanism as 

well as mechanism of integration. Furthermore, the extremely challenging material conditions 

of soldiers in the movement have been discussed, along with the dangers soldiers were 

confronted with on the battlefield. Finally, the opportunities for soldiers in both material and 

symbolic terms were discussed and attention was paid to the motivations to stay with the 

movement and opportunities to leave. We have looked at Eastern armed opposition 

movements for comparison and found striking differences between the living conditions and 

tasks of soldiers, where we had already found significant differences in motivations to become 

a fighter in the previous chapter. This chapter has been mostly descriptive, aiming at carefully 

discerning patterns from data that is by no means unambiguous. On the basis of these patterns, 

I will now discuss a few tentative conclusions, which I will not present as final outcomes of 

the research, but rather as a direction for future theoretical and empirical endeavors.   

 

3.7.1 Recruitment as a structure 

The data gathered in this research does not lend itself for thorough statistical analysis which 

could give insight into the causal relations between the way an individual was recruited and 

their affiliation to the movement. The number of respondents is too little, and the narratives 

regarding affiliation to the movement are too ambiguous to be translated into categories in a 

similar way as was done regarding their recruitment: there are no clear “ideal types” of 

affiliation surfacing from these parts of the narratives. As a result, no clear causal relation can 

be observed between an individual‟s motivation to join the movement and their experiences in 

the movement. For example, while there were forced recruits who got fed up with the 

movement and left, there were also forced recruits who accepted their new life path, their new 

identity and became fully integrated into the movement‟s structure. Given the small amount of 
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respondents in each recruitment category,173 inferences regarding any such causal relation 

would be empirically weak.  

However, from a comparison between the SPLA on the one hand and the various 

armed movements operating in Eastern Sudan on the other, the recruitment strategies adopted 

by an armed movement does seem to have an impact on the organizational level. Eastern 

movements completely relied on voluntary recruitment which was invoked by political 

mobilization and aided by a lack of opportunities for young men in society. Recruits in 

Eastern movements were free to leave the movement, and also remained connected to their 

communities, which in turn were not heavily affected by the war. Added together, these 

conditions left much less leverage for the leadership to exercise power over its members. 

Generally, the living conditions for soldiers in Eastern movements were much better than in 

the SPLA and they were exposed to much less threatening circumstances. It seems that the 

leadership was not in a position to demand major sacrifices from its members. The movements 

in the East also never built the size and strength that the SPLA had. It would be too strong a 

conclusion to blame that purely on the recruitment styles of the various movements, but I 

believe that the methods of recruitment had significant impact on the organizational structures 

of the movements and would be worth exploring further in future research.  

 

3.7.2 Upward social mobility in an alternative state 

In response to the greed-grievance dichotomy of explaining armed rebellion, Morten Bøås 

(2007) puts forward a new and compelling framework for understanding the influx of African 

youth into armed rebellion movements. In his view, while membership of an armed movement 

exposes an individual to extreme danger, these movements also have something to offer: a 

meaningful life path as part of a social structure that offers real opportunities for upward 

social mobility. Using the life path of Sierra Leonean warlord Sam Bockarie as an example, it 

becomes clear how rebel life can serve as a vehicle for success. While society could only offer 

him the life of a poor diamond miner, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) turned him into a 

rich and famous man, until he died at the age of forty: one year older than the average life-

expectancy for a Sierra Leonean.  

 The previous chapter already suggested that the SPLA offered its recruits who joined 

in response to extreme insecurity, the role of an actor instead of a by-stander satisfying a need 

to belong somewhere. In that sense, becoming a soldier can be understood as a form of 

personal empowerment. Against the background of Bøås‟ insightful claim, the finding 

presented in this chapter suggest that the movement also offered possibilities for personal 

                                                 
173

 When we were categorizing recruits according to their motivation to join, we had a total number of  56 

categorized respondents for the SPLA. Though this was not perfect for reliable generalizat ion, we can assume 

that the percentages we found were at least indicative for the divisions on population level. However, for a 

sensible comparison between different “recruitment groups” in terms of affiliation or any other characteristic, t he 

number of respondents in each group is too small – the largest group containing 24 respondents. 
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development and chances for increasing one‟s social status. One could become a sergeant, a 

colonel, a radio operator, a chaplain. There were opportunities to pursue a college education, 

and even to become a civil administrator. And the movement could offer all of this, while all 

society had to offer was becoming a refugee or maintaining a civil life as a peasant dependent 

on food-aid. Though material conditions in the army were extremely challenging, and soldiers 

were facing extreme danger, living conditions for civilians were not much better if not worse. 

The phenomenon that a rebel movement offers individuals a social structure that has real 

opportunities for upward social mobility indeed seems crucial for understanding affiliation to 

armed movements during civil war, although I suspect is does not offer a direct explanation 

for the influx of recruits into armed movements.  

 




