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Summary 

 

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

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

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

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

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

the auspices of the United Nations. A key aspect of a peaceful transition from war to peace, 

that has received a great deal of  scholarly attention, is the demobilization, disarmament and 

reintegration (DDR) of former rebels. DDR is a relatively young area of policy intervention, 

as the first DDR projects were implemented by UN Peacekeeping missions in Namibia and 

Cambodia during the early 1990s. 

 

Most literature on DDR reflects the concerns of policy makers and address operational 

procedures, organizational processes and issues related to donor funding. Many studies adopt 

a top-down perspective and extract „lessons learnt‟ and „best practices‟ from a DDR-process 

in a certain country. This research aims to research DDR from the bottom up, taking the 

perspectives of individual fighters as a starting point. It links questions regarding the 

relevance of DDR to ongoing fundamental debates regarding the causes of civil wars. Within 

these debates civil war has largely been researched at the macro level and little empirical 

research has been done on the organization of armed movements, their strategies and policies.  

 

Drawing on some recent studies that take a micro-level approach to armed rebellion, the 

research project takes a qualitative approach based on face-to-face interviewing. Its purpose is 

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

understanding the perspective from which fighters look at war and peace. The research‟s main 

research questions are: 

 

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

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

throughout the war? 

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

relevance of DDR programming in that respect? 

 

76 interviews with individuals (formerly) affiliated to four different movements were done in 

five different locations in Sudan. The results of these interviews are used to answer the 

research questions in four separate chapters. Chapter 2 addresses the motivations of 

individuals to join armed movements. Chapter 3 looks at life in the movement during the war. 



204 

 

Chapter 4 investigates respondents‟ perspectives on the peace agreement that was signed in 

2005. Chapter 5 discusses the DDR process in Sudan. Finally, chapter 6 conta ins some 

concluding remarks regarding future research.  

 

After a short discussion of Sudan‟s first civil war (1955-1972), and the political events leading 

to the establishment of the Sudan People‟s Liberation Movement / Army (SPLM/A) in 1983, 

the narratives of the respondents are analysed. The contexts of their recruitment are 

reconstructed first by sketching their material living conditions. These living conditions 

changed dramatically with the beginning of the war, bringing insecurity and famine. 

Respondents are then categorized along their primary motivation to join the SPLA, leading to 

the following seven categories: 

 

On the basis of an analysis of narratives of some non-joiners, the following restraints to 

joining the SPLA were found: 

- Choosing to “free ride”  

- (Strong) opposition within the family 

- Responsibility for supporting a family 

- Fear to die 

 

A comparison with respondents from three different armed opposition movements in Eastern 

Sudan shows differences in recruitment strategies. Forces recruits are not found among the 

Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions. Insecurity also plays a much smaller role. 

Ideological motivations and lack of opportunities in society are the most prominent drivers 

behind joining these movements. These findings point towards the diversity of motivations 

that are involved in recruitment. The findings among the SPLA also reiterate findings in 

previous studies that point towards forced recruitment as an important and often overlooked 

                                                 
270

 At 95% confidence level, based on a sample size of n=56 

 

Category  Short description N Percentage Percentage 
Range270 

Insecurity Joining as a response to increased insecurity 24 43% 30 – 56 
Personal grievance Joining triggered by a personal grievance 6 11% 2 – 19 
Force Forced recruitment  7 13% 4 – 21 
Political 

identification 

Joining as a result  attraction to the political identity 

of the movement 
12 21% 10 – 32 

Cultus Joining as a result of attraction to the life of a soldier 1 2% 0 – 6 
Lack of opportunities  Joining because of a lack o f other opportunities 4 7% 0 – 14 
Opportunism Joining to access benefits offered by the movement  2 3% 0 -8 
Total ---- 56 100% ----- 
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practice. In addition, it is argued that the counter-insurgency strategies chosen by the 

Sudanese government instigated voluntary affiliation to the SPLA. 

 

Next, the author explores what happened to the respondents after they were recruited, starting 

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

military training of the soldiers provided the basis for the first steps in the stratification 

process within the movement. Those who had followed some education before they joined the 

movement, were likely to be selected for „military college‟ to become officers. Some were 

given a rank after completion of the training, while others were not. Some were considered 

strong enough to be sent to the frontlines, while others were given „softer‟ positions in the 

barracks, or were sent to a refugee camp to attend school. Women were generally assigned to 

be nurses or to cook for the soldiers.  

 

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

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

southern tribes, some of which had a history of rivalry towards each other. The SPLA had to 

offer a group identity that allowed its members to transcend their tribal differences.  

In terms of providing basic necessities, such as food, clothing and shelter, the movement was 

often hard-pressed. In terms of military supplies, the situation was often not much better. Most 

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

Heavier equipment, such as landmines and trucks, were scarce. Intense fighting in battles with 

the government army and tribal militia formed an important aspect of life as a soldier and may 

have formed a reason for some to leave the movement.   

 

Although economic opportunities were available to regional commanders, lower ranking 

soldiers had little opportunities to set up or maintain a livelihood during their time in the 

movement. The movement did not provide economic rewards. Symbolic rewards were 

available in the form of ranks, and opportunities existed to upgrade one‟s status through 

education and marriage. Continued affiliation to the movement throughout the war was largely 

a result of force.  

Life as a soldier in the armed movements in Eastern Sudan was significantly different from 

the SPLA. Soldiers were rarely involved in intense fighting and were free to join and leave for 

periods of time. Movements were organized less hierarchically and there were no ranks. 

Living conditions were also significantly better. On the basis of these findings the relation 

between recruitment strategies and organizational structures of the various movements is 

investigated.  

 

The civil war between the SPLA and the Sudanese government was brought to an end with the 

signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in January 2005. The CPA lays down 
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the principles for governance during a six-months pre-interim period, followed by a six-year 

interim period, which will end in 2011 with a referendum in which citizens of South Sudan 

will vote for a united Sudan or an independent South Sudan. During the interim-period, the 

regional Government of South Sudan (GoSS) will have far-reaching authorities, including 

forming its own constitution and policy making regarding economic planning and social 

service delivery.  

 

The CPA‟s security arrangements have been shaped around the possible post-referendum 

scenarios, including a possible secession of the South, in which case the SPLA will become 

the national army of the newly formed state of South Sudan. In case the country remains 

united, the CPA stipulates a new army to be formed by integrating the SAF and the SPLA. 

During the agreement‟s interim period, which lasts until the referendum, the forces will 

remain separate entities. For the SPLA, the CPA thus marked the beginning of a 

transformation from a guerilla movement to a pro fessional army. The SPLA‟s transformation 

process had major consequences for its soldiers. Some were transferred to the civil forces, 

where they were trained for completely new tasks. For those who remained in the SPLA, 

being employed in an official army meant receiving a salary. Furthermore, with the signing of 

the CPA the SPLA committed to releasing all child-soldiers (age < 18) within six months,  

which meant an abrupt change of life-path for these young soldiers.  

 

The presence of tribal militia across South Sudan posed a threat to security in the south, and 

challenges the SPLA in obtaining a monopoly of violence, necessary to build a viable state. In 

January 2006 the Juba Declaration announced complete and unconditional unity between the 

SPLA and the tribal militia, grouped together in the South Sudan Defense Forces. Soldiers 

from all layers of the different militia were then absorbed into the SPLA‟s general structures, 

but most were transferred to other braches of the security sector. The integration of the OAGs 

into the SPLA and their subsequent transfer to the paramilitary sectors follows a similar logic 

as DDR processes: to temporarily neutralize former combatants by giving them jobs or 

another type of support. The GoSS also set up policies to increase security across the South by 

restraining small arms possession among civilians. The civilian disarmament campaigns that 

were launched in the South were primarily targeted at civilians belonging to tribes which had 

formed or sided with pro-government tribal militia during the war.  

 

Most SPLA soldiers were positive about the CPA because it had brought the war to an end. 

Knowledge of the CPA among soldiers is limited, and depends largely on the information 

provided by the movement itself. Although most soldiers were optimistic about the 

sustainability of the peace when it was signed, most had turned skeptic during the four years 

that had passed when they were interviewed. As a consequence, respondents‟ plans for their 

personal life are contingent on the fate of the CPA, and many plan for their lives “after the 
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interim period”, reserving space for the possibility of going back to war again. Lacking 

alternative employment opportunities, many soldiers stayed in the army, especially once the 

SPLA started to pay salaries. Many were looking for ways to continue their education. 

Handicapped soldiers were especially vulnerable and completely relied on the SPLA.  

 

In Eastern Sudan the conflict ended in October 2006 with the signing of the Eastern Sudan 

Peace Agreement (ESPA). The agreement contains important provisions on power- and 

wealth sharing, as well as a clear agenda for investment and development in the Eastern 

region. The security arrangements of the agreement stipulates complete disbandment of all of 

the armed forces of the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions. Although most fighters 

had high expectations of the ESPA when it came about, most were disillusioned during the 

implementation phase. A general mistrust of the government and their own leadership was 

observed among soldiers. Most fighters were unemployed when they were interviewed and 

saw little perspective on finding work.  

Attention is drawn to the different security contexts in which the two peace agreement – and 

their DDR modalities – are implemented. It is also pointed out that soldiers‟ most important 

reintegration need is to find employment. With virtually no private sector, and the agricultural 

sector destroyed throughout the war, it is questionable if a DDR process can fulfill that need.  

 

The CPA contained DDR modalities that stipulated an interim DDR process to be completed 

by July 2006, and a Multi-year DDR process to start immediately after. Neither of these 

targets were materialized. The first DDR pilot project only started in April 2009. This is 

partially due to the decision to mandate national actors to manage the process, leaving the UN 

Peacekeeping mission with a monitoring mandate. Yet, the UN performed poorly in fulfilling 

their monitoring mandate, due to bureaucracy and poor political management of the process. 

Research findings from the pilot project that started in April 2009 are discussed. The 

participants of this project were found to have already successfully reintegrated into civilian 

life, making the added value of the DDR project questionable.  

 

The DDR program in Eastern Sudan was only partially implemented at the time the former 

combatants were being interviewed. While disarmament and demobilization had been 

completed within the first year of the peace agreement, participants were still waiting for the 

reintegration programs to start. This was partially due to poor management of the program by 

the National DDR commission, and partially due to a lack of priority among donors and the 

UNDP, which was in charge of supporting the process. On the basis of these findings, the 

relevance of DDR programming in Sudan is discussed. To design a relevant DDR program for 

South Sudan at this point in time, it is deemed necessary to align the programs to the ongoing 

activities to demobilize the tribal militia, initiated by the SPLA.  
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The dissertation‟s concluding remarks point out a direction for future research on the 

motivation of actors in civil wars and on DDR policy.  

 


