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Abstract 

In December 2013, only two years into independence, South Sudan degenerated into civil war 

following disagreements within the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) 

leadership.  A subsequent Agreement on the Resolution of Conflict in South Sudan (ARCSS), 

signed in August 2015, created a Transitional Government of National Unity (TGoNU) and a 

moment of truce.  When the main opposition leader abandoned the TGoNU, leading to a 

resumption of fighting and hostilities in July 2016, the TGoNU turned to its population through 

national dialogue to redefine and shape their state.  

However, the national dialogue struggled to generate broad-based political backing among 

opposition political and military elites as well as among other equally powerful actors such as 

the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), the African Union (AU), the USA, 

and the Troika1 nations of the UK, Norway, and Italy. This was due to a general lack of clarity 

in its political and economic aims, procedures, and expected outcome in comparison to the 

internationally accepted alternative – a political settlement/peace agreements initiative whose 

aim, outcomes and mechanisms are predetermined way before negotiations begin. 

Instead, actors opposed to the national dialogue preferred to focus on renegotiating the terms 

of the 2015 ARCSS, but completely ignored contributions from the population of South Sudan. 

With two competing approaches to conflict resolution and state-making, the two camps failed 

                                                 

 

 

1  Troika is a group of three governments working together for a common objective. In this case, 

ending conflict in Sudan  
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to find a unified ground. Both approaches have continued, but the conflict, and different forms 

of violence, persist in the country.  

This thesis investigates and answers the primary research question, "How are the contradictions 

in different groups’ vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South 

Sudan?"  It employs a mix of research techniques to enable academic enquiry in a context 

where violence, conflict and mass population displacement create limited physical access to 

ethnographic research terrain; it adapts research techniques utilising flexible, corroborative and 

improvisational approaches. It is a qualitative study based on innovative research methodology 

involving cyber research, research with South Sudanese refugees in Uganda and Kenya, 

attending South Sudan National Dialogue consultation meetings with refugees in Uganda and 

research with diaspora communities and academics outside of the country were utilised and 

represents an important highlight of this thesis.  

Since South Sudan returned to war in 2013, major studies on state formation continue to 

attribute the failure of the country’s transition to statehood and nationhood to problems of 

ancient ethnic hatreds and identity politics, to the state’s failed monopoly of the legitimate use 

of force, or simply to a lack of statesmanship from political and military elites. This dissertation 

argues that the continuing violence and conflict in South Sudan are a consequence of overriding 

and historical contradictions in the way different groups understand and envision the state. On 

one side, there are powerful actors whose interests drove the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

(CPA) and subsequent peace agreements, which constitute political settlements based on 

power/wealth-sharing at the central level, exemplified by the division of ministries and vice-

presidencies. On the other hand, the research revealed a broad popular concern that the state 

should be providing services, security, and development at the local level.   
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The empirical materials of this dissertation, particularly chapters 3 and 4 describe changes and 

contestations in social practices due to war and displacement. For instance, traditional 

sociocultural practices and institutions like age-set and ethnic identities as dynamic loci of 

support for the population, which become even more important when people experience shocks 

and stresses. It highlights recruitment drives and rebellion strategies of both the central state 

and the rebel armies as responsible for undermining and distorting these alternative forms of 

population’s coping mechanisms.   

As disparities between the agendas of the central state and the military and political elites, and 

the expectations and vision of the local population increases, so do people’s alienation from 

and rebellion against the new state intensify. Communities are increasingly forced into having 

to navigate between the violence and coercive tendency of the state and the deficiency of its 

constructive features on one hand, and the safety offered by the traditional sociocultural 

systems – but also their limited capacity on the other. As people navigate this terrain through 

mass rural-urban, rural-rural, and inter-country migration, the local/traditional governance 

mechanism remains, or becomes, even more important to people experiencing continued 

displacement and state violence.   

This dissertation’s findings highlight evidence of existing contradictions in groups’ vision of 

the South Sudanese state, and their strong links to state formation in the country. On the one 

hand, it finds evidence linking these contradictions to primary causes of violence in the country. 

On the other hand, it also finds recent violence and conflict as linked to the absence of the 

governance mechanisms required to turn groups' contradictory visions into constructive 

processes of social relationships.  

It concludes that existing state-making tools and approaches, such as the political settlements, 

or the good governance agenda currently being pushed in South Sudan, are ill-suited to end 
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violence and war in the country. Instead, they appear to facilitate the re-allocation of violence 

rights, opening new frontiers and theatres of violence. They also continue to erode and 

appropriate the traditional sociocultural governance mechanisms that are historically attributed 

to rural areas, thus significantly contributing to reproducing the material and social conditions 

that ultimately manipulate existing social dynamics to fuel numerous forms of violence. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into five main sections. The first section (1.1) introduces the dissertation 

– its rationale, theoretical framework, and main contribution, as well as the contextual 

background to the research focus. The second section (1.2) presents the research puzzle driving 

this dissertation. The third section (1.3) delves into the discussion of research context and 

background, presenting the national, regional, and local context of South Sudan. The fourth 

section (1.4) presents the theoretical framework that I engage with in this dissertation. The last 

section (1.5) provides a short overview of this dissertation’s structure in the form of chapter 

plans and their main arguments. 

1.1 Introduction 

South Sudan became independent on 9 July 2011 as a result of the referendum provided for by 

the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) signed in 2005 between the Government of Sudan 

(GoS) and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM)2/Sudan People’s Liberation 

Army3  (SPLA) 4  after more than two decades of civil war. Despite this, a transition into 

meaningful peace and security for its population has not been realised, as pervasive violence 

and insecurity remain persistent in the new nation. The euphoria and optimism brought about 

                                                 

 

 

2  The political/civilian wing of the southern-based rebel groups 
3  The military section of the southern-based rebel group 
4  Until the CPA was signed in January 2005, when the SPLM and SPLA became formally separate 

entities for the first time, the two were a single entity. Throughout this dissertation, both terms will 

be used, depending on whether the military or political entity is meant. Where such distinction 

cannot be drawn, SPLM/A will be used. 
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by independence for both the South Sudanese and international communities were short-lived 

as, on 15 December 2013, triggered by what was reported as an internal power wrangle within 

the structure of the SPLM (Idris, 2018a), the country fell back into civil war. 

There are no reliable statistical figures to accurately capture the human cost of the war, as 

demographic, war-related deaths, displacement and war-related violence data have been 

historically poor (D. Johnson, 2011, p. 143; Da Costa, 2017, p. 3; IOM, 2019). Nevertheless, 

recent figures coming out of the country estimate tens of thousands of civilians5 have lost their 

lives and millions have been displaced since 2013. Over two million people are reported to 

have fled across national borders into neighbouring countries, and latest data show that up to 

seven million have been impacted by acute food insecurity and flooding, and are in need of 

humanitarian aid (IOM, 2019).6 

There is no doubt that these reports paint a frightening picture of the level of fragility of the 

new state. There has been an increase in evidence of the contradictions in South Sudan on what 

a state is or should be. One scholar points out that although the 2005 CPA and oil rents 

succeeded in ending the war between Sudan’s biggest armies, “peace and South Sudan’s 

independence only reframed the many contradictions of the country’s societies rather than 

                                                 

 

 

5   As per the records compiled and reported by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) database. 
6  Based on a compilation of secondary data reported by the UN OCHA South Sudan weekly briefing 

report between December 2013 and mid-2018. 
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resolving them” (Thomas, 2015, p. 2).  LeRiche and Arnold (2012) highlight constitutional 

wrangling, and continued challenge by localised armed actors to the government.  

In addition, scholars present political disorder within the SPLM; external influence from 

regional neighbours like member states of the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

(IGAD); and often confusing and disorganised attempts by international actors to help, as some 

examples of these contradictions. These problems were present from the onset of CPA 

implementation, or were perhaps consolidated by the agreement itself, as earlier literature 

indicates (D. Johnson, 2011; Jok, 2013; LeRiche and Arnold, 2012). In 2006, a year into the 

CPA, the International Crisis Group (ICG) highlighted what it saw as a challenge that would 

undermine SPLM/A’s ability to function as an effective partner in the government of Sudan 

(ICG, 2006). The ICG pointed out that 

“...wracked by internal division and contradictions, and with no functional party 

structure or party decision-making mechanisms from mid-July 2005 through late 

February 2006, the SPLM has been completely overwhelmed thus far, unable to 

successfully or consistently challenge the  National Congress Party (NCP) on most 

issues relating to implementation” (ICG, 2006, p. 3). 

With very little evidence that an end to the current state-making crisis and civil war are in sight 

for South Sudan, academics such as Idris (2018a), Jok (2018), and Nyaba (2018) believe that 

the country is failing to transition into statehood and nationhood. 

Leonardi (2013, pp. 1-3) and Thomas (2015) highlight and critique a persistent view of South 

Sudan upon gaining independence as a:  

“…nation without a history of formal institutions, rules or administration accepted as 

legitimate by society, South Sudan must build its institutions from scratch. Core 
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administrative structures and mechanisms of political representation are only beginning 

to emerge…”  World Bank, 2013, quoted in Thomas (2015, p. 53). 

This view of South Sudan societies as inherently anti-state or stateless, requiring the 

establishment of institutions7 from scratch, as opposed to a continuing historical process, is 

shared by De Waal (2009), quoted at the beginning of Chapter 6 of this thesis. De Waal appears 

to suggest that African institutions do not function to right wrongs or capable of bringing 

inspiring leaders to power (De Waal, 2009, p. 101).  

The research is situated in the wider political context of the world’s newest state of South 

Sudan. It documents how different groups of people living at the margins of the state and others 

at the centre imagine, and interact with, the state, and the role violence plays in that relationship. 

It specifically explores the way social relationships and governance structures function among 

the Lopit and the Dinka ethnic groups respectively and how these social structures influence 

individuals’ and groups’ vision, and interaction and experiences with others, including the 

state. The dissertation recognises the roles of the contemporary states in influencing people’s 

lives and shifting and shaping their imaginations. It also acknowledges South Sudan's 

importance in the political economy, peace and stability of the region more broadly.  

                                                 

 

 

7  Institutions in this dissertation will be understood as an enduring collection of formal laws and 

informal rules, customs, codes of conduct, and organised practices, that shape human behaviour 

and interaction (Mengisteab, 2017, p. 3). 
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The primary research question driving this dissertation is, “How are the contradictions in 

different peoples’ vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South 

Sudan?” In answering this research question, this dissertation argues that, given the continued 

local population experience of violence and conflict in South Sudan, the ensuing chaotic social 

order is a consequence of overriding and historical contradictions in the way different groups 

understand and envision the state, as well as in the mechanisms they adopt to realise their 

vision.  

The contradictions are that on one side, there are the groups this dissertation refers to as the 

“most powerful actors”8 whose interests drove the CPA9 and subsequent peace agreements in 

the country, including the ARCSS and R-ARCSS. Their expectation and vision of the state, 

and the mechanism for realising it, are founded on the political settlement approach to conflict 

intervention/war-to-peace transition and state-making. A political settlement approach is based 

on power and wealth/spoils-sharing amongst the dominant political and military elites, and the 

establishment of formal bureaucratic institutions to facilitate both elite coalition and 

                                                 

 

 

8   Who these powerful actors are and how exactly the peace agreements reflected their interests and 

contradicted the expectations of the wider population is further discussed in Chapter 1, Section 

1.3.3 the second political settlement: The CPA as a documented set of vision of Sudan/South 

Sudan state. 
9  The majority are signatories to the agreements, either as actors, witnesses, observers, 

mediators/negotiators, or guarantors.  
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containment of the threat of elites’ violence, exemplified by the division of ministries and vice-

presidencies to stop elites from resorting to violence and war.10   

On the other hand, the research reveals broad popular concern among the powerless local South 

Sudanese population, who believe the state should be providing public goods and services, 

security, and development at the local level, for example, community access roads, education, 

and health infrastructures. The local population primarily imagines and understands the state 

from a more constructive agency perspective of provision of, or failure to provide, services and 

security. Government, political and military elites, and foreign actors, on the other hand, 

concentrated on the construction and establishment of the organs and formal institutions of the 

central state in the capital, Juba, to facilitate management of threats of violence over control of 

resources. 

There has however historically always been a gap between the agendas and nature of the central 

state in Sudan/South Sudan and the expectations and visions of the South Sudanese people (D. 

Johnson, 2011; Hutchinson, 1996). This has significantly contributed to the   population’s 

reliance on alternative local forms of governance and security, such as solidarity among age-

                                                 

 

 

10     Mushtaq Khan – Performance of institutions (1995, 2010); de John and Putzel (2009)' or UK’s 

DFID (2010); Kelsall (2016). 
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sets11  and the socio-economic activities attributed to them.12  However, as will be further 

discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, these local forms of governance are also not able to provide the 

kind of services that people expect from the state, and have been further eroded and 

appropriated by the actions of the state and rebel armies.  

The gaps therefore persist and contribute to people’s alienation from and rebellion against the 

new state. Nevertheless, the local/traditional forms of order remain, or become even more 

important to people experiencing continued displacement, as “supportive mechanisms” in 

times of displacement. Traditional practices and institutions and ethnic identities should 

therefore not be seen simply as divisive or as causes of conflict and wars, but as a dynamic 

locus of support, which becomes even more important when people are displaced. 

Consequently, the dissertation’s findings present evidence of contradictions existing in the 

different groups, communities and individuals’ vision of the South Sudanese state and their 

strong links to state formation challenges in the country today.  It finds evidence linking these 

contradictions to primary causes of violence in the country in recent years. This is because 

                                                 

 

 

11  Age-set system is the classification of persons of a society according to age grades which in 

themselves represent life stages. An age-set system is a social system in which groups of young 

men born within a specified period of time, or groups of men who are otherwise defined as being 

of the same age, are instituted by collective, not individual ceremonies called initiation into warrior 

(Lienard, 2016; Ritter, 1980). This will be further discussed in chapter 4 and 5 as part of the 

dissertation’s discussion of society-state relationship.  
12  Sharon E. Hutchinson and Naomi R. Pendle in their 2015 paper titled, “Violence, legitimacy, and 

prophecy: Nuer struggles with uncertainty in South Sudan”, and Naomi R. Pendle’s 2020 paper, 

“Politics, prophets and armed mobilisation: competition and continuity over registers of authority 

in South Sudan’s conflict”, document the role of prophets as an alternative locus of authority 

among Nuer communities. 
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contradictions in visions are an inherent natural characteristic of every society and its 

governance mechanism. However, as is the case for South Sudan, it becomes a problem when 

governance mechanisms such as the limited access order presented by North et al. (2007)13, or 

what Duffield (2007) refers to as the liberal technologies required for funnelling contradictions  

into constructive processes of social relationships, or “legitimate and broad-based institutions” 

(UNSC, 2001, p. 2), are lacking.  

Nevertheless, to make sense of violence and conflict in the country, the thesis lays claim on 

violence as functional – an idiom of people’s everyday relationship with others, including the 

state, rather than it being external. Taking this stance pushes the study of state formation and 

nation-building into placing violence, conflict, and coercion into the centre of analysis and 

debate, rather than their being seen as the cause or outcome of bad policy or actions. The 

dissertation highlights the problem of the continued insistence on the political settlement 

approach to ending violence and war, and the obsession with a clear end to violence and civil 

war in South Sudan, by documenting the ways in which violence and conflict in the country 

reflect continuities rather than constituting new events.  

That is, the signing of ceasefire and peace agreements, which are aimed at silencing the guns 

in the country, and are a strong component of the political settlement approach to liberal peace 

                                                 

 

 

13  North et al., (2007) assert that states in developing societies in the global South manage violence 

through a mechanism they call “limited-access order”, while developed economies in the global 

North manage violence through what they describe as “open access order”. 
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and conflict intervention, does not automatically imply an end to violence, including war-

related violence. Throughout its chapters, the thesis shows how different forms of violence 

relate to each other in a very complex manner and serve as central elements in all forms of 

people’s experiences and imagination, and their representation of themselves, as well as in 

articulations of their opportunities, risks, vulnerabilities, and relationships with others, 

including with the state. 

For instance, the dissertation highlights how in South Sudan, people have suffered, and 

continue to suffer, appalling state-driven violence in recent years (extensively documented in 

the existing literature). This includes government-driven mass population displacement, 

especially around the oil fields and the Jonglei canal, SPLA violence during the disarmament 

exercise in Jonglei (Thomas, 2015), and several other examples.   The thesis also highlights 

several other forms and types of violence in the non-formal platform of the state, particularly 

the not so well documented violence embedded in traditional sociocultural institutions most 

influential in many populations’ everyday lives.  

For instance, the cultural practice of raising all boys to be warriors to defend their communities 

involves, in some ethnic communities such as the Dinka, several deep cuts using a very sharp 

knife on the forehead to demonstrate the boy's courage and ability to endure and conquer pain 

and fear (see pictures 5.1 and 5.2). Initiation is also meant to forge a sense of identity and 

belonging among members of an age-set. All these processes embody some form of violence. 

And although these forms of violence have taken shape outside the formal institutions of the 

state, evidence has shown that government and rebel military have appropriated and utilised 

them for their own purposes (Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 2004; Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2015).  

However, since the 2013 outbreak of civil war in the country, there have been reports of people 

targeted with acts of violence because of the markings on their foreheads or bodies, all of which 
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are unique to every group. In other words, the same identity processes that afford individuals’ 

access to safety and security can also expose them to violence, threats of violence, and 

exploitation. The political settlements promoted in South Sudan have not worked towards 

ending violence in the country, but instead appear to be facilitating the re-allocation of violence 

rights, opening new frontiers and new theatres of violence.  

The actions of state and rebel armies and those of international community significantly 

contribute to the erosion and appropriation of existing traditional sociocultural governance and 

coping mechanisms, historically attributed to the rural areas of South Sudan, where the majority 

of the population resides (Hutchinson, 1996; Leonardi, 2007).  Most academics from the 

Weberian tradition present the state as an entity which successfully claims the ultimate right to 

wield force or otherwise eliminate individuals or groups who seriously challenge its 

monopolistic claim to the legitimate use of force and taxation within its territory (North, 1981, 

1986; Olson, 1993; Tilly, 1985a).  

The state in this case is presented as a positive entity, whose goal is prosperity and wealth 

creation through the provision of effective and efficient property rights capable of generating 

and facilitating economic growth and development for the greater good of all within its territory 

(North, 1981). The problem with this projection of the state, as Tilly (1985) argues, is that the 

state becomes a space in which different social groups battle for access to, and control over 

decision-making powers in order to secure and distribute its wealth and privileges.   

Hutchinson (1996) highlights that the perspective of state’s monopoly of the right of wielding 

force, and centralised institutions for the forcible settlement of disputes and protection of 

property rights, create an assumption that the weakening of such institutional power results in 

grave internal fighting within the state, and inter-communal violence. Hutchinson goes on to 

challenge this assumption by documenting how this was not the case at all in the colonial state, 
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particularly among the Nuer communities of South Sudan. Neither the colonial nor post-

colonial states in Sudan were able to claim the monopoly of force or provide protection to the 

population (D. Johnson, 2011; Hutchinson, 1996).   

As for the post-colonial Sudanese state, it is said to have  withdrawn even the limited colonial 

state institutions and their responsibilities from across the country, concentrating its power and 

resources at the centre, in the capital, Khartoum (D. Johnson, 2016, 2011, 1988; LeRiche, 

2015). While Rolandsen and Leonardi (2014) highlight the continual struggle in the post-

colonial state to maintain or establish state monopoly, or develop further the institutions set up 

to settle communal disputes and maintain social order, Hutchinson (1996) notes that by 

undermining and weakening existing traditional institutions and practices for solving feuds, for 

instance among the Nuer, the post-independence period in Sudan saw an escalation in 

incidences of inter-communal violence.  

The understanding of the state as an entity that commands relative advantage over the wielding 

of force was later replaced with an understanding that the realisation of social order is not 

necessarily achieved through the elimination of conflicts or internal rivalry from society 

(UNSC, 2001). Rather, it is achieved through the creation of an effective institutional 

framework (Di John, 2010; Di John and Putzel, 2009; Khan, 2000a; North et al., 2007; UNSC, 

2001). The proponents of this view of the state argue that through the right institutional 

framework, conflict can be neutralised through some form of peace settlement  (Khan, 2000a; 

UNSC, 2001).  

Due to the changing landscape of the understanding and meaning attributed to the state in the 

post-Cold War era, which emphasised institution-building at the expense of existing social 

relations (UNSC, 2001), the CPA was signed between the GoS and the SPLM/A. The CPA 
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aimed at establishing a Sudanese state through mechanisms which include a democratic system 

of government founded on justice, democracy and good governance (GoS and SPLA/M, 2005).  

Besides these aims, there was also an option for the right of the Southern Sudanese people to 

self-determination at the end of the interim period (2005-2011) through a referendum on 

independence from Sudan (GoS and SPLA/M, 2005). However, among the proponents of the 

CPA as academics noted, there was a widespread view that the traditional authorities and the 

social fabric that facilitates them in Southern Sudan were non-existent, destroyed by decades 

of war (Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 2013, pp. 1–2).  

Following the referendum, and subsequent independence in 2011, the SPLM/A became the 

government of South Sudan. The SPLM/A was a coalition of different rebel14 groups, some of 

whom were Southern Sudan’s Khartoum-aligned militias who fought against the SPLM/A 

prior to the CPA (D. Johnson, 2016; H. Johnson, 2016; Thomas, 2015). This is an inherent and 

fundamental characteristic of the political settlement approach to war-to-peace transition and 

post-conflict state-making. According to H. Johnson, however, the South Sudanese state had 

no previous experience of colonial development of statehood, such as the  institutions necessary 

to impose on the diverse competing cultures in its territory, and no system of dominance to 

employ to manage internal disputes and future conflict (H. Johnson, 2016).   

                                                 

 

 

14  Some of the South Sudan Democratic Movement/Army – Cobra Faction (SSDM/A-CF).  
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It is worth noting that Hilde Frafjord Johnson is one of the actors this research refers to as the 

most powerful groups in South Sudan. She is the former Minister of International Development 

of Norway, and a member of the Norwegian Government. Most importantly though, in the 

context of South Sudan, H. Johnson served as the Special Representative of the Secretary-

General and Head of the United Nasions Mission in the Republic of South Sudan, completing 

her term in July 2014.  

Mushtaq H. Khan, a professor of economics at SOAS University of London, during a panel 

discussion of the World Bank’s World Development Report 2017 organised by the Overseas 

Development Institute (ODI), authoritatively captured the problem with political settlements 

such as that of South Sudan. He argued that in the forum where the negotiation and 

development of political settlement happens – most often outside the boundary of the country 

in question – the actors involved do not know  

“…. what kinds of interventions will shuffle the organisational distributional powers in 

the societies in ways that are to the benefit of the excluded groups such as the poor and 

so on, who in themselves are not the players directly” (What institutions do countries 

really need - keynote and panel discussion, 2017).  

To Khan, even when issues of inclusion and exclusion are discussed in such forums, it is only 

limited to inclusion and exclusion between intermediary groups and the elites, who are 

themselves shuffling for power and demanding more inclusion for themselves through 

mechanisms that precipitate violence and conflict.   However, the violence and conflict that the 

political and military elites deploy in their negotiation process, or to influence the outcome of 
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negotiations, impact the powerless local population or poor, who are basically external to the 

political settlement process.15   

This dissertation seeks to make contributions in three key areas, two of which are empirical 

and the other methodological in nature. The first empirical contribution provides critical 

insights into the specific dynamics of different groups in South Sudan, and their understanding 

of what constitutes a state. The dissertation reveals how traditional sociocultural governance 

systems attributed to the rural areas, a place historically associated with acute constructive state 

deficiency, in fact organise and mobilise vital resources and the daily lives of the local 

population. It highlights how this sociocultural governance mechanism and the coping 

strategies of the local South Sudanese population have been eroded and/or appropriated by the 

actions of the central state and rebel armies, which has reinforced both local populations’ 

vulnerability, and their reliance on traditional cultural governance systems.  

This dissertation’s findings resonate with other research work conducted in regional contexts 

similar to South Sudan. For instance, researching on DRC’s “formal peace and informal wars”, 

Marriage (2013, p. 02) documents how on one hand, “Congolese people prioritise agency and 

predictability in their pursuit of security…”, and how “…the peace of 2002, on the other hand, 

prioritises containment and control of threats through the strengthening of formal institutions.”  

                                                 

 

 

15  Mushtaq H. Khan speaking at the 2017 ODI event titled “What institutions do countries really 

need? - Keynote and panel discussion”. 
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This then leads to the second contribution of this thesis, to the study and analysis of violence 

in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

Its presentation of violence epitomises how diverse forms of violence relate to each other whilst 

serving as a central element governing all spheres of people’s experiences, imagination, and 

representation of themselves (identity), as well as in articulation of their relationships with 

others, including the state. However, the majority of these interactions, as Chapters 3, 4 and 5 

demonstrate, take place outside the formal institutions of the state or market system. Yet at the 

same time, actors within the formal institutional landscape of the state manipulate and utilise 

these forms of informal social interactions and violence to pursue their interests in formal state 

platforms.  

The dissertation presents a perspective on violence in South Sudan that places emphasis on its 

continuity, as opposed to the causes of violence or the idea that violence stops as soon as 

military and government elites sign a ceasefire and/or a peace agreement. In other words, recent 

violence in South Sudan is more to do with continuity reconfigured through changes in 

meanings, actors, targets and performances, rather than representing new phenomena emerging 

after the collapse of the political settlement/ceasefire. As Marriage (2013) demonstrates in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), a peace agreement driven by a political settlement only 

serves to reframe contestation over control of resources rather than ending conflict between 

state leadership and the local population.  The dissertation therefore lays claim on violence as 

an idiom of social relationship, with the majority of these relationships happening outside the 

domain of the formal state institutions that are targeted or emphasised by liberal peace/conflict 

interventions.  

The third and final contribution of this thesis lies in its methodological approach to conducting 

academic enquiry in the context of limited physical access to a field site. Of significance is how 



32 | P a g e  

it navigates the limitations of ethnographic research terrains resulting from violence, conflict, 

and mass population displacement by adopting innovative research techniques utilising 

flexible, corroborative and improvisational methods.  This dissertation’s main contribution to 

the study of violence, conflict and state-formation in Sub-Saharan Africa more broadly lies in 

the way I invoke my personal experience of war-related violence and conflict as someone who 

grew up in northern Uganda during the LRA conflict, to highlight the relational and subjective 

nature of violence.  

I particularly draw authority from the previous work of American psychiatrist James Gilligan, 

best known for his series of books entitled “Violence”, where he draws on his own years of 

first-hand experience working as a prison psychiatrist in the American prison system, his own 

family history of violence, and on literature, to describe the motivation and causes behind 

violent behaviour. Like Gilligan, I present personal reflection on how being born in, and 

growing up during, violent conflict in northern Uganda and the region more broadly, affect my 

perception and calculation of risks and security, and the relationship of threats and protection 

that I had at my disposal during my fieldwork. I draw on personal experience of the civil war 

between the Ugandan Government and the LRA as a form of protection that white western 

researchers researching similar contexts cannot possibly have, due to the simple fact that they 

have not had similar experiences.  

Unlike the existing literature on violence, conflict and state-formation in the country, this 

thesis’s point of departure lies in its decision not to assign the South Sudanese state a position 

as the most powerful and dominant social organisation in the country. Academic and 

development actors in the country seem routinely to assign much stronger weighting to the 

South Sudanese state as the most dominant social organisation than it really has on the ground.  

This allows very little room, if any at all, for understanding the local population’s priorities, 
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their participation in the definition and valuation of their risks and vulnerability, consequently 

undermining rather than boosting their survival.  

The dissertation therefore contributes towards highlighting how current state-making and 

conflict interventions in the region have not demonstrated that they are inherently better at 

generating more positive outcomes for much of the population; this is what Chapter 6 argues. 

As reflected in the discussion in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, this is because the powerful actors working 

on political settlement at the societal level do not engage with how it influences the 

vulnerability and risk landscapes of the local population and creates new conflicts over rents 

and distribution among elites.16 They also do not consider how political settlements will play 

out in terms of the counter-reactions of people who are powerful who might be losing out as a 

result of the new elite arrangement. 

For instance, despite decades of sustained international interventions in conflicts across the 

region, including South Sudan, recent figures paint a frightening picture of a region with 

worsening war-driven population displacement and in worsening humanitarian crisis (IOM, 

2019). In February 2019, the East Africa and Horn of Africa region were reported to have 

recorded 12.97 million Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and 5.18 million refugees and 

asylum-seekers (UNHCR, 2019), in comparison with a reported annual displacement of 1.18 

million refugees and asylum-seekers in 2010 (UNHCR Regional Service Centre Nairobi, 

                                                 

 

 

16  Also see Leonardi, C., Santschi, M., 2016. Dividing Communities in South Sudan and Northern 

Uganda: Boundary disputes and land governance. Rift Valley Institute. 
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2020).  To put this in context, the total number of refugees and asylum-seekers in the region as 

reported in 2019 was almost equal to the 2020 total population of Denmark, approximately 5.8 

million people (The World Bank, 2020). This population is stateless and without any agency.  

1.2 The Research Puzzle 

For all but eleven of the sixty-five years since Sudan’s independence in 1956, South Sudan 

engaged in a number of devastating civil wars with the post-colonial government of Sudan  

(GoS) (D. Johnson, 2011; H. Johnson, 2016). However, following the 2009 referendum, where 

more than 90 per cent of the population voted for separation, in 2011 South Sudan gained its 

political independence from Sudan thanks to provisions in the CPA that was signed in 2005 

(GoS and SPLA/M, 2005; ICG, 2006). The CPA promised a united secular democratic State 

of Sudan within six years of transition, founded on the values of good governance, justice, 

respect of fundamental human rights and freedoms, mutual understanding, and tolerance of 

diversity (GoS and SPLA/M, 2005).  At the same time, it also offered the southern Sudanese a 

route to political independence through a referendum at the end of the six years, should Sudan 

fail to make unity attractive.  

Following South Sudan's political independence in 2011, the majority of South Sudanese, like 

the rest of the world, had great optimism and high expectations for the country to become an 

independent, democratic, secular, and inclusive development- driven nation state.  For most of 

the local population, reportedly, their vision of the state was shaped by years of experience of 

the negative forces of the state. In South Sudan’s history, the state was a highly exploitative 

entity whose relationship with the population was based on violence, extraction of resources, 

labour through slavery, and neglect of economic development and public goods and services 

(Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 2013; Nyaba, 2018; Rolandsen and Leonardi, 2014; Thomas, 

2015).  
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By contrast, the international actors in the country who were also signatories to the CPA either 

as mediators (in the case of IGAD) or as donors and guarantors (in the case of the USA, the 

Troika, the UN and the African Union, had a different vision of the state to that of the South 

Sudanese. Their vision was shaped by the assumptions of the conceptual framework 

underpinning their approach to peacebuilding and state-making, such as “political settlement”, 

promoted by the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID), and the neoliberal 

“good governance agenda” promoted by the UN and the EU.  

The concept of political settlement, which was the framework of the CPA and later of South 

Sudan, is founded on the assumption that sustainable domestic peace and security are not 

secured through a military victory but rather through an institutional framework that entices 

belligerents away from  violence as a means of accessing state power and resources (UNSC, 

2001). At the same time, the international actors’ intervention in the country was driven by the 

prevalent understanding that southern Sudan in the CPA era was devoid of any form of 

institution for non-violent conflict resolution or social governance (Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 

2013).  

The CPA parties went about setting up an institutional framework with the aim of delivering 

the state vision presented in the agreement and that of neoliberal institutions like the World 

Bank, DFID and USAID. Although this delivered South Sudanese independence in 2011, the 

euphoria and optimism of independence did not last long. With the SPLM/A as the government 

of South Sudan, the state found itself with a community that remained indistinct, incoherent, 

fragmented, and porous.  

In addition, the state largely failed to meet popular expectations. With its government 

concentrated in the urban areas and the capital, Juba, it was unable to provide services to the 

local population and was not visible in much of the country’s margins (D. Johnson, 2017, 2016; 
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H. Johnson, 2016). Whereas the population imagined a constructive, inclusive and democratic 

state that retained traditional/sociocultural institutions (Leonardi, 2013, pp. 1–15), international 

liberal state-building interventions assumed the conflict had destroyed those institutions 

completely, and did not propose  a modified version of sociocultural institutions.   

Tension within the ruling coalition in South Sudan intensified, worsened by the lack of 

institutional capacity to manage conflict, and on 15 December 2013, just two years into 

independence, the internal strife spilled over, leading to a dramatic return to civil war. Since 

then, two peace agreements and more than twelve ceasefires have been brokered by the same 

foreign actors (IOM, 2019), driven by the same liberal approaches to peace-making and state-

making but with, frustratingly, the same or worse outcomes for the local population. At the 

local level, the promised sustainable peace; a secular democratic state founded on the values 

of democracy, justice, respect for human rights and freedom; equitable community service 

delivery and rapid economic growth and development have all become increasingly elusive 

(Jok, 2018, 2017).  

Several studies have attempted to explain why the country has failed to transition into the state 

imagined by the CPA. Some point to historical experiences with the modern state, where a 

legacy of enslavement, the British colonial policy of indirect rule, politics of nationalism and 

national liberation rebellion are highlighted as driving the politics of exclusion (Ahmed and 

Sorbo, 2013; Idris, 2018b; Komey, 2013; LeRiche and Arnold, 2012; Thomas, 2015). Others, 

the latest being Pinaud (2021), focus on the politics of ethnicity as the main driver of the current 

state-making crisis in the country. However, Da Costa (2017) challenges this perspective as 

simplistic and polarised, because identity in South Sudan is malleable and can be both a source 

of insecurity as well as protection.  
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Another perspective, most advanced by international neoliberal donor organisations, points to 

the inadequacy or absence of key bureaucratic institutions and culture as the main explanation 

for why the country has failed to transition into statehood, descending instead into its current 

civil war.  Others, like Nyaba, attribute the current crisis simply to a lack of statesmanship, 

national vision or strategic thinking, and to ideological bankruptcy and recklessness among 

military elites in the leadership (Nyaba, 2018).  

Whilst these different views reflect some contradictions in visions of the state and mechanisms 

for realising these visions, very little research has focused on these contradictions. Even in 

work where contradictions have been explicitly mentioned, for instance in D. Johnson (2017), 

Thomas (2015, p. 1-2) and LeRiche and Arnold (2012), it is only done in reference to local 

people and the failure of the CPA to address them. However, the primary concern of this 

dissertation is to examine and understand how a range of groups, communities and individuals 

expected their new nation of South Sudan to look post referendum, and the reality of how it 

looks today. 

There is no event that has justified the need for this particular focus and this research more than 

what happened in December 2016, just months before this research fieldwork began, when 

President Salva Kiir announced a South Sudanese-driven national dialogue programme. 

Following the resumption of hostilities and fighting as the main opposition leader abandoned 

the TGoNU after a brief period of ceasefire between August 2015 and July 2016, the 

government had turned to its population in search of a solution to end the conflict through a 

national dialogue initiative. The president seems to have realised that the violence and conflict 

raging across the country indicated that the country had stumbled in its state-making and 

nation-building project, and that conflicting visions of the state were at the centre of this.  
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It is in this regard that this dissertation attempts to answer the primary research question of 

“How are the contradictions in different groups’ vision of the state connected to the processes 

of state formation in South Sudan?” This will also form the spine of theoretical and empirical 

discussion throughout this dissertation.  

1.3 Research Context and Background 

This section offers a brief historical account of how the state and its coercive forces have been 

experienced in South Sudan in different periods in history, presenting it around major historical 

episodes such as the Turco-Egyptian period (1840-1885), the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium 

period (1899-1956), and the post-colonial period (1956-2004). It will also look at contemporary 

state making in South Sudan by briefly discussing the fragile peace and state-making that 

emerged after the signing of the CPA and the subsequent independence of South Sudan. It will 

conclude with a brief discussion of the trajectories that the post-independence state and society 

of South Sudan have taken.  

1.3.1 The State, Violence and Conflict in South Sudan 

Southern Sudanese resistance to the predatory characteristics of the central state began right 

from the outset of post-colonial life in the newly independent Sudan in 1956.  This period 

started with increased racial and religious persecution by the state, gross disparities in socio-

economic infrastructure investment, and unfulfilled pledges of a federal constitution that would 

guarantee southern Sudan some autonomy (D. Johnson, 2011; H. Johnson, 2016; LeRiche and 

Arnold, 2012). The coercive nature of the Sudanese state would later provoke southerners into 

two deadly civil wars, fought from 1965 to 1972 and 1983 to 2005, between the Sudanese 

Government in Khartoum and the southern-based rebel groups of Anya-Nya and the SPLM/A 

respectively. 
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While there has been a long history of inter-communal conflicts in South Sudan that have 

traditionally not been directly linked to the state, the state has always taken advantage of such 

violence and used it to further its objectives in different ways and in different periods (Sørbø, 

2010, p. 175). For instance, the Condominium government provided protection to traditional 

chiefs from their rivals both through provision of firearms and/or coercion in exchange for co-

operation, tax collection and supply of labour to the state (D. Johnson, 2011).   

The GoS, from the 1980s to 2005, took a radical approach to advancing its interests by taking 

advantage of traditional inter-communal conflicts or generating new ones, turning the 

participants into armed militia groups who would then fight the SPLM/A on behalf of the state 

(D. Johnson, 2011, p. 151; LeRiche and Arnold, 2012; Rolandsen, 2010, p. 20; Sørbø, 2010, p. 

171). Despite the CPA, a sharp increase in the frequency and severity of instances of local 

violence was still being reported in several states in South Sudan as late as 2009, threatening 

the peace and stability of the country (ICG, 2009; Sørbø, 2010).  

Rolandsen argues that the underlying drivers of increased insecurity in southern Sudan were a 

tense political setting; a highly militarised society in terms of access to weapons; a lowered 

threshold for using violence to settle disputes; and a lack of state institutional capacity to 

provide security and to prevent, contain and solve conflict in southern Sudan (Rolandsen, 2010, 

p. 2). The University of Sydney’s GunPolicy.org statistics on firearms ownership and 

prevalence in South Sudan indicate that as of October 2016, there were an estimated total 

number of guns (both licit and illicit) held by civilians ranging between 720,000 to 3,000,000, 

while the defence forces (SPLA) had 250,000 firearms, and the police between 48,200 and 

67,200 firearms (Royet and Rossetti, 2016).  

These figures indicate the ease with which weapons are accessed.   This, coupled with the use 

of militias by successive governments as proxies, resulted in a general disregard for the codes 
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of conduct of warfare and an undermining of the capacity of elders and chiefs to lead peace-

building initiatives. This transformed previously regulated cattle raids into acts of violence and 

military assaults that went beyond combatants to targeting unarmed civilians, mostly women, 

children, the elderly, and other vulnerable groups (Pantuliano et al., 2008).  

As tension within the ruling coalition in South Sudan intensified, worsened by the lack of 

institutional capacity to manage conflict, on 15 December 2013 internal strife within the 

SPLM/A went beyond manageable margins, resulting in a return to civil war. This has claimed 

hundreds of thousands of lives (Idris, 2018a; Raliegh et al., 2016),  displaced millions of people 

within South Sudan and resulted in millions more  fleeing to neighbouring countries for safety 

as refugees17 (Idris, 2018b; Jok, 2018, 2018). 

In the country’s history, the period of Turco-Egyptian rule in southern Sudan from 1840 to 

1885 is characterised as a time of unimaginable violent disruption of the social fabric of the 

southerners’ way of life. Predation was epitomised by very violent slave and livestock raids 

conducted by unsettled Turco-Egyptian government soldiers and northern Sudanese traders (D. 

Johnson, 2016, 2011; Gray, 1961). Until the establishment of the Anglo-Egyptian 

Condominium later in 1898, southern Sudanese communities are said to have lived largely 

beyond the remit or the influence of any modern state (Cormack, 2014; Leonardi, 2013, pp. 

21–22).  

                                                 

 

 

17  Based on compilation and analysis of OCHA’s weekly brief between 2011 and 2018. 
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The kind of resources Turco-Egyptian government soldiers were interested in, especially the 

acquisition of slaves, was practically impossible without excessive application of coercion, and 

offered no incentive either to settle or to establish a productive as opposed to a predatory 

relationship with the southern population. The consequence was debilitating as the use of 

excessively violent raids claimed lives, destroyed properties and villages, and caused mass 

displacement of the population, who moved further south to escape the violence of the state.  

Nevertheless, the Turco-Egyptian operation in the south was  replaced in 1899 by a more 

“stationary bandit” (Olson, 1993, pp. 567–576):the agreement between the Egyptian and 

British governments which established a condominium government and its apparatus. The 

British had successfully claimed the ultimate right to wield force in some areas, imposing 

capital punishment or otherwise eliminating individuals or social groups who posed a serious 

challenge to its monopolistic claim of the legitimate use of force (Hutchinson, 1996, p. 63).    

In certain places, the condominium established infrastructures and centralised governmental 

institutions that utilised the coercive force of the state for the forcible settlement of violent 

disputes, upon which the population became dependent. This was achieved through the 

suppression of coercive cultural and economic practices such as inter-group cattle raiding 

between the Nuer and Dinka and other similar ethnic groups (D. Johnson, 2011, 1988; 

Hutchinson, 1996).   

However, the reach of these coercive forces of the state was limited environmentally, as there 

was no clearly established infrastructure, including roads, in the initial period of condominium 

rule (D. Johnson, 2016; Leonardi, 2013, p. 22). The state remained separate from the 

communities, and  utilised complex mechanisms such as exchanging protection for loyalty, co-

operation and tax collection, and discipline the local population from the chiefs and other 

intermediaries (D. Johnson, 2011). 
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The indirect rule of the condominium government meant chiefs in southern Sudan were never 

able to monopolise the complex exchanges and day-to-day negotiations produced by the 

introduction of money and  limited processes of commoditisation due to their level of education 

and capacity compared with their counterparts in the north (D. Johnson, 2016, 2011; 

Hutchinson, 1996). By the 1940s, the condominium government had shifted away from 

chiefdom as the lynchpin of native administration to a more progressive vision of local 

government, embodied in the new institution of the local council. It did not alter the established 

structure of chiefdom but widened it for greater participation in government (Leonardi, 2013). 

Chapters 4 and 5 discuss the traditional structures and their fundamental roles in people's day-

to-day lives and state-society relationships. 

Many people in southern Sudan/South Sudan associated the coming of government and 

national politics in the 1950s with their experience of “greater uncertainty, insecurity, violence 

and a heightened government military and security presence”, notes Leonardi (2013, p. 142). 

This is in stark contrast to the Weberian expectation that the central state/government would 

establish “law and order”, recognise and protect property rights, enforce discipline, and 

generally impose the “oneness” of the law and of the judicial system (Leonardi, 2013; Leonardi 

and Santschi, 2016). The history of the state in South Sudan is one of violence and predation: 

the state employed slavery and forced labour to achieve submission and extract resources  from 

the local population (Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 2013; Rolandsen and Leonardi, 2014; Thomas, 

2015). 

Violence, as Rolandsen and Anderson (2015) note, has been fundamental for the state’s 

strategy for structuring and consolidating its authority in East Africa before and during the 

colonial period, and after. The violence employed by the state in South Sudan has brought 
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nothing to the local population but racial and religious persecution (D. Johnson, 2016, 2011; 

Da Costa, 2017).   

1.3.2 The First Political Settlement: The Addis Ababa Peace Agreement  

 The 27 February 1972 Addis Ababa peace agreement between the Sudanese President Gaafar 

Muhammad an-Nimeiry and the Anya-Nya rebel group under the new name of Southern Sudan 

Liberation Movement (SSLM), mediated by Ethiopian monarch Emperor Haile Selassie, 

concluded the first Sudan rebellion (Grawert, 2013, pp. 20–22). This agreement brought 

significant implications for the state and its subsequent structure. It granted southern Sudan 

semi-autonomy through regional government with a representative assembly based in Juba. It 

created constitutional provisions for religious and cultural protection and integration of rebels 

into the army, and gave authority to raise tax but not engage in economic planning (D. Johnson, 

2011; Grawert, 2013; LeRiche and Arnold, 2012).  

The agreement eventually collapsed in 1983, with president Nimeiry abolishing the Southern 

Regional Government (SRG). However, as a result of over a decade of relative peace, the 

southerners were afforded opportunities to gain valuable military and organisational skills from 

the basic bureaucratic and judicial structures of the state created by the SRG in Juba (LeRiche 

and Arnold, 2012). With this experience, together with the Cold War support available from 

the USSR through their allies – Mengistu’s Derg regime in Ethiopia – the SPLA was founded 

in July 1983, in Ethiopia. Under the leadership of a former Sudanese army officer, Dr John 

Garang de Mabior, the SPLA launched the second Sudan civil war(Hutchinson, 1996, p. 5), 

which lasted from 1983 to 2005, when the CPA was signed (D. Johnson, 2016; GoS and 

SPLA/M, 2005). 

The second civil war, whilst fought between the GoS and the southern-based rebels, also led to 

serious internal clashes between different factions in the SPLM/A, with  factions mobilising 
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fighters based on ethnicity for political goals (D. Johnson, 2011; Da Costa, 2017). However, 

the discussion in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 highlights that initially, whilst the early mobilisation 

targeted Dinka ethnic groups, it was purely driven by the attractive nature of an existing 

sociocultural system called “age-set” and the need for fighters with immediate basic fighting 

skills, rather than ethnicity.  

But following the 1991 SPLM/A split between those loyal to Garang and Riek Machar18 (D. 

Johnson, 2011), more southern Sudanese died at the hands of other southern Sudanese-based 

armed groups than from clashes with Sudan government forces (Jok and Hutchinson, 1999). 

Some academics point to the 1991 split in the SPLM/A as the trigger for a  “regional subculture 

of militarism and ethnic driven violence” (Hutchinson and Jok, 2002, p. 86), a new tendency 

that has since grown in South Sudan (Da Costa, 2017). The discussion in Chapters 3 to 5 

highlights that this cultural shift started before ethnicity became the main force for recruitment.  

While academic literature on South Sudan, particularly since the 2013 civil war, has focused 

on the ethnicity dimension of social relationships, or on ethnicity as a tool for mobilisation, 

what is quickly forgotten is the fact that the SPLM/A split in 1991 was initially politically 

motivated. As Da Costa (2017, p. 8) notes, the split was based on conflicting visions of the 

post-war state, that is, whether the SPLA’s goal was to fight for a “united, democratic, secular, 

                                                 

 

 

18   Riek Machar Teny Dhurgon is a South Sudanese political and military elite currently serving as 

the First Vice President of South Sudan following the "revitalized" peace agreement signed in 

September 2018. He is also the leader of the rebel faction known as SPLM-IO founded in 2014 

following the 2013 civil war. In 1991 following a disagreement with the SPLM/A leader John 

Garang Machar formed a splinter rebel group called the SPLM/A-Nasir 



45 | P a g e  

independent southern Sudan”, or political unity in the greater Sudan– “New Sudan” vision of 

the CPA.   

Nevertheless, the differences in visions of the post-war state among the SPLA top command 

led to years of unprecedented south-on-south violence (D. Johnson, 2016, 2011; Da Costa, 

2017, p. 8; Jok, 2004, 2017, 2012). This had a devastating impact on the local population as it 

destroyed hundreds of Dinka and Nuer communities in the Greater Upper Nile region (Da 

Costa, 2017). 

1.3.3 The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA)  

In the early 2000s, the UN Security Council (UNSC) changed its peacekeeping strategy to one 

aimed at realising more sustainable domestic peace in the countries where it intervened. To 

achieve such a goal, domestic warring parties were to be helped to move their political or 

economic struggles out of the battlefield and into an institutional framework where a peaceful 

“political settlement” process could be engaged, and future disputes addressed in a similar 

fashion (Mack, 2005; UNSC, 2001).  

However, the major challenge with the changing landscape of civil wars in the post-Cold War 

era was that negotiated settlements were three times more likely to fail than military victories 

(HSR, 2006; Mack, 2005). To boost the success of the “political settlement” process, the UN 

argued that a peacekeeping mission’s mandate should be reoriented to incorporate such 

measures as providing assistance towards the development of legitimate and broad-based 

institutions; including elements of institution-building and peace-building in its mission; and 

promoting good governance and the rule of law (UNSC, 2001, p. 2). This became an integral 

part of the UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) mandate in the post-CPA period. 
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The CPA, signed in 2005, was a direct consequence of this shift of UNSC strategy regarding 

conflict intervention and peacekeeping missions. Between 1993 and 2001, IGAD had been 

hosting peace negotiations between the GoS and the SPLM/A with very limited success, with 

the DPSR19 in 1994 as the only major achievement. This however would all change as, in the 

aftermath of 9/11, the Bush administration in the USA brought a new dimension to the 

negotiation process.  

With US intervention and support to IGAD mediation efforts, and backing from other western 

governments in 2002,20 separate ceasefire and peace talks were reconvened in Machakos, 

Kenya, establishing a framework that consequently translated into the signing of the CPA in 

January 2005, in a period of just three years (Johnson, 2016, pp. 145–162; LeRiche and Arnold, 

2012). In addition to the GoS, the SPLA and IGAD, other members who constituted what this 

research will refer to as “the most powerful actors” involved in this process included the UNSC, 

the European Union (EU), the African Union (AU), and the Diaspora community in the USA, 

Canada, Australia, the UK, and other European countries.   

On the other hand, were the group this dissertation refers to as the “not so powerful actors”, 

consisting of the local population of South Sudan, both in the country but also in places of 

displacement across Africa. This group primarily understands the state from its more 

                                                 

 

 

19  A Declaration of Principles outlining the right of southern Sudanese to self-determination (DPSR) 

through a referendum in 1994 (IGAD, 1994, sec. 2). 
20  Specifically, from the British, Norwegian, and Italian governments 
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constructive aspect, as the entity that provides or fails to provide public services and security. 

This vision is said to have been driven by the South Sudanese population’s historical 

experience of the state as the source of violence and predation, since historically  the state 

employed  (and continues to deploy) violent tactics of slavery, forced labour to achieve 

resource extraction, and neglect of national development (Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 2013; 

Rolandsen and Leonardi, 2014; Thomas, 2015). Within this constituency, there are different 

social groups, such as elders, women, age-sets, children, persons with disabilities, and 

traditional authorities.  

There is a third category of groups and people, who are weak but not to the extent of the local 

population, due to the financial influence and lobbying capabilities they possess. This group 

includes the business and private sector, international NGOs and other civil society 

organisations (CSOs). This research will focus mostly on the first and the second set of cohorts 

but will occasionally utilise examples form the third category when appropriate.  

The CPA was constructed, produced, and to an extent influenced, if not determined, by the 

input and agendas of the very powerful actors mentioned above, both within and outside South 

Sudan, some intervening actively, while others played a more passive role. The GoS and 

SPLM/A participated as the warring parties, IGAD as the mediating organisation, Kenya as the 

chief negotiator, while the international community, represented by the United States, the UK, 

France, Norway, Italy, the UNSC and the AU acted as observers, financers, and guarantors. 

Once agreed, the CPA became a formal public document that reflected the projection of the 

state by these “most powerful actors”, the result of their actions in the negotiations as well as 

their less formal engagement with a range of other actors in the second category of groups and 

individuals.   
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Viewed from the perspective of this dissertation, it becomes clear who was driving the process, 

and it is unsurprising that the outcome of the negotiations almost matches UN Secretary-

General Kofi Anan’s presentation to the UNSC in 2001 (UNSC, 2001).  The establishment of 

broad-based institutions by the CPA represents a system capable of managing conflicts within 

elites as well as generating, not just sustainable peace and security, but also economic growth 

and development. The CPA contained both the “New Sudan” vision21 and the rival alternative 

vision of self-determination.  The New Sudan vision of the state presented in the CPA was 

expected to make unity of the different groups within a reformed Sudan attractive to all its 

population but especially the Southern population during the six-year transition period (GoS 

and SPLA/M, 2005). However, at the end of the transition period, the people of southern Sudan 

would have a chance to decide in a referendum whether to remain in the “New Sudan” or 

choose the alternative vision, which offered a route to self-determination for the South. The 

agreement set out the structure of institutional arrangements that would facilitate the 

distribution of power and the division of rents/spoils amongst the government, military, and 

political elites. 

In this research, vision/image as presented by state making literature implies the perception of 

the state by those inside and outside its claimed boundaries. The image is said to unite 

numerous institutions into a single dominant, integrated, autonomous entity that controls, in a 

                                                 

 

 

21  For what this vision exactly is, please see the CPA first objectives to the agreement.  
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given territory, all rule making, either directly or indirectly by sanctioning other authorised 

organisations such as businesses, families, clubs and others (Migdal, 2001, p. 16).  

Benedict Anderson for instance defines the nation state as an imagined political community, 

both inherently limited and sovereign (Anderson, 2006). It is imagined because members of 

even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellows or meet them, yet, regardless of 

the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived 

of as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Yet each of these virtues is rarely found to be absolute 

or complete; rather, they are processes in the development of interests, practices, and 

institutions, all of which are beset with ambiguities and tensions (Grosby, 2005, p. 19). Both 

Anderson (2006) and Migdal (2001, p. 6) present the state as a product of different peoples’ 

imaginations whose contradictions are reconciled through violence or by non-violent means.  

Practice may or may not serve to recognise, reinforce, and validate, not only the territorial 

elements of state control, but also the social separation between the state and other social 

formations, be they public or private. Of importance, too, is how the state influences significant 

public institutions such as the courthouse or city halls or federal buildings. In these and 

countless other ways, the image of the state as a distinct, even elevated, social body has been 

sharpened (Migdal, 2001, 1988; Nugent, 2010). However, practices may also work against 

these myths and perceptions. The routinized performative acts batter the image of a coherent, 

controlling state and neutralise territorial and public-private boundaries.   

As earlier research (Boone, 2003; Nugent, 2010) has shown, while the image assigned to the 

state seems to be homologous from state to state, practices, although pitted against the image, 

do tend to be diverse. Whilst there are certainly recognisable comparative patterns, they have, 

to date, succeeded in defying any form of precise categorisation.  This means that 
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understanding the difference between the images people or groups assign to the state and the 

actions of actors in and outside that state presents an opportunity for understanding that state.  

The CPA is understood here first, as an official documentation of the image of the state by the 

parties to the agreement, and secondly, as a roadmap for the implementation of the agreement 

(a set of practices for realising the vision). Yet the state as an organisation comprises several 

rule-abiding, highly malleable entities whose behaviours are rather interdependent and interact 

over several networks. These relationships are complex and can produce equilibrium but are 

also capable of producing long random sequences of disequilibrium and chaos.   

Throughout this dissertation, I will argue that the vision as manifested by South Sudanese need 

not be simply viewed or understood from the perspective of state-formation scholars or the 

community that results from such a process. This is because the local population’s reflection 

on their vision during the research paints a picture that connotes their perspective of how they 

think the future will turn out for them. Whilst discussing their visions of the state for instance, 

interlocutors’ views contained some elements of positive connotation, some optimism and 

hope, which in a way reflect people’s ability to continue to hope for a better future even when 

in difficult and challenging times.  The pursuit of such visions and the visions in themselves 

may or may not precipitate violence or threaten others or promote inter-group cooperation and 

peaceful coexistence.  

Engagement of all relevant stakeholders in the design, implementation, and evaluation of the 

intervention in any socio-economic and political system does not only provide the multiple 

perspectives required for systems learning of competing visions, but also helps alter and 

strengthen positive relationships and abate negative ones. Yet the CPA and other state-making 

approaches isolated and, in most parts, continue to isolate, the not-powerful groups and 

individuals in South Sudan in most of their processes. By neglecting these groups, state-making 
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in South Sudan has missed, and continues to miss, the opportunity for transformation of the 

Sudanese state, especially one cognizant of the local population’s own hopes for a better future. 

It also means that the current crisis in South Sudan does not necessarily imply transformability 

deficiency for South Sudanese society, but rather an inherent problem in the state-making 

approach undertaken in the country by the most powerful actors.   

Consequently, the building of institutions and their capacities, which became a major objective 

of the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) mandate, was started from scratch, 

with no experience of or relationship to local day-to-day realities at play in Southern Sudan at 

the time. The state-making interventions in South Sudan therefore set about creating and 

establishing formal bureaucratic state institutions in the country but without the 

acknowledgement that this was happening within multitudes of very resilient pre-existing 

social systems.  

This is a confirmation that true state-making will not be designed and achieved by government, 

military and political elites and international actors alone, but will need the active partnership 

of marginalised rural and urban residents in the definition of strategies and assessment of 

vulnerability (Cavanagh, 2017; Dobson et al., 2015, p. 617). This is because marginalised 

citizens are not simply passive subjects of stress and shock events such as violence and conflict, 

displacement, and acute food insecurity, but rather are active agents whose knowledge and 

innovations actively build resilience.  

However, the powerful actors in the country have continued to insist on an expensive macro, 

top-down, externally-driven approach to South Sudan’s state construction. The elite actors in 

South Sudan find themselves, though, constrained by complex systems interacting outside the 

formal framework of the state, and the South Sudanese state is far from being an all-powerful 

entity. 
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1.4 Theoretical Framework and Contributions 

Considering the practical and conceptual contradictions highlighted in the research puzzle, this 

thesis engages with three main sets of literature addressing state, violence and political 

settlement. The dissertation draws theoretical and empirical inspiration especially from the 

following materials and individuals: the edited volume Violence, Coercion, and State-making 

in Twentieth Century Mexico (Pansters, 2012a); State in Society (Migdal, 2001);  Political 

Settlement (Khan, 2010), Global governance and the new wars (Duffield, 2001); and 

Development, Security and Unending War (Duffield, 2007).  

Douglas North et al., (2007) in illustrating how societies deal with the violence problem by 

integrating it into a larger social science and historical framework, present a powerful 

conceptual interaction between economic and political behaviours and violence management. 

This thesis also utilises Marriage’s research in the DRC, a country wracked by violent rule, 

pillage, internal fighting and invasion (Marriage, 2016a, 2016b, 2013); Boone (2003) on state-

formation in agrarian societies; and the anthropological works of South Sudanese scholars 

Professor Jok (2017; 2011; 2004) and Deng (2006; 1984).  

1.4.1 Conceptualising the State, Violence and Political Settlement  

This section explores some of the different models presented by academics for understanding 

the relationships that are relevant for this research project.  It explores some of the principal 

ways in which the state-society relationship and state formation have been theoretically and 

analytically conceptualised. Violence in this case will be conceptualised functionally as an 

idiom of relationship between the state and different agencies, while “political settlement” will 

be conceptualised as an institutional framework that underpins the state (Khan, 2010).  
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To date, the notion of the state has been conceptualised in two broad strands.  In this research, 

I consider the first the: tradition-based model”, while the other is the “contemporary 

explanatory model”. The first is considered traditional because the intellectual 

conceptualisation and understanding of the state is anchored in Max Weber’s 1919 definition 

of the state. Charles Tilly, Moncur Olson, Douglas North, Joel S. Migdal, are a few examples 

of the group of scholars whose work was in one way or the other informed by or founded on 

the “traditional model”.  

The “contemporary explanatory model” is represented by a group of academics whose work 

was mostly influenced by post-Cold War events and the shifting landscape of global political 

developments and neoliberalism. Examples of this can be seen in the UN Secretary-General’s 

report to the UNSC of 2001, the work of Mushtaq Khan (2000), DFID (2010 and 2011), North 

et al. (2007), and Alex de Waal (2009), among others. Both perspectives employ the 

functionality of violence to make sense of the state, both in terms of framing but also the 

functions and the way the state relates to the population.  

The traditional model understands the state as an entity that successfully claims the ultimate 

right to wield force and eliminate individuals or groups who seriously challenge its 

monopolistic claims on the legitimate wielding of force and taxation within a specified 

territorial domain. The model then conceptualises the state as a set of formal public institutions 

that embed as well as normalise the violence of the state (North, 1981; Olson, 1993; Tilly, 

1985b). Within the traditional model there is also a group of scholars who, while drawing on 

the idea of monopoly of the use of force within a bounded territory, conceptualise the state as 

a social or political community imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign, whose 

cultural values contest those of other communities (Anderson, 2006; Grosby, 2005; Smith, 

1998).   
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The state is therefore presented as, firstly, a relatively centralised, differentiated public 

organisation whose officials, explicitly or otherwise, successfully claim monopoly over the 

chief concentrated means of wielding violence within a population inhabiting a well-defined 

territorial domain whilst extracting resources (Olson, 1993; Tilly, 1985b). This process 

therefore produces and establishes a set of institutions within and by which social powers are 

contained, distributed, contested and negotiated, with the provision of order, security of persons 

and property  rights as well as other public goods and services bestowing domestic legitimacy 

to the rulers (Olson, 1993; Tilly, 1985b).   

Hutchinson (1996) notes that the impression of such a relationship for the population is that 

any weakening of state powers is usually accompanied by a swift surge in the frequency and 

intensity of internal fighting, both within the state coalition and at communal levels 

(Hutchinson, 1996).  Abrams (1988, p. 59) asserts that the “traditional model” for 

understanding the state envisaged the state as a monolithic concrete political agency or 

structure distinct from the social agencies and structures of the society in which it operates, 

acting on them and acted on by them. Violence then becomes a mechanism through which the 

powers of the state are translated to the population, communicating either the presence, absence 

or weakening of the political structure. 

The second way in which the traditional model presents the state is that it is seen as performing 

a role of prosperity and wealth maximisation for the greater good of society through the 

provision of effective and efficient property rights capable of generating and facilitating 

economic growth (North, 1981). The assumption here is that through an effective utilisation of 

resources, the state facilitates the creation of societal wealth, both as a third party to every 

contract and as the ultimate source of coercion. The state is thus presented as a form of 

developmental entity whose goal is to maximise profits and deliver better services to its 
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population. Yet the pitfall in this conceptualisation is that the state becomes the space in which 

different groups battle for control of its decision-making power in order to redistribute wealth 

and income in the interests of their own groups (Tilly, 1985b).  

This dissertation highlights sociocultural systems whose beliefs and moral values place 

communal unity, solidarity and collectivism, women and, particularly, children, at the core of 

people’s social and cultural life, affording them necessary protection and opportunities for 

development. In other words, the kind of vision academics and humanitarian development 

actors routinely regard as inherent characteristics of the modern state.  In contrast, the state in 

South Sudan has historically sought to destroy as well as prey on society through coercive and 

predatory strategies in which communities are targeted by  pervasive acts of violence and 

exploitative relationships (UNMISS, 2015, p. 3). These characteristics of the state in South 

Sudan as existing literature indicates, have been a recurring but distinctive attribute since 

colonial times (Rolandsen and Leonardi, 2014). 

1.4.2 State as a Cultural Artefact  

The third view of the traditional model stems from an anthropological perspective 

fundamentally concerned with presenting the state in a social context, viewing individual 

relationships within this context. The anthropological perspective is concerned with issues of 

culture, language, history, and place or territory (Smith, 1998).  

The state here is presented as a social structure that, through its institutions, exercises 

sovereignty over a territory using laws that connect the individuals within that territory to one 

another as members of the state (Grosby, 2005; Smith, 1998). The state’s exercise of 

sovereignty entails the promulgation of law throughout the area being governed, thereby 

incorporating various regions into the legal regulation of the state.  The effectiveness of the 
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state's rule is dependent upon the standardisation of communication, language and script 

throughout the area under the authority of the state (Grosby, 2005, p. 22; Smith, 1998).  

A state in this case is assumed to generate a territorial community of kinship, such that what 

emerges over time is a national state. However, to achieve this, the state needs to employ 

coercive actions if necessary in order to turn an ethnic group or other forms of community 

solidarity into a nation (Smith, 1998, p. 14).  For this research, this argument therefore implies 

that the state-society relationship and statehood in South Sudan cannot be seen as top-down 

concrete political structures and institutions imposing their power and authority over the 

population. Rather, the process is shaped by multiple layers of interactions, negotiations and 

renegotiations between the state and its population (Abrams, 1988, pp. 59–61; Vaughan et al., 

2013). 

1.4.3 The Contemporary State in Sub-Saharan Africa  

In South Sudan, as much as elsewhere, boundaries do have strong meanings, as alluded to in 

the “traditional model” for understanding the state. The message presented by the absence or 

presence of violence may not necessarily give us a clear understanding of the state. We have 

to consider each context on a case-by-case basis before attributing meaning. Social 

marginalisation may not necessarily reflect the absence of the state; this is dependent on several 

factors, such as the resources available, and negotiation between the state and the population, 

as well as the threat the location or population poses to the central state (Feyissa, 2013, pp. 

109–132; Rolandsen, 2013, pp. 23–43).  

Nugent (2010, p. 40) argues that the  government may not necessarily be concerned with 

projecting its power throughout the territory, so particular regions may be left to their own 

devices if they, for instance, have limited resources, are sparsely populated or offer no 

significant threat to the centre (Nugent, 2010, p. 40). Conversely, marginal regions may be 
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strategically important and powerful, and define or reconstitute a power relationship at the 

centre, as seen in the case of South Sudan’s borders with Uganda and Kenya (Leonardi and 

Santschi, 2016; Vaughan et al., 2013). Therefore, different types of political bargains and social 

contracts may be forged within the same state. 

Emerging either through the process of decolonisation or through the reallocation of territory 

by the more dominant and powerful states, in contrast to the state described by the traditional 

model, contemporary state formation takes a completely different approach (Hochschild, 1998) 

African nationalists accepted the colonial territories and states as they were. In addition, the 

international community continued to provide territorial guarantees, military supplies and 

expertise to the new post-colonial states in Sub-Saharan Africa in exchange for commodity 

products and mineral and forest resources for their industries and military alliances, especially 

during the Cold War, 1945 to 1991 (Bayart, 2009; Mbembé, 2001; Schaffer, 2000). 

Military aid generated very powerful unconstrained military organisations that overshadowed 

other equally important bureaucratic institutions necessary for a balanced state structure and 

functions. Consequently, in the decades that followed independence, most, if not all, Sub- 

Saharan African states, instead of directing such aid toward public service investment to 

improve their revenue intake, continued their predecessors' predatory relationships with their 

populations (Bayart, 2009; Hochschild, 1998; OECD, 2009).  The contemporary state therefore 

does not fit the kind of state presented by the traditional model of Weber or Hobbes, hence 

requiring an alternative explanation. 

1.4.4  Defining and contextualising territory/boundary in South Sudan 

The chapters of this dissertation, through its engagement with existing literature and fieldwork 

data, highlight how, thanks to the local population’s everyday experience of mobility and their 

conceptualisation of space, territory and boundary, villages and places disappear and emerge, 
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shrink and move within South Sudan, but also across and between borders with other states in 

the region. Local people’s routines and everyday lives, which in a way are characterised by 

regular movement (forced or voluntary) between locations for safety, secure livelihoods, and 

for other reasons, allow local populations to navigate the rigid nature of state territory. They 

also allow the local population to negotiate both the violence and predatory nature of the state, 

and the condition of statelessness they endure in their places of displacement (Cormack, 2016, 

2014; Da Costa, 2017). This understanding of territory and boundary informs the analytical 

basis of this thesis, especially when it refers to territory and boundary in the local context of 

South Sudan.   

However, the most widely used definition of the state is that which has been utilised under a 

more traditional international law which commonly assumes that four criteria must be met 

before an entity qualifies as a "state." The Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of 

States provides this definition: "…the state as a person of international law should possess the 

following qualifications: a) a permanent population; b) a defined territory; c) government; and 

d) capacity to enter into relations with other states" (quoted in Chen, 2001, p. 25; Cohen, 1961, 

p. 1129). 

The discussion of the state presented in Chapter 1.4 highlights an image of the state from 

academics and development actors, of a rationalised administrative political organisation 

whose powers radiate from the centre towards the margins. Consequently, countries, especially 

the newer nations with not well-developed state powers at the margins, have been frequently 

labelled as “failed”, “weak” or “partial” states. The significance of territory and boundary to 

the understanding of the modern state is such that some academics have suggested the focus 

should be on how “…practices and politics of life in the margins of the state’s territory shape 



59 | P a g e  

the political, regulatory, and disciplinary practices that constitute, somehow, that thing we call 

'the state'” (Das and Poole, 2004, p. 3).  

The World Bank (1997) defined territory as an institutionally bordered space governed by the 

state that is politically, socially, and economically homogenous.  This understanding has had 

significant influence on how most people around the world understand territory, as areas with 

clearly established borders and the presence of state powers.  This dissertation utilises the cases 

of the Lopit and Dinka communities of South Sudan to demonstrate how the construction of 

authority over space, on the one hand, emerges out of intentional territorial strategies directed 

by the state.   

On the other hand, it emerges from an array of forces which may seek to contest, challenge and 

transgress those state strategies (Novak, 2011, p. 747). Novak’s (2011) proposed state should 

be understood as both “the expression of state-centred spatial orders”, but also “simultaneously, 

the product of, and resources for, individuals, organisations and social groups whose discourses 

and practices are organised across non-state centred scales”. The contextual discussion of South 

Sudan presented throughout this dissertation concerning territory/boundary and space 

highlights the challenge of trying to fit South Sudan as a state into traditional international 

understandings of the state.  This is because teasing out appropriate definitions and 

understanding of territory and margins or boundaries as attributes of the modern state is nearly 

impossible in the context of South Sudan.  

Even where anthropologists have tried to present a more expanded definition of the margins, 

such definitions have still not come close to describing the kinds of very complex 

characteristics posed by South Sudanese local populations’ historical understanding of 

territory. For instance, in their edited book, Anthropology in the Margins of the State, Das and 

Poole (2004) define margins as “…peripheries seen to form natural containers for people 
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considered insufficiently socialized into the law.”  Yet Das and Poole, like many academics, 

could not avoid the trap of assuming that the state is the supreme organ within any nation state, 

as per the international understanding of the state. Consequently, their focus is more on 

understanding the specific technologies of power through which states attempt to “manage” or 

“pacify” populations at the so called margins through “…both force and pedagogy of 

conversion intended to transform 'unruly subjects' into lawful subjects of the state” (Das and 

Poole, 2004, p. 8). 

Nevertheless, the South Sudanese understanding of territory and boundary to some extent 

conforms to these anthropologists’ view of the margins. Das and Poole (2004) view margins 

as simultaneous sites of constant change, not restricted to physical space but also shaped by 

practice. South Sudanese have historically understood and experienced territory as neither rigid 

nor equated to clearly defined lines on the ground or map (Leonardi and Santschi, 2016). 

Rather, environmental changes such as the seasonal expansion and contraction of the Nile 

during the rainy season and drier months influenced people's understanding and experience of 

territory.  

Yet this understanding of space, territory and boundary has no connection with the modern 

state. For the communities along the Nile and several other rivers in South Sudan, territory 

shrank and sometimes even disappeared or expanded as these river waters flooded or retreated 

from their banks. This seasonal variation influenced not just the kinds of communal governance 

mechanisms practised, but also the transhumant pastoralists’ preference for and dependence on 

negotiated access to territories controlled by others, making it impractical to delineate clear 

and fixed boundaries among these groups (Leonardi and Santschi, 2016). 

In addition, rather than the population displaced due to violence and state-driven conflict and 

war being “…constituted juridically as permanent inhabitants of the same forms of 
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uncontrolled or private justice that undergird sovereign power” (Das and Poole, 2004), some 

of them have been pushed beyond the national boundary. Consequently, they have lost their 

permanent residency status in a sovereign state and have been forced to acquire a new form of 

identity, as refugees.   Refugee populations find themselves outside what is the internationally 

considered territory of the state of their permanent residence, consequently falling outside any 

responsibility of the state. 

The findings presented in this dissertation highlight how actions of both the central state and 

the rebel military in South Sudan have significantly eroded and appropriated existing 

traditional coping and governance mechanisms of the rural areas through changes in local 

populations’ usage, meanings attributed to and the re-imagination of space, territory, and 

boundary. For instance, physical spaces that previously provided refuge for many have 

increasingly become places of danger (Cormack, 2016, 2014; Pendle, 2017).  

This dissertation’s findings regarding South Sudanese understanding and experience of 

territory and boundary resonate with recent research findings of other scholars in the country, 

such as Da Costa (2017), Pendle (2017), Leonardi and Santschi (2016) and Cormack (2016 and 

2014). This dissertation highlights that grounding a definition of South Sudanese territory, be 

it state or communal, in a Western understanding of territory or boundary would not correspond 

to most South Sudanese communities’ conceptualisation of life and place.  Rather than 

conceptualising a physical landscape under the rigid jurisdiction of a ruler or state, mobility 

has always been central to South Sudanese everyday lives, shaping   their understanding and 

utilisation of space and territory and landscapes.   

1.4.5 The Changing Landscape of the State: An Alternative Explanation?  

Industrial action in the 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of rights movements in the West, 

and a significant shift in the conceptualisation and understanding of the state in predominantly 
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developing countries. That is, from a state that contributes to the wealth and power of the 

sovereign population through state-centric utopian economic growth planning to the 

withdrawal of the state from economic development, replacing it with a free-market economy. 

At the same time, following the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s, it was becoming 

increasingly unlikely for civil wars to end in military victory, with more civil wars ending in a 

negotiated settlement (HSR, 2006; Mack, 2005; Pinker, 2012). The idea of the state as a total 

monopolist of the wielding of force within its territory could hardly retain its value, especially 

in developing countries.  

Sustainable domestic peace was seen to be realised not by eliminating all conflicts or rivalry 

from a society, but rather by neutralising such conflicts peacefully through the exercise of state 

sovereignty, using institutional frameworks that made  peaceful settlement possible (North et 

al., 2007; UNSC, 2001, p. 2). This represents a shift in the way different actors relate to the 

state. The image attributed to the contemporary state is what it ought to look like and what it 

ought to be delivering in terms of well-being, stability and security, rights and laws (Duffield, 

2001, 2007).  

North et al. (2007) propose that we view the state as operating in “limited access order” (LAO). 

LAO is an institution-based model coined by Douglas North et al. in 2007 on the assumption 

that societies in developing countries, in order to manage and limit the incidence of social 

violence, embed their powerful members in a coalition of military, political, religious and 

economic elites. They then provide them with some reasonable levels of privilege to access 

valuable resources or valuable activities and form organisations (in this case, a state) sanctioned 
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by the larger society.  Because the value of rents22 extracted from the valuable resources or 

activities is reduced if violence breaks out, rent-creation enables elites to credibly commit to 

each other to limit violence (Di John and Putzel, 2009; Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010; Khan, 

2000a, 2010; North et al., 2007). 

1.4.6 Political Settlement  

Political settlement uses institutions to assign distributional advantages within the ruling 

coalition to the elites (Khan, 2010, 2007). The political system therefore manipulates the 

economic system to produce rent that secures political order. Political coalition, by limiting 

access, creates incentives to cooperate rather than fight (North et al., 2007). This is influenced 

by several factors which determine both the representativeness and productiveness of political 

settlements; that is, rent distribution, the nature of the resources in question (lootable and non-

lootable), the mode of extraction, and the pattern of state spending (Kelsall, 2016; Khan, 2010). 

To the violence specialists, the rents from peace are the difference in the returns their assets 

earn when they do not fight, compared to the returns they earn when they do fight. Whereas 

one specialist may be tempted to defect today, his or her repeated interaction makes it in his or 

her interest not to fight over the long term.  

Based on the above understanding of “political settlement”, this research takes South Sudan as 

a consequence of some sort of political settlement, and the CPA as a legal document confirming 

                                                 

 

 

22  A rent is a return on an economic asset that exceeds the return the asset can receive in its best 

alternative use (Khan, 2000a). 
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such an arrangement (GoS and SPLA/M, 2005). The GoS and the SPLM/A signed the CPA in 

2005 to end over 20 years of war with the aim of bringing peace and security to the people of 

Sudan who had endured the burden of conflict for far too long. The settlement provided a model 

of a state with a democratic system or institutions of governance that recognised the rights of 

the people of southern Sudan to self-determination and sought to make unity attractive during 

the interim period.  

The CPA is founded on the values of justice, democracy, good governance, respect for the 

fundamental rights and freedoms of the individual, mutual understanding and tolerance of 

diversity within the realities of the Sudan. In addition, the CPA also created institutions and 

privileges guaranteeing  access and control to both parties; for example, the wealth-sharing 

agreement  distributed the share of oil revenue 50 per cent each to the GoS and the SPLM/A 

(GoS and SPLA/M, 2005, pp. 9–62).  

Whilst political settlement analysis of the state provides a useful starting point to explore 

political bargaining and institutional arrangements surrounding the state and its societies, its 

explanation is limited in scope (Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010). It fails to capture the messy 

day-to-day political realities in a country like South Sudan, as it assumes a clear distinction 

between the state, non-state actors, and society. It also assumes that bargaining takes place 

among dominant elites within a given society (de Waal, 2009). However, recent work by 

Goodhand and Mansfield in Afghanistan indicates that there is more complexity in the 

bargaining than ever imagined (Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010).   

Goodhand and Mansfield link the fragility of contemporary political settlements to changing 

notions of power and legitimacy among an even wider circle of actors (Goodhand and 

Mansfield, 2010).  Goodhand and Mansfield’s research reveals the coexistence of state 

institutions with a complex web of local and international power structures, ranging from tribal 
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and clan groups, religious institutions, armed militias and criminal networks to international 

peace-building actors (Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010).  

In addition, Leonardi’s work accounting for the historical formation of the state and its 

interaction with traditional chiefs and communities in South Sudan suggests that the state 

should not be imagined as a free-standing agent issuing orders (Leonardi, 2013). Additionally, 

we should question the traditional figures of resistance as subjects who stand outside the state 

and refuse its demands. Political subjects and their modes of resistance are formed as much 

within the organisational terrain we call the state as  in some wholly exterior social space 

(Leonardi, 2013, p. 219).   

1.4.7 Conceptualising Violence: Definition, Meaning and Understanding  

The concept of violence is very complex and sophisticated, and scholars have presented an 

array of contrasting but also complementary definitions. There is that of John Cameron (1999), 

where he defines violence as occurring “…in situations where at least one person becomes 

physically damaged or is physically restricted without giving consent to the activity” 

(Cameron, 1999, p. 32). Although he acknowledges that there are several dimensions of 

violence, which a purely physical perspective may not capture, Cameron nonetheless focuses 

his analysis purely on physical violence.  

In approaching physical violence as an analytical subject, Cameron suggests paying attention 

to its multi-dimensional aspects, namely the acts, the agents, and the motives which constitute 

its totality. He identifies physical violence as ranging from casual, individual, non-formal acts 

to more planned, organised, systematic forms. These forms of physical violence range “…from 

acts carried out by individuals, to those carried out by groups within civil society, to more 

institutionalised acts of violence dictated, carried out or approved by agents of a formally 

constituted State apparatus” (Cameron, 1999, p. 32). 
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Another definition of violence is from John Harris, who views it more from a responsibility 

perspective, defining it thus: “…an act of violence occurs when injury or suffering is inflicted 

upon a person or persons by an agent who knows (or ought reasonably to have known) that his 

actions would result in the harm in question” (Harris, 2020). Like Harris’ definition of violence, 

although confining violence to conscious acts on the body of one person by another, Rosine 

Jozef Perelberg defines violence as the “intended infliction of bodily harm on a person” 

(Perelberg, 1998). In addition, John Keane (1996) sees violence as “unwanted physical 

interference with a subject”. These interferences include but are not limited to confinement 

against a person's will, such as in prison.  

The World Health Organization, in its 2002 World Report on Violence and Health, defined 

violence as “…the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 

oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation” 

(WHO, 2002).  And finally, an interesting perspective on violence is presented by an American 

psychiatrist, James Gilligan, who defines violence as “…the creation of a medical problem, 

namely, the infliction of physical injury on a person by a person, especially lethal injury, but 

also including those injuries that are serious enough to be life threatening, mutilating, or 

disabling” (Gilligan, 2000, p. 19).  

In other words, violence is simply a public health and preventive medicine problem, according 

to Gilligan. Although Gilligan, like many of the other authors presented here, focuses attention 

on physical harm to the body, with distinctive actors – victim, perpetrator, and witness – he 

nonetheless raises critical perspectives that form the basis upon which this dissertation’s 

perspective and analysis of violence are built.  
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Firstly, Gilligan perceives violence as tragedy:  all forms of violence, he says, are  attempts to 

“…achieve justice, or what the violent person perceives as justice, for himself or whatever it is 

on whose behalf he is being violent, so as to receive whatever retribution or compensation” 

(Gilligan, 2000, p. 11). For example, in late December 2011, South Sudan’s army failed to 

protect the population of Pibor County in Jonglei State from a massacre following 

unprecedented cattle raid-fuelled violence between the Lou Nuer and Murle ethnic 

communities, in which over 2000 are said to have died (BBC, 2012; Gettleman, 2012). In the 

aftermath of  the attack, the army began a disarmament campaign reportedly characterised by 

excessive brutality and extrajudicial killings; SPLA soldiers are reported to have raped and 

tortured members of the local population (Thomas, 2015, p. 14).  

To justify the violence of the army during this disarmament campaign, South Sudan's president, 

Salva Kiir argued that “… It is either I leave them with the guns, and they terrorize the rest of 

the people, or I crush them to liberate the other people from being always attacked by the 

Murle” (Thomas, 2015, pp. 14–15). In other words, the president presented the SPLA army as 

liberators or justice seekers not perpetrators of violence.  In a similar way, the attackers in the 

Pibor Town massacre – armed Lou Nuer youths estimated at around 6,000 – reportedly claimed 

the attack was in revenge for their  cattle raided by the Murle (BBC, 2012; Gettleman, 2012).  

In this example, we see Gilligan’s “violence as tragedy” idea playing out. Both the South 

Sudanese government army and the Lou Nuer perceived their act of violence as attempts to 

achieve some form of justice. 

The second perspective is what Gilligan calls the microcosm of violence. This perspective is 

particularly significant for this dissertation’s understanding of violence. Gilligan asserts that 

“…the microcosm of any one family’s violence can only be understood fully when it’s seen as 

part of the macrocosm, the culture and history of violence, in which it occurs” (Gilligan, 2000, 
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p. 15). I shall return to this perspective in a moment when contextualising the definition of 

violence in the perspective of South Sudan.   

However, to relate it to the Pibor massacre case, to understand and better explain that violence, 

the microcosm of violence requires that we should not look at that incident in isolation but 

rather understand it as part of the culture of cattle raiding in the region, the history of both the 

violence and the practice of raiding. The last element, also as important in this dissertation’s 

own conceptualisation of violence, is Gilligan’s perception of violence as positional. From this 

perspective, he argues that what we conventionally call “crime” is “…the kinds of violence the 

legal system calls illegal, and 'punishment' is the kind that it calls legal. But the motives and 

the goals that underline both are identical – they both aim to attain justice or revenge for past 

injustice and injustices” (Gilligan, 2000, p. 19).  

He concludes that both crime and punishment use violence as the “…means by which to attain 

those ends. It’s not only are their ends identical, so are their means” (Gilligan, 2000, p. 19).  In 

other words, the means by which both SPLA and Lou Nuer actions were intended to achieve 

their outcomes are identical in the sense that they both heavily rely on the use and threat of 

violence.  

The definitions of violence presented here seem to point to some fundamental elements of 

violence and force common across the spectrum when defining violence. These elements 

include the intention of the perpetrator of violence, the nature of the damage, consent of the 

object of violence, restriction of consent or opportunity. These are commonly invoked by 

scholars who mostly attribute violence to a physical performance targeted on one or a group’s 

body.  
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In the scholarship on South Sudan for instance, Thomas (2015) appears to suggest a distinction 

between violence (mostly physical attack on the local population) and social outcomes such as 

exclusion, displacement, deprivation and spatial inequality, with the latter presented as an 

outcome of violence. Galtung and Carmichael suggest  the physical elements are easy to 

analyse in physical forms of violence because the acts are committed by persons on person(s), 

and both their actions and motives can be easily captured or documented and communicated 

either verbally or through other mediums such as TV or radio (Carmichael, 1968, p. 151; 

Galtung, 1969, p. 171).  

However, where the relationship between the acts, the agents and the motive of violence is 

skewed and difficult to ascertain, or no direct connection can be easily made, then such violence 

becomes a structural one, built into the governing structure of the society (Carmichael, 1968; 

Galtung, 1969). The analytical tools that rely on the physical element of violence will struggle 

to identify, never mind analyse, this form of violence. This therefore requires one to understand 

what Gilligan referred to as the microcosm, the culture, history, and context in which violence 

occurs in order to go beyond the immediately visible elements of violence such as injury, 

psychological, maldevelopment or death.  

Yet the microcosm perspective still fails to deal with or qualify social outcomes such as 

exclusion, marginalisation, displacement, or inequality as forms of violence.  Nevertheless, 

Harris' (2020) definition, which equates violence to responsibility, certainly moves attributes 

such as exclusion, deprivation, marginalisation, and inequality from simply reflecting the 

outcome of violence or abuse of power to representing what Galtung and Carmichael call 

structural violence. For example, following the signing of the CPA in 2005, the building of the 

bureaucratic institutions of the central state and their capacities became the chief objective and 

preoccupation of most dominant actors in South Sudan.  
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This created opportunities for educated urban residents but neglected similar development and 

investment in most rural areas of the country. But as oil money funded new urban bureaucracies 

and the market system in the post-CPA South Sudan, the lack of similar opportunities for and 

investment in rural youngsters is said to have seen them refashion their ambitions around a 

characteristically very violent cattle raiding economy (Thomas, 2015, p. 14). The Pibor 

massacre is one example of the violence associated with the cattle raiding economy. However, 

South Sudan’s history indicates that state violence, including predation, exclusion, forced 

population displacement, marginalisation, inequality, and other acts associated with the state 

and its external actors, predate the CPA.  

During my fieldwork in Uganda, I had repeated interview sessions with one particularly 

interesting interlocutor in several locations, including long after I had completed active 

fieldwork and returned to London. A South Sudanese national working for one of the 

international humanitarian organisations responding to the South Sudanese refugee crisis in 

Northern Uganda. In one of the interviews, I decided to focus on understanding whether the 

local population's use and interpretation of the concept of violence, or at least the word, in their 

everyday vocabulary, sat with my own perspective on violence.  

I started with the basic question, “What would you define as violence, or a violent act?”  He 

answered:  

“Well, to me, it could mean verbal threats, abusive and any other acts of aggression 

towards another person, physical attacks. It spans through physical, emotional distress, 

and to some extent inappropriate touches that are considered sexual (for example, in 

my former secondary school, some guys lined up on the path to the girls’ wing with the 
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intention to inappropriately touch them in parts of their bodies considered private), 

'bongo anyira' is how we call it in Acholi.”23 

To tease out more details, I returned to his definition but with a theoretical definition I already 

knew but also because, as an Acholi myself24, I understood the concept and could relate it to 

both South Sudan’s and Uganda’s perspective. So I bounced back to him the concept of “bongo 

anyira”, the breach of one’s space constituting an act of violence – what Perelberg (1998) 

described as unwanted physical interference with a subject. 

“That's correct,” he said. “Looked at as an act of violence, you may have not caused a 

physical harm to a person, but if your action or plans intrudes on one’s privacy, 

threatens them in any way, then it qualifies as violence. Intent to commit violence is 

not measured by the person intending to commit the act, but from the intended or 

targeted victims. If he or she felt threatened, worried because of someone's intended or 

unintended act, and this caused any sort of emotional distress that is all it takes. Insult 

is a non-physical violent act, but is, nonetheless, another type of violence because it 

targets one’s emotion rather than the physical body.” 

It was interesting to see that, even though my interlocutor had no specialism or academic 

background in the study of violence and conflict, he could easily perceive that in circumstances 

where the perpetrator cannot be easily or clearly identified, which would impact on the victim’s 

                                                 

 

 

23  Interview_DO_0_21102018. 
24  Although on the Uganda side 
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ability to clearly recognise motives, then focus should be directed rather towards understanding 

the "processes" to draw meanings from the actions we deem as violence. 

Consequently, from the discussion of theoretical definitions and meanings of violence 

presented so far, we can already see that the definition of violence depends at least in part on 

how it is understood.  To contextualise this position, using our day-to-day experiences of how 

we engage with, interpret and perhaps understand the concept of violence, borrowing from my 

first introductory VCD lecture, I presented three scenarios to my interlocutor.   

The three examples were intended to help ground my own and this dissertation’s perspective 

on violence, demonstrating how complex as well as subjective our understanding of violence 

can be in real life and why meanings we assign to acts make it considered violent or not. I used 

three real life scenarios to elucidate how in South Sudan (as in many communities across the 

region) what is considered violence changes based on context and intensity. That is, the point 

at which the local population considers an act or event violent is never static but rather fluid 

and constantly changing.  
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Let us start with the first example I presented to my interlocutor, in Scenario 1, Figure 2.  Two 

professional boxers – Anthony Joshua25 (right) and Andy Ruiz Jr26 (left) – are fighting each 

other in the ring in December 2019 at the Diriyah Arena in Diriyah, Saudi Arabia. This fight 

was a rematch in which Joshua would regain the unified world heavyweight title he had lost to 

Ruiz Jr in June of the same year. In the picture, Anthony Joshua is captured punching Andy 

Ruiz Jr on his head, landing a sharp right hand in the first round that cut Ruiz to the side of his 

left eye.  

The punch was the sort of skull-rocking shot that could leave Ruiz carried out of the ring on a 

stretcher. So, I asked my interlocutor what he thought the picture reflected, whether he thought 

this was violence or simply entertainment/sports. With a soft laugh, he said with confidence, 

“This, I would call professional drive. It is sports, of course”. 

  

                                                 

 

 

25  Anthony Oluwafemi Olaseni Joshua, OBE is a British professional boxer. He is a two-time unified 

world heavyweight champion, having held the WBA, IBF, WBO, and IBO titles since December 

2019, and previously between 2016 and June 2019. 
26  Andrés Ponce Ruiz Jr. is an American professional boxer. He is a unified heavyweight champion, 

having defeated Anthony Joshua to win the WBA, IBF, WBO, and IBO titles. In 2019, Ruiz 

became the first male boxer of Mexican heritage to become a world heavyweight champion. 
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Scenario 1 

 
Figure 2:  Andy Ruiz Jr out-boxed by Anthony Joshua, December 2019. Photo by 

Richard Heathcote/Getty Images 

The second example I presented is Scenario 2, Figure 3 below. Two physicians are conducting 

a major invasive procedure on a patient, physically cutting and opening parts of the person’s 

body. Here, we can assume that if the patient was conscious and in the right frame of mind to 

make informed judgement prior to the procedure, then consent will have been secured.  Again, 

I put it to the interlocutor to offer his opinion and describe what he thought was happening in 

the picture. He confidently said the doctors were saving life. 
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Scenario 2 

 
Figure 3 : Health Europe 2018 

Finally, I presented to the interlocutor a picture that was closer to his home, since he is an 

Acholi. Scenario 3, Figure 4below is from one of the Dinka communities. In the picture a 

teenage Dinka boy during an initiation ceremony is receiving six deep cuts on his head, an 

activity that has his face and neck covered with his own blood. I asked my interlocutor to 

describe what was happening in the picture and whether he would consider it as violence or 

culture.  

This time, his laughter was longer and stronger. I was silent but observing and giving him the 

time to let the image sink in as I watched his body reaction. This was very close to him and 

required tapping into his own cultural and moral judgement of what is right or wrong. Some of 

the people who have experienced this cultural practice were his peers at the university and in 

the South Sudanese Students Association in Uganda, his close friends.  
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After a long pause, and another round of laughter, a soft and gentler one this time, he finally 

said, “…I think for this particular one, it depends on who is looking at this and their views vis-

à-vis the actors in this picture.”  

Scenario 3 

 
Figure 4: Dinka tribal facial initiation marking:  the sixth and final line. (Flowerphotos, 

2020) 

This was a very interesting response. Despite it being the perspective of a single person, which 

of course, cannot reflect all South Sudanese, it nonetheless, resonates very well with this thesis’ 

own perspective on violence. In reality, the same observation, although the interlocutor does 

not use it for the first and second scenario, can equally apply to all three scenarios presented.  
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That said, his observation on Scenario 3 almost inevitably brings us to the idea that at least to 

a degree, for us to understand violence, we need to understand the motives and meanings 

attributed to the acts we consider violent. However, most important of all are the meanings 

attributed by those involved in the performance, as either perpetrators, victims or witnesses, 

rather than by those trying to observe, understand, explain or study a possible act of violence. 

In the examples above, all three scenarios represent and qualify as acts of violence. All three 

examples in one way or another contain a component in which “the physical subject of the 

body is interfered with” or “injury  or suffering is inflicted upon a person”, and in all three 

cases, the “agents involved reasonably know that their actions would result in the harm in 

question” (Cameron, 1999; Gilligan, 2000; Harris, 2020). Yet in the first example, my 

interlocutor focused on the entertainment side of it to justify the physical pain the two fighters 

were enduring. In a similar way, in the second example, he focused not on the act of the 

surgeons physically cutting and opening up the person’s body, but on the possible positive 

outcome attributed to the act, which is to preserve life. 

However, in relation to the third scenario, he could neither confirm nor deny whether it was an 

act of violence or simply culture. He instead opted to go with what kinds of meaning or values 

one would employ to qualify it as violence or not.  For the Dinka communities who practise 

initiation, the cutting marks a young man's passage from boyhood to adulthood.  

As Chapter 4 of this dissertation will discuss, but is more extensively discussed in Deng (1984), 

Dinka boys are responsible for activities considered socially degrading for men, such as 

milking, tethering the cattle, and carting dung. Initiation therefore presents a pathway through 

which one stops being a boy to become a respectable man and escape these socially degrading 

activities. During the ceremony, the initiator clasps the crown of the initiate’s head firmly and 

spins past it the blade of an extremely sharp knife, as seen in Scenario 3. Despite the 
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unimaginable amount of pain involved in the process, for the initiates, this is the moment they 

will have waited and prepared themselves for, for several years.  

In this moment they join the ranks of the socially celebrated and respected warriors, providing 

protection and security to the community as well as enjoying several social and economic 

privileges. It is said that as the initiates make the transition from boyhood to manhood, so too 

do their mothers, who also move up the social ranks and gain privileges. The scars are said to 

present initiates as warriors, men who have mastered the art of courage and bravery, and 

conquered their own fears, for to be afraid of the initiation ritual would have detrimental 

consequences for the  initiate’s family and the privileges that equally extend to them (Deng, 

1984).  

This perspective therefore challenges any simplistic representation of violence. In Scenario 3, 

all parties involved, from the initiator performing the cuts, the initiate receiving the cuts to the 

family members gathered, each of them has motives for participating in the event, each attribute 

different but complementary meanings to it which make it almost impossible to use the 

perpetrator – victim – witness/observer categorisation of the actors involved.  To understand 

violence, we do need to engage with components such as: the intention of the perpetrators of 

what we perceive as violence, the nature of damage caused by the act, or the intensity of what 

is perceived as violence, consent of the object of violence, and restriction of consent for the 

victim of violence. So, the definition of violence depends at least in part on how it is 

understood. This would only be the starting point, as there is still other dimension to be 

considered. It is only fair to point out that for something so rooted in our everyday lives, and 

our assessment of our opportunities, risks and vulnerability, as is violence, we still cannot fully 

understand it. 
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As Scheper-Hughes and Bourgeois (2004, p. 1) note, “…violence is a slippery concept, for it 

is nonlinear, productive, destructive and repressive…” the positional of actors in violence, 

either as perpetrators, victims or witnesses, is never static. It is thus best conceptualised from 

a multidimensional perspective encompassing cultural settings; and in a variety of social 

institutions (Riches, 1986) as it is the social and cultural dimensions of violence which give it 

its power and meaning (Gilligan, 2000; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004).  

The first step in conceptualising violence, as suggested by Richards (2005), is to locate it within 

the precise social context from which it springs. So far, the different theoretical models that 

have been employed for the understanding of state and political settlement focus their attention 

on the state’s perspective, or an institutional perspective. This means that the models not only 

miss out the meaning or the message that violence carries, but also fail to precisely locate the 

violence within society. 

Riches (1986) questions how realistic it is to attempt to appreciate violence cross-culturally, 

given it is intrinsically connected to a constructed social category. The point of departure of 

this research is its awareness of the “slipperiness of the concept of violence”.  Like what my 

interlocutor pointed out earlier about violence, Riches (1986) notes that  

“…violence is very much a word of those who witness, or who are victims of certain 

acts, rather than those who perform them. Yet what is required is that performance 

should be understood and explained. The cross-cultural appreciation of the performance 

of actions deemed violent…”  (Riches, 1986, p. 3)  

…offers us an opportunity to do exactly that.  
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1.4.8 The Continuum of Violence as an Analytical Framework 

Studies of violence should not see actors and instances of violence in isolation, neither should 

they speak of it from the point of view of their own specialities, but rather conceptualise it in a 

continuum of violence model (Gilligan, 2000, p. 6).  Cramer in his book Civil War is Not a 

Stupid Thing argues that our understanding of violence and conflict ought to relate to the 

patterns of violence embedded within society (Cramer, 2006). Scheper-Hughes and Bourgeois 

(2004) further point out that ethnographic evidence suggests there is no one explanation for 

war, which “only makes sense as an aspect of social process”, also constituted in relational 

terms. 

It is essential that we interrogate the ways in which the state and explanatory models for 

understanding and engaging with it are currently constructed. Paying particular attention to the 

understanding and meaning attached to “violence and conflict” relationally would allow for 

greater contextualisation of responses. Today’s security crisis in South Sudan pushes us to 

rethink long-term and immediate processes of state-making and the critical role of violence and 

coercion in this process, so as to recast influential interpretation of post and pre-CPA periods. 

By examining the processes of state-making in South Sudan through the lens of different agents 

and forms of violence and coercion, this dissertation attempts to open a fresh perspective, 

mapping different actors and meanings of violence and coercion.    

1.5 Chapter Plan 

Chapter 1 introduces the dissertation, its rationale, theoretical framework and main 

contributions as well as the contextual background to the research focus. The primary research 

question underpinning this dissertation is “How are the contradictions in different peoples’ 

vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South Sudan?” In this 

dissertation, I argue that the current challenge of state-making in South Sudan – experienced 
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in the forms of pervasive violence and conflict, mass displacement of local commonalities, 

persistent and acute food insufficiency and hunger, and insecurity, which have all contributed 

to the country’s failed transformation to statehood – is an outcome of incompatibilities and 

conflicts in the  image different people and groups assign to the state, and in their approaches 

for realising their vision.  

The chapter is presented in five parts: Section 1.1 introduces the chapter and the dissertation; 

1.2 presents the research puzzle; 1.3 provides the research context and background; while 1.4 

offers the theoretical framework underpinning this dissertation, including reflections on the 

state, boundary/territory, violence, and political settlement; and lastly, 1.5 presents the chapter 

plan for this dissertation.  

In Chapter 2, the methodology is laid out, demonstrating that historical insights and interviews 

conducted as part of this research were a product of thorough ethnographic and other 

approaches to conducting academic research. This research’s innovation lies in its 

methodological approach to conducting academic enquiry in the context of limited physical 

access to field sites. Of particular significance is how it navigates the limitations of 

ethnographic research terrains resulting from violence, conflict and mass population 

displacement by adopting research techniques, utilising flexible, corroborative and 

improvisation methods.  

Section 2.2 attempts to make sense of violence, conflict and the negotiation of field sites; and 

2.3 presents the different research techniques, including a combination of formal interviews, 

informal discussions, observation and participation in social events as much as possible. In 

addition, my ability to draw on my personal experience of violence, conflict, war and 

displacement as a scholar from the region also provided a significant contribution towards my 

understanding, interpretation and analysis of the situation. 
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Chapter 3 examines the shifting day-to-day local realities and the population’s everyday 

experience of localised violence, cultural violence, and civil war violence, and how these 

diverse forms of violence interact with each other. It argues that at the margins of communities 

in Eastern Equatoria, although not quite beyond the reaches of the state’s controlling and 

extractive powers, everyday life is constructed as secure and peaceful. This is attributed to 

interactions between very sophisticated sociocultural institutional systems like the 

organisations of “munyomeji” and elders on one hand and the formal institutional systems of 

the state on the other. Munyomeji is a sociocultural organisation of the ruling age-set which 

forms part of the communal governance institutional system and will form the main area of 

discussion throughout this chapter.  

The chapter also highlights an evolution of women's roles since the 1980s that mirrors the 

evolution of the diverse forms of violence and protection experienced by the South Sudanese 

population. At local levels, there are informal coping mechanisms that have increasingly been 

compromised by the extreme insecurity that results from population displacement as families 

are forced to abandon their homes as they flee violence and conflict, and become separated 

from each other, living in different places whilst trying to support each other. In their places of 

displacement though, there has been an opening of formal spaces for a minority of educated or 

wealthier self-settled-urban-dwelling women, whose voices were a significant contribution to 

the national dialogue consultation meetings but who are not representative of the experiences 

of rural women or those in GoU– UNHCR-run refugee settlements in northern Uganda.  

The discussion in this chapter is presented in three sections:  social relationships and the 

institutional arrangements that underpin them (3.2); the traditional sociocultural systems’ 

structure in Lopit (3.3); traditional institutions in Lopit and their relationship with their external 

environment (3.4); and finally, the conclusion to the chapter (3.5). 
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Similarly, Chapter 4 challenges the currently dominant narrative that ethnicity, together with 

several other demographic characteristics, are straightforward drivers of the current violence 

and conflict in South Sudan and the reason for its failed transformation into statehood. Instead, 

it argues that demographic characteristics such as ethnicity, whilst important in segregating the 

population and in analysing social relationships, do not in themselves offer much of an 

explanation to inter- and intra-communal violence, cultural violence, and civil wars in South 

Sudan. Instead, its findings highlight traditional sociocultural practices and institutions and 

ethnic identities as dynamic loci of support, which become even more important when people 

experience shocks and stresses such as population displacement from state-driven violence and 

conflict or natural disaster like flooding, drought and pest and disease outbreaks. 

The chapter’s findings highlight that at the initial stage of the SPLM/A’s rebellion in the 1980s, 

ethnicity was not the primary reason for SPLA’s recruitment preference for Dinka ethnic 

youths.  The primary reason was the difference in the arrangement and functioning of age-set 

based sociocultural systems between diverse ethnic communities.  

The chapter is presented in seven sections, starting with an introduction to the chapter in 4.1.  

This is followed by a discussion on institutional fragmentation: family and the institution of 

age-set, 4.2; the sociocultural landscapes in Dinkaland is 4.3; elders, power, and property in 

4.4; 4.5 discusses sociocultural institutional structuring and its everyday functions; 4.6 

examines sociocultural transformation in Dinkaland; and a conclusion in 4.7. 

Chapter 5 weaves together the discussions and findings presented in Chapters 3 and 4 to tease 

out ways in which people’s articulation and conception of politics, identities and their 

relationships with others, including the state, are reshaped and reimagined through 

governments, and by military and political elites' manipulation of pre-existing sociocultural 

coping and governance mechanisms. These actions by the state and rebel armies have 
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significantly eroded and appropriated the traditional coping and governance mechanisms of the 

rural areas, turning historical understanding, experience, and imagination of territory and other 

social coping and governance strategies on their heads whilst introducing new frontlines.   

Through a political settlement lens, it explores power distribution within the structure and 

territory of the state; the nature and roles of resources driving these power distributions; and 

the institutional norms and practices underpinning elites’ actions. These three dimensions of 

power, resources and institutional arrangements, which double as pillars of “political settlement 

analysis”, are triangulated to tease out some of the interplay between the state, traditional 

social-cultural systems, and the emerging order. 

The chapter’s structure begins with the introduction in section 5.1; followed by Emergence of 

State in South Sudan, section 5.2; then Boundary and Territory from the Perspective of the 

Local Population in 5.3; section 5.4 is The Distortion of Traditional Sociocultural Systems. 

This is followed by a discussion on resources, property rights and community governance in 

5.5; section 5.6 is Changing Medium and Meanings of Violence; and lastly section 5.7 is the 

Conclusion.  

Chapter 6 highlights how current approaches to understanding and constructing the South 

Sudanese state are happening too far away from the messy day-to-day local realities of the 

country. It argues that the conceptual and analytical material that has routinely been deployed 

in recent years, such as “political settlement” and the “good governance agenda”, or liberal 

peace theory, for instance, place little attention on the local population and their everyday 

realities. Instead, the focus has been squarely on the dominant players and the institutional 

apparatus needed to facilitate coalition building to entice them away from resorting to violence 

as the chief mechanism for accessing and gaining control of state resources.   
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Following the introduction in 6.1, there is a reflection on the different ways in which the state 

is experienced and perceived by different groups in the country, followed by a discussion of 

contradictions in these visions and their implications for state-making in 6.2. Section 6.3 

discusses the struggles for legitimacy in the country and elites’ search for hegemony and 

legitimacy. Section 6.4 is Forced to flee: from political and economic independence to refugees 

and IDP, with a conclusion in 6.5. Chapter 7 offers final methodological, empirical, and 

theoretical reflections on the central arguments of this dissertation, as well as suggestions for 

future research. This dissertation highlights that there not only exist strong contradictions in 

the vision of the South Sudanese state espoused by different groups in the country, but the 

modality, or the technologies, required for funnelling these contradictions into the construction 

of the state around for instance democracy or effective humanitarian aid structures are non-

existent.  Recent experience of state-making in South Sudan highlights that, due to the power 

wielded by the most powerful actors involved in these processes in the country, the negotiation 

of political settlement, development of modalities for state construction and implementation, 

all take place outside the physical boundaries of the country, far removed from the local 

population’s everyday realities, and ignoring their perspective.  

Empirically, the thesis lays claim to violence as functional, part and parcel of the equation of 

people’s everyday lives. Taking this stance pushes the study of state formation and nation 

building to place violence, conflict and coercion at the centre of analysis and debate rather than 

their being seen as the cause or outcome of policies or actions.  The dissertation shows how 

different forms of violence relate to each other and serve as a central element governing all 

forms of people’s experiences, their imagination and representation of themselves, as well as 

their articulation of relationships with others, including the state. The chapter begins with an 

introduction in 7.1; followed by section 7.2, reflection on research findings; 7.3, the dynamism 
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of the envisaged South Sudanese state; and lastly 7.4 on rethinking violence: meanings and 

management.  
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Chapter 2 Methodology 

2.1 Introduction:   

Bourdieu (1986) argued, “The social world is accumulated history”. However, there is no better 

place than South Sudan in which Bourdieu’s assertion is challenged – a sociocultural and 

political context in constant movement (Da Costa, 2017; Hutchinson, 1996). South Sudan 

presents a situation in which the political, sociocultural, and military environments are 

constantly shifting.  The accelerating multiplicity of changes makes it almost impossible to 

accumulate anything at all.  

As Da Costa (2017) notes, a rapidly changing social and political economy and security 

landscape means that the state is constantly being imagined and re-imagined by its population 

and others with vested interests.  Similarly, violence as part of everyday life and its geography 

is constantly triggering a range of responses and reactions, including reconfiguration of 

identity, relationships, and coping strategies. These socio- ecological changes will form the 

basis of discussion in the following chapters.  

In Chapter 1, I introduced the dissertation, its rationale, theoretical framework, and main 

contribution, as well as the contextual background to the research focus. The primary research 

question underpinning this dissertation is, “How are the contradictions in different peoples’ 

vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South Sudan?” In this 

doctorate, I argue that the current problem of failed state-making in South Sudan, experienced 

in the forms of pervasive violence and conflict, mass displacement of the population, persistent 

and acute food insufficiency and hunger, and insecurity, which have all contributed to the 

country’s failed transformation into statehood, is an outcome of incompatibilities and conflicts 

in the image different groups assign to the state.  
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The tempo of social and political life, described by Da Costa (2017) and Hutchinson (2009) as 

constantly flowing and moving in a variety of ways, drives these contradictions in imagination 

and re-imagination, and the outcomes of these contradictions, even further, which in turn 

nourishes the intensity and frequency of change. At the beginning of this research, I had 

underestimated the significance which the frequency and pace of change in social and political 

as well as military contexts would later have for my own research focus and methodology.  

The context of the unstable social and political environment discussed in Chapter 1 is also the 

context in which this research was conducted. Considering the constantly shifting socio-

economic and political environment of South Sudan, particularly around the time of this 

research fieldwork, I have had to navigate a physical, social, and political space of constant 

change, instability, and uncertainty, from as early as before leaving SOAS University of 

London for fieldwork. These uncertainties, and the constantly changing nature and context of 

my research, forced me  to a high level of adaptation, flexibility, and improvisation in 

methodological, theoretical, emotional, and ethical terms (Da Costa, 2017).  

Whilst several challenges that this research project faced related to challenges generally faced 

by most research projects, there were some that were very specific and unique to this research. 

As  scholars point out, researching about violence, or in a  context of violence is never a simple 

endeavour, given the number of assumptions, presuppositions, and contradictions that surround 

the topic as well as the perverse outcome the research might present (Da Costa, 2017, pp. 55–

59; Goodhand, 2000, p. 12; Nordstrom and Robben, 1995, p. 5). “…like power, violence is 

essentially contested: everyone knows it exists, but no one agrees on what actually constitutes 

the phenomenon”, say Nordstrom and Robben (1995, p. 5).  

But there were also non-research related aspects, such as displacement of the population; 

encountering human suffering on the scale of South Sudan was never going to be a pleasant 
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and objective, straightforward process of investigation. This was even more challenging in my 

case because there were earlier aspects of my life that are intricately very similar to what most 

of my target population have experienced and continue to experience even as I submit this 

dissertation. I grew up in northern Uganda during the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conflict.  

My hometown of Patongo had one of the largest IDP camps in the region, second only to Pabo 

IDP camp. Like the majority of the more than one million people in Acholiland, I had to sleep 

in the bush as a teenager to avoid abduction by the rebels. It is only natural that these kinds of 

experiences trigger a sense of shared experience and understanding that later established my 

relationship and interaction with the population in a way and to a degree quite different from 

the experiences of foreign western researchers operating and researching in a similar context. 

Conflict areas are often characterised as inherently uncertain environments, with dynamic and 

mutating patterns of violence which impact on research strategies as well as on the decision 

whether to conduct the research at all. There is getting “in”, but also staying “in”, the conflict 

area. Violence may be temporally, spatially or seasonally determined (Goodhand, 2000). The 

researcher is therefore faced with the choice of whether or not to remain as if nothing had 

changed; locate to somewhere safer; abandon the research project entirely; or attempt to study 

the new situation that has resulted from the “violence” (Da Costa, 2017, pp. 43–67).  

The perspective presented here by both Goodhand (2000), and Da Costa (2017) represents a 

picture of a foreign western researcher conducting research in a context like South Sudan which 

in many instances, such as mine, is not the case. Some researchers, like me, are from the very 

context they are researching; as such, the strategies available to them may not be the same as 

those of a foreign western researcher in the same context.   
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Scholars from the same context as their research can deploy their personal experience of the 

context as their added analytical advantage in their research project.  In my case, these 

phenomena of uncertainty and instability did not wait until I touched down in the field, for they 

started even before I left London. Several aspects of my research case study and ethical issues 

had changed, and were changing so fast that I knew straight away that my methodological 

choices were not going to be as straightforward and as reflective, coherent, and consistent as I 

had initially presented in my fieldwork application.   

Despite all the uncertainty surrounding my research, however, I realised how privileged I was 

that I was in a position where I was surrounded by a supervisory committee with several years 

of experience researching and dealing with similar contexts that I could tap into.  I therefore 

drew heavily on the experience of Professor Jonathan Goodhand’s research in Afghanistan, Sri 

Lanka and other conflict and post-conflict areas in Asia; Professor Zoe Marriage’s experience 

in Central Africa, particularly in Sierra Leone, Rwanda, the area that is now South Sudan (my 

case study) and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC); and Dr Tania Kaiser’s work in East 

and West Africa, including Sudan and South Sudan, on forced migration and violence and 

conflict.27 Drawing on their experiences and successes in the field of violence and conflict, it 

                                                 

 

 

27   Dr Lutz Oette, who is currently Director of the Centre for Human Rights Law, School of Law, 

SOAS, also played a pivotal role, particularly during the early stages of this research development 

due to his extensive work on Sudan and South Sudan.  
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was clear that withdrawal, or suspension of research until the guns had gone silent, was not one 

of the solutions.  

As Goodhand convincingly puts it, with the right understanding of the patterns and dynamics 

of conflict, the researcher can make informed decisions not just on where and when but most 

importantly how to conduct research, using flexible methods appropriate to the security 

situation (Goodhand, 2004, 2000, p. 12; Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010). This indicated 

methodological flexibility, and the adoption of methods appropriate to the security risk of my 

case study, including the confidence required to undertake a research project such as this one, 

both in relation to the conceptual and theoretical framework, the selection of field site, and the 

tools used.  These tools are an inherent part of my methodological and theoretical contribution 

to the field. It was therefore by default rather than by choice that I had to display flexibility and 

adapt constantly to what was possible to do at a given time or as circumstances presented 

themselves during my research.  

The first of those adaptations, which I had to make even before departing London for the field, 

was to abandon in their entirety my plans to conduct fieldwork in South Sudan itself, and select 

Uganda and Kenya as the sites for my fieldwork, engaging with South Sudan-related materials 

remotely when and as appropriate. Whereas evidence shows that researchers working “in” or 

“on” conflicts must confront additional ethical issues particular to conflict settings, the new 

field sites and audience presented an even greater level of ethical concerns to be addressed. 

Goodhand (2000:12) suggests that “research, like any other form of intervention, occurs within 

an intensely political environment and is unlikely to be viewed by local actors as neutral or 

altruistic”.  

Hence, the researcher must be aware of how one’s intervention may influence “the incentive 

systems and structures driving violent conflict or impact upon coping strategies and safety of 
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communities” (Goodhand, 2000). Goodhand adds (p. 13) that “the process of conflict 

manipulates information by promoting and suppressing voices”. I will revert to my experience 

of this in later sections when discussing my fieldwork in Uganda, particularly in the refugee 

settlement in Northern Uganda. In addition, this research project has offered me a critical lens 

on the academic environment and how it is shaped. That is, how research is sponsored; how it 

is authorised; and what it is that is allowed or excluded.  

For instance, I was allowed to conduct primary research in a secondary field site in an 

environment which is more violent at interpersonal level and more threatening to me as an 

individual than that of Juba. As someone who grew up in Northern Uganda during the decades-

long war between the LRA and the Government of Uganda, I was more familiar with war-

related environments and coping strategies than with the high homicide and urban violence 

associated with cities like Nairobi.  I was not allowed however to conduct research in a place 

that was considerably less threatening to me as an individual, given my experience of war-

related violence.  

This research focuses on sociocultural and political relationships that are connected to South 

Sudan in one way or another as a geographical locality, home, and place (Da Costa, 2017). 

Therefore, although the empirical work of this research was carried out in various locations 

outside the country, in places of South Sudanese displacement, and other settings and platforms 

outside the country’s physical borders where Sudanese interlocutors engage and are found, all 

key informants had emotional and concrete ties to the country.  

To aid adaptation, I drew inspiration from the work of Wittel (2000), Ethnography on the 

Move, and Da Costa (2017) in Murle land. Wittel (2000) for instance suggests that due to 

globalisation and the advancement in communication and information technology, “the 
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pluralisation of cultures, the notion of 'the field' as a geographically defined research area is 

increasingly being challenged”. 

This development calls for a move to modernise ethnography beyond the traditional practice 

of fieldwork in a geographically defined locality with clear borders and boundaries. There is 

no better context to demonstrate these needs than in South Sudan, as Da Costa’s (2017) 

experience researching in the eastern part of the county highlights: 

“…grounding the dissertation field site in a particular village did not correspond to 

Murle conceptualisations of life and place and would be too rigid. Early into my field 

work I realised how mobility was central to people’s lives. It was also clear how villages 

and places disappeared and emerged, shrank, and moved. It became apparent that 

remaining in one site did not reflect people’s routines and everyday lives, characterised 

by regular movement between locations, both for safety, work, education, family ties, 

and other reasons.” (Da Costa, 2017, p. 57). 

This  understanding of life, community and village is not  specific to the Murle or Boma people 

(Da Costa, 2017), but can be plotted across the country, as Cormack documents in the case of 

Gogrial (Cormack, 2014), and Jok addresses in the challenge of teasing out the definition of 

youth in the context of South Sudan (Jok, 2004).  Like Marcus (1998, p. 79) suggests, my 

research methodology is consciously embedded within a world system that moves out from 

what was a single site and local situation, until the Doctoral School, SOAS University of 

London vetoed my fieldwork plans in South Sudan, when it became an examination of the 

circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in a diffused time and space.  Although 

this development ended up moving me even further out of a single site study, it  afforded me 

the chance to experiment with methodologies that place particular care and attention on the 

interlocking of multiple sociocultural and political sites and locations (Gupta and Ferguson, 

1997. p. 37). Consequently, this dissertation embraces both material space and cyberspace.  
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Although I do not take Wittel’s (2000) ideas of replacing fieldwork as a major feature for 

describing ethnographic practices, his perspectives, and the practical experience of Da Costa 

(2017) offered authoritative validity and reassurance to my research despite my inability to 

physically access the country. This research project is interested in processes of knowledge 

production regarding experiences, understandings and interpretations of the state, violence, and 

local processes of change; how knowledge is constructed and institutionalised; how it differs 

from other “knowledge processes”; and how competing “knowledge” is constituted relationally 

and structurally.  

I am therefore very aware, and acknowledge, that there are bound to be greater implications 

with regard to my inability to conduct fieldwork in South Sudan, both in theoretical and 

empirical terms. As one scholar notes, “fieldwork is always already a critical theoretical 

practice, a deeply and inescapable empirical practice: and a necessarily improvisational 

experiment” (Cerwonka, 2007, p. 6). This dissertation thus focuses on social and political 

relationships in the perspective of different social groups in South Sudan but without the 

limitation of the physical geographical boundaries of the national and international borders. 

However, amplified by even greater levels of the chaos of violence, conflict, displacement and 

uncertainty, improvisation became extremely vital in the conduct and success of the research, 

as Da Costa (2017) demonstrates in her own work.   

As a researcher who comes from outside the population to be studied, I am aware of my 

positionality as one of a translator, whilst simultaneously acknowledging that “organisational 

and cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete” (Geertz, 1973, p. 29), and involves the 

construction of “partial truths” (Clifford, 1986, p. 1). To this end, this research project considers 

combining both objectivist and constructivist ontological orientation as its point of departure. 

Whereas categories of knowledge and reality are actively and continually created by social 
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relationships and interactions, within a defined structure (Bryman, 2012, pp. 16–19), the formal 

properties of the structure do have elements of constraint on individual actions. The implication 

of such an ontological view of social phenomena – as not only produced through these 

interactions but in constant revision – alters the way in which scientific episteme is structured. 

2.2 Making Sense of Violence and Conflict, and Negotiating the Field Site   

This doctorate is based on mixed methods, predominantly qualitative in orientation, which 

draw on the same kinds of field-based data collection methods that anthropology uses, such as 

participant observation, structured and semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions 

(FGD), among others. It is based on research carried out during the past five years. None of 

that time was spent physically in South Sudan. However, seven months between September 

2017 and April 2018 were spent in Uganda and Nairobi, Kenya, conducting fieldwork with a 

range of interlocutors with intimate connections and relationships with South Sudan.   

While working at the Centre of African Studies (CAS), SOAS, between October 2015 and 

April 2017, amongst other things, I organised and facilitated public academic seminars and 

prepared reports, including a series on Sudan and South Sudan covering legal, political, 

development and cultural topics. This helped me gain valuable insights into the dominant 

sociocultural and political economy dynamics of the country, and engage with a range of 

people, groups and individuals and authorities within my research interest.  

Nonetheless, like an anthropologist, I was interested in understanding from the perspective of 

my interlocutors what they understood, rather than pursuing the apparent objective reality of 

the situation through a kind of imposed knowledge. That is, I was particularly interested in 

learning from different groups and individuals, in different times and places and circumstances, 

what their perspectives were, on some or similar issues around my research interest. At the 
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same time, I was also interested to see what empirical and academic value there was in 

gathering these different perspectives, experiences, and feelings; and analysing them, 

comparing them in a substantial way with some of the insights and perspectives that I had 

gained during my time researching and engaging with issues relating to the country in different 

ways. I drew together a range of complementary research materials that are vital for this 

dissertation. 

The methodology is greatly influenced by both the specificity of the geography in terms of 

uncertainty; the chaos produced by the ongoing civil war that has engulfed the country since 

December 2013; and the newness of the country as the world’s newest state.  The de facto 

collapse of the transitional government of national unity (TGoNU), a product of the August 

2015 peace agreement in July 2016 was being presented by a section of foreign and national 

actors in the country as having left South Sudan with an unenviable political arrangement 

between the President, Salva Kiir, and the First Vice-President, Taban Deng Gai (UNSC, 

2017).  

The UN Panel of Experts on South Sudan (UNPESS), for instance, argued that the political 

arrangement did not meaningfully include significant segments of the opposition, other 

political factions, and many influential non-Dinka community leaders (UNSC, 2017). They 

also argued that as a consequence, the arrangement was not nationally unifying; had not 

arrested the security and humanitarian crisis, hence presented it as an obstacle to genuine 

political reconciliation, undermining the transition to the inclusive and sustainable peace 

envisaged in resolutions 2206 (2015) and 2290 (2016) of the UN Security Council (UNSC, 

2016, 2015). In other words, the UN and other foreign bodies, together with their supporters, 

blamed the TGoNU for the failed transition of South Sudan into a peaceful and democratic 

state.  
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However, contrary to the arguments and recommendation of the UNPESS to the UNSC, the 

GoSS had in December 2016, following the July 2016 return to violent confrontation (just 

months into this doctorate), announced a South Sudanese-driven national dialogue (ND) 

programme. To the government, the ND was intended to act as an alternative to the several 

failed foreign-driven peace initiatives, enabling citizens to deliberate the future of their country 

collectively (Mayardit, 2016). Despite scepticism among international and regional bodies as 

well as the opposition section of national elites, and the increasing challenge to the validity and 

integrity of the TGoNU, the president went ahead with constituting the steering committee for 

the ND.   

According to the South Sudanese president, the ND would facilitate national reconciliation, 

political and institutional reforms, and a transition towards a representative democratic 

government. In other words, the ND was viewed by its proponent as offering a better alternative 

path to achieving the right liberal technologies for governing the people of South Sudan.  To 

the president and his supporters, the ND “…is both a forum and a process through which the 

people of South Sudan shall gather to redefine the basis of their unity as it relates to nationhood, 

redefine citizenship and belonging, restructure the state, regenerate social contract, and 
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revitalise their aspirations for development and membership in the world of nations.”28(Sudan 

Tribune, 2016).  

By contrast the international community’s view was that South Sudan’s civil war and the state-

making crisis were only salvageable through a politically negotiated settlement which, rather 

than targeting the local population and key actors in the country, targeted key South Sudanese 

political and military elites. Considering the weight of the power wielded by the international 

community and the regional bodies (IGAD and the AU), this was not a fight the GoSS would 

win easily, and the scheduled swearing-in of the steering committee on 8 May 2017 ended up 

being suspended.  The timing of the swearing-in of the steering committee would have collided 

with the upgrade and the approval of my fieldwork plans and application.  

Considering the significance and connectedness of the ND vision and the position of this 

doctorate’s arguments regarding the challenges facing the process of state-making in the 

country, I had followed this development very closely and integrated it into my fieldwork plans.  

Initially, the dialogue was to be conducted in the form of peace rallies in Juba and across the 

country. The peace rallies would typically take a bottom-up approach, starting with a "grass-

roots consultation", mapping out issues from every community and feeding them into the 

region.  

                                                 

 

 

28   For an explanation of nationhood and the sense of belonging and how this is relevant for this 

research, please see the section in Chapter one on the conceptualisation of the “State as a Cultural 

Artefact”. 
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The second phase would take the form of regional peace conferences, and the final phase 

entailed convergence in Juba for a national conference (Sudan Tribune, 2016). The 

composition of the ND included a delegation of the three expert secretariat organisations, the 

steering committee, civil society representatives, women’s groups, youth, political parties and 

representatives from international organisations and observers from countries in the region 

(Sudan Tribune, 2016).  

This would have coincided with my arrival in the country for fieldwork, allowing for an 

interesting entry point into understanding the vision different groups assign the state, and the 

social spaces and roles taken on by the different actors that would participate in the proposed 

ND or peace rallies and the national conference in Juba. Three independent Juba-based expert 

think tanks and academic institutions – the Ebony Centre (EC), the Sudd Institute29 (SI) and 

the Centre for Peace and Development (CPDS) – constituted the secretariat working for the 

ND steering committee (Republic of South Sudan, 2017). The secretariat would facilitate a 

bottom-up approach of participation, with grass-root consultation as the first step to mapping 

out grievances unique to each community(Republic of South Sudan, 2017, p. 6; Sudan Tribune, 

2016).  

Several academics and sympathisers viewed the ND as presenting the South Sudanese a  

                                                 

 

 

29   Professor Jok Madut Jok was the Chairperson of the Board of Directors at the time.  
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“…unique opportunity to reflect on questions of governance, the kind of South Sudan 

the people envisioned and want, how to achieve it, and most importantly, what the 

South Sudanese really think of each other and about the things they have done and 

continue to do to one another along ethnic, class, regional, gender, generational, and 

authority lines.” (The Sudd Institute, 2017, p. 1).  

Until this point, I was optimistic that, following the organisation and operationalisation of this 

dialogue, ethnographic research methodologies such as participant observation would be a 

central component of my methodology, and would offer insights into who participates and who 

does not, who leads and engages, and how relationships are forged, and dynamics develop 

between the different sets of actors involved.  

However, I was very aware that the ND may not be very representative of the people and groups 

of interest to my research, or the micro-level self-reproduction of the state.  It was likely that 

elites, or those in very high-level positions of authority, with claims to represent the bigger 

population in the community, would dominate the proceedings. To counteract this, I had 

planned to conduct several separate FGDs with selected categories of people, and reproduce 

similar but more representative forums to facilitate discussion by local community members, 

and those in the confinement of IDP and refugee camps.  

Should the ND proceed, I would seek a suitable research framework within which to situate 

the “public structural institution of the state of South Sudan”. This is because the level of 

discussion that would be expected to happen at the ND, while relating to issues reflecting South 

Sudan; would be a very high-level discussion.  However, should the ND not happen, an 

alternative mechanism for capturing these high-level issues would need to be developed.   

In research terms, this would capture some sense of what is claimed for the state, or what kinds 

of claim the state makes on its own behalf, and to what extent those claims are received 
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positively by the different groups they claim to engage with. In other words, what kinds of 

contestation or division are within the chain at this level?  

Despite the volatility of the situation in the country at the time of my application to move to 

Juba to conduct fieldwork for this doctorate, I was confident that if I presented myself to all 

research participants as a research student, stating clearly and consistently my research purpose 

at all stages of my fieldwork process, there should be minimum scepticism or resistance. As 

Goodhand (2000) points out, the risk of researchers giving false hope to the community being 

studied is not confined only to conflict settings; however, the danger is greater in conflict 

environments and situations like that of South Sudan than in a non-conflict context.  

I was therefore wholly aware that the need for extremely clear and consistent communication 

between myself and the agency or research participants would be critical to mitigate such risks 

(Goodhand, 2000, p. 14). Having shared and discussed my research proposal with several South 

Sudanese (both in South Sudan and across the UK) and several academics during my time at 

CAS, I was confident the topic would be generally well received by “local actors”, including, 

critically, the church, state and traditional authorities who often act as “gatekeepers”. This was 

mostly due to the relevance and timeliness of my research focus and the issues it considered.  

As I prepared for fieldwork, I met with Professor Jok Madut Jok at Chatham House, London, 

in a workshop on South Sudan’s peace processes in which he was one of the discussants. 

Following that meeting, I secured a possible research attachment with his Sudd Institute, South 

Sudan. I knew there was a risk of being regarded as working for this institution by “local actors” 

and communities. However, given logistical (access and security) constraints, this would be a 

necessary limitation, which I was well prepared to counter  by stating upfront my independent 

identity (Goodhand, 2000, pp. 12–14). My positionality would continuously shift between 
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“observer as participant” and “participant as observer” during the fieldwork (Hammersley, 

1995, pp. 100–110). 

At the same time, eight months after the collapse of the TGoNU and the onset of fresh violence 

in South Sudan in July 2016, the vicious combination of fighting and drought in the country 

had resulted in famine, and was driving the world’s fastest growing refugee crisis in the 

countries surrounding South Sudan (UNHCR, 2017, 2016). The displacement of South 

Sudanese from South Sudan into its neighbouring region was being estimated at 1.6 million 

people. Uganda was the most affected, with a daily arrival rate of 2,000, peaking in February 

2017 with more than 6,000 people arriving in a single day (UNHCR, 2017). Uganda was 

hosting more than half of the 1.6 million South Sudanese refugees at the time of my fieldwork 

application at the beginning of May 2017 and was projected to surpass the million mark by the 

end of that year.  

By definition, a refugee is “someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of 

persecution, war, or violence”(UNHCR, 1951, p. 14). By not having a nationality and being 

outside the country of their former habitual residence as a result of these events, they are unable 

or, owing to fear, unwilling to return to it (UNHCR, 1951); they have a different perspective, 

influenced by their circumstances. And by seeking their perspective, their experience and their 

vision of the state, the research seeks an alternative viewpoint – that of groups and individuals 

who find themselves outside the borders of and the protection of the state they once belonged 

to (and hope to belong to again in the future).   

Upon submission of my fieldwork application and ethical clearance to the Doctoral School 

(DS) for approval in May 2017, for what I expected to be a straightforward decision-making 

process, it took the DS a frustrating four months before they could give a decision. The decision 

had a significant implication at all levels of my research, from eating up more than four months 
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of my planned fieldwork time, the research focus, the methodological approach to interlocutors, 

and locations. In September I received feedback that the DS vetoed any travel to South Sudan. 

They, however, approved my fieldwork plan B. Plan B was entirely based on fieldwork that 

excluded physical access to South Sudan should the security situation not permit travel to the 

country considering the unpredictability and fragility of   security landscape in the country at 

the time.  

2.3 Data Collection  

Oral testimonies given by my interlocutors have been an important source of data for this 

dissertation. Throughout my time in the field, I introduced myself as a research student 

interested in learning about South Sudan and contributing to documenting and communicating 

their perspectives to a wider audience. As people presented their stories and their narrative of 

events, I learnt how they have continually found ways and mechanisms to make sense of 

turbulent times – times of violence, conflict, and civil war.  

I achieved this through a combination of formal interviews, informal discussions, observation 

of and participation in social events as much as possible. In addition, my ability to draw on my 

personal experience of violence, conflict, war and displacement as a scholar from the region 

contributed significantly to my understanding, interpretation and analysis of the situation.  

In relation to her fieldwork in Boma, Da Costa (2017, p. 59) notes that her time in the area 

“was interrupted by the war, which also meant that the research rhythm and speed with which 

I had started in Boma proved a bit inappropriate.” She then goes on to note that “had I known 

I would only be continuously in Boma for three months, I would have probably been more 

focused and directed in my work” (Da Costa, 2017, p. 59). From the moment I submitted my 

fieldwork application to the DS in May 2017 to the final touchdown in Uganda for the first set 
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of fieldwork was four months – I landed in mid-September 2017.  I had lost more than a quarter 

of my fieldwork time.  

What this meant was that I never had the luxury of time to develop and establish personal 

relationships as in the case of Cormack (2014) in Gogrial and Da Costa (2017) in Boma and 

greater Pibor, or as traditional ethnography might require. To cover the required ground, I had 

to adapt and employ innovative research techniques, most of which are discussed below, aided 

by my personal experience and knowledge of local dynamics, as someone from the region. 

Table 1 below shows a numerical summary of qualitative work conducted during the 

fieldwork.  

Table 1:  Summary of qualitative work 

15 interviews with expert informants in Kampala, Nairobi, and the UK30 

15 interviews with individual South Sudanese in Uganda 

14 group discussions with a range of South Sudanese in Adjumani and Lamwo Districts, and 

Kampala 

3 South Sudanese national dialogue consultation meetings with the South Sudanese refugee 

and diaspora community in Kampala, Arua and Adjumani 

 

                                                 

 

 

30  This group includes academics, researchers, government and NGO officials, foreign business 

heads, and journalists.  
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2.3.1 National Dialogue Consultative Meeting with Refugee and Diaspora 

Community 

After receiving the decision from the DS that I could not travel to South Sudan, the challenge 

for me was to try to find my way around eliciting the kinds of information I would have 

gathered had I travelled to Juba; the need was to create an alternative environment where such 

could happen. In this regard, I opted to conduct field research in Kenya and Uganda, targeting 

South Sudan groups, individuals, and communities of people travelling to or residing in these 

countries, or remotely operating in South Sudan from bases in these countries. These groups 

included, but were not in any way restricted to, refugees, the diaspora community, business or 

other civil society organisations, government officials, academics, media and other individuals 

and groups with vested interests in South Sudan or direct involvement with the country.    

The implication of the ND for my research project, should it happen, was that it would provide 

one single important pool of data reflecting the image projected by groups and individuals in 

the country of what the state is or should be. This, together with other sources and groups 

accessed using a mix of methodologies, such as semi-structured and group interviews, 

snowballing, and institution-based records and documents, would then form a rich body of data 

for analysis. But because the ND was only supposed to be conducted within the territory of 

South Sudan, I would miss out on this opportunity, and therefore had to find alternative means 

of generating such information, for instance through FGDs.  

However, towards the end of the first round of my fieldwork in Uganda (September to end of 

November 2017), the Steering Committee of the ND, with funding support from UNDP, 

decided to reach out to more than a quarter of the population currently forced to live outside 

the country, and Uganda happened to be their first port of call.  The ND consultative meeting 

was targeted on two categories of South Sudanese cohort: the diaspora community living in 

and around the capital, Kampala, and the over 1.2 million South Sudanese refugees in the 



106 | P a g e  

settlements in northern Uganda.  I was lucky enough to be granted access to, and permission 

to record, this consultative meeting for my research.  

The categorisation of the ND participants and locations was designed to fit the Government of 

Uganda’s definition of refugees in the country’s national refugee response policy (GoU, 2006). 

This Act enacted refugee regulations, with the key aspects being: 1) opening the country's doors 

to all asylum seekers and refugees irrespective of their nationality or ethnic affiliation; 2) 

granting refugees relative freedom of movement and the right to seek employment and 

participate in the economy; 3) providing prima facie asylum for refugees of certain 

nationalities; and 4) giving a piece of land to each refugee family for their own exclusive 

(agricultural) use (GoU, 2006).  

As of March 2018, there were over 1.45 million refugees and 40,000 asylum-seekers in Uganda 

in about nine host districts located mainly in the northern, southern, and southwestern regions 

of the country. These figures were estimated to be increasing by a daily rate of nearly 300 

refugees by the end of 2018 (UNHCR, May 2018 Brief). The nine host districts excluded the 

destination of self-settled refugees: they could be anywhere and everywhere, as the policy gives 

allows them to do. The refugee population have been put into two broad categories, that is, 

self-settled, requiring little to no assistance, and those who live in organised settlements that 

cover approximately 350 square miles of land set aside by the Government of Uganda, and 

require assistance. 

The first category of self-settled refugee is those South Sudanese who are economically better-

off and do not require any support beyond acquisition of the relevant documents.  They are free 

to settle anywhere they deem suitable. They are mostly in urban centres and cities where there 

are better economic opportunities and facilities.  The second category are those who have 

escaped conflict and crossed the border with absolutely nothing, requiring support to meet their 
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daily needs, from food and accommodation to healthcare. However, I also found a third 

category of South Sudanese who fall somewhere between these categories.  

They are neither economically better-off, nor have they lost everything. Since Uganda operates 

an open border policy with South Sudan, and that once in Uganda, access to public goods and 

services is non-discriminatory, the third group consists of those who choose to not lose their 

status and identity as South Sudanese by registering as refugees. Refugee status is a means to 

access support, but it also means losing one’s national status and sense of belonging to a nation 

state, giving up one’s nationality and assuming statelessness in order to access relief services.  

Grounding a specific definition or categorisation of who constituted a refugee did not 

correspond to South Sudanese understanding of life, place, and identity, and would have been 

impossible to formulate and tease out any clear categorisation of my interlocutors based on 

refugee status.  

Early on in my field work, I realised how mobility was central to people’s lives. It was also 

clear how people acquired and dropped identities as refugees; how the South Sudanese move 

between refugee settlements and self-settlement, dropping anything that made them 

identifiable as or associated with refugees depending on their individual circumstances. It 

became apparent that assigning a single definition or rigid categorisation – self-settled, 

settlement-based, refugee – did not reflect people’s routines and everyday lives, characterised 

as they are by regular movement between locations and identity, for safety, work, education, 

family ties, and other reasons. 

The turn in events therefore meant a further adjustment to my research, as the nearly impossible 

to access ND due to my inability to access South Sudan followed me Uganda where I was 

conducting my fieldwork. The biggest decision was how I would represent South Sudanese 

participants in my research, that is, were they refugees or self-settled? What about those who 
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neither see themselves as self-settled nor refugees but are only in Uganda for leisure, to enjoy 

some peace and tranquillity, and government facilities in public goods and services, and are 

free to move in between the two countries as they wish.  And what about those who move 

between the government- managed settlements and self-settled status in urban spaces?  

Although the ND committee decided to combine the first and the third category as self-settled, 

and meet them in Kampala, then meet those in government-provided settlements as category 

two, I decided that the connection and relationship my interlocutors claim with South Sudan 

was more important than these constructed categories or identities. I would therefore leave it 

to the discretion of participants to decide how they categorised themselves or identified 

themselves. 

By the time this fieldwork was conducted in Uganda and Kenya, South Sudanese registered 

refugees were said to be 1.2 million and 400,000 respectively. The circumstances allowed for 

easy access to a bigger number of interlocutors than I originally imagined, due to their 

concentration and proximity in the refugee settlements. Such access would not have been the 

case had they been in their villages back in South Sudan. Refugees find themselves outside the 

margins of any state institutions, both in their own state and in their host’s. Having lost their 

nationality; being outside the country of their former habitual residence, and living outside the 

margins of the state, these groups contribute an understanding and experience of the state that 

is not captured in existing models for understanding the state. By seeking their perspective, 

experience and vision of the state, the research seeks an alternative viewpoint that expands our 

understanding of and engagement with the state. 

2.3.2 Oral Sources 

Mainly, this doctorate is based on in-depth interviews and informal discussions with men and 

women in and around Kampala, Northern Uganda (Palabek settlement in Lamwo District, 
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Palorinya settlement and Adjumani Town in Adjumani District, and Arua District), and 

Nairobi, Kenya. It was also influenced by the three ND consultative meetings with South 

Sudanese refugee and diaspora communities in Uganda in November 2017. In addition, I 

conducted several FGDs, particularly in the refugee settlements of Palabek and Palorinya, 

between January and April 2018.  

I found group discussions particularly suitable for collecting data from groups of “elders” 

in the refugee settlements in Palorinya and Palabek in Adjumani and Lamwo Districts 

respectively. In the context of South Sudan, elders are typically older people who are seen as 

figures of authority based on their lifelong experience, deep community knowledge, and 

leadership. For these individuals, group discussions were helpful in triggering their memories 

of historical events. They also possessed deeper understanding and experience of the conflict 

from its onset through to the present date compared to younger generations, the majority of 

whom were born during the 1983 civil war and had spent most of their time in displacement 

in neighbouring countries away from home.   

The fieldwork relied on interpreters and translators to not only provide on-the-spot translation 

of interviews and conversations from a range of local languages, such as Dinka, Arabu Juba, 

Dongotono, Madi, Lopit, and many others, into English, but also to interpret events such as the 

ND and group discussions. I conducted most interviews in these local languages, but whenever 

feasible, interviews and conversations were conducted in English, particularly among aid 

workers, and the more educated section.  

At the beginning of my fieldwork, I conducted several random group and individual 

discussions with South Sudanese in Kampala which were useful for documenting local 

understanding of events in South Sudan. I spent the first months, the majority of which were 

in and around Kampala, collecting oral testimonies of elderly and younger South Sudanese, the 



110 | P a g e  

majority of whom were university students, and the more I spoke to people the more I 

understood the complex relationship amongst different groups and their existing networks. 

There was one incident early on in my first month in Kampala, after I recruited my first research 

assistant, an Acholi from Pajok in South Sudan who was an undergraduate student at Makerere 

University. He helped arrange what would have been my first FGD with a group of five South 

Sudanese students from Kampala University, in the suburb of Ggaba.  

Once we got to Ggaba, however, and introduced ourselves and my research, and presented the 

consent forms, the group decided to call off the discussion but without any explanation – as the 

consent form, which they had signed, allowed them to do. Just out of curiosity, but also because 

it was our first experience, for learning purposes I tried to understand from my assistant why 

the group had changed their minds at the last minute, after signing the consent form.  My 

assistant told me it was because he was from a different ethnic group to the participants, who 

were all Dinka from Aweil, and that once they realised, he was going to be part of the 

discussion, the trust issue set in.  

Although that FGD never happened again, it afforded me an opportunity to understand how I 

would be able to access my key informants. I understood that I needed to use more than one 

research assistant, depending on which ethnic group or network I was targeting. Once I mapped 

out the complex relationships and networks, I recruited three research assistants, an Acholi 

initially from Pajok, another from Dongotono, and the third a Dinka. I later added two more, 

from the Aweil Dinka and from East Equatoria.  

This particularly helped me negotiate the issues of trust and people's willingness to talk to me 

particularly as the research assistants utilised their networks. I call this method snowballing. In 

addition, utilising five research assistants from different ethnic backgrounds allowed me the 
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opportunity to bypass having to spend weeks or months just trying to build personal trust with 

respondents – time that I did not have.  

One interesting pattern that also emerged during my fieldwork was the nature of engagement 

with women generally. I struggled to get a one-on-one discussion or interview with women. At 

first, I thought it was to do with my snowballing methodology, and the greater freedom of 

movement enjoyed by most men. But once I started to question this pattern and who in this 

setting controlled this freedom of movement, it then became clear that there was a cultural 

dimension.  Most women could only talk if their spouse or the older men in the household were 

comfortable or granted permission. However, older women were more comfortable being 

interviewed, compared to younger women.  

Once I returned to London during a one-month break in December and produced some 

preliminary analysis of my material, the pattern became even clearer. I shared it with my 

supervisor, and the possible issues that could arise if I was unable to speak to women in the 

next round of fieldwork. She noted that accessing women in South Sudan by foreign academic 

researchers has been a historical challenge. However, what would be problematic, she said, 

would be if my research did not acknowledge this challenge and address it upfront.    

Looking at the demographic structure of attendance at ND meetings in Uganda, as in Table 2 

below, except for Kampala the challenge of women’s visibility and participation in social 

events appears more of a structural problem than just a problem for my research. In the case of 

Kampala, the majority of South Sudanese there are in the self-settled category, and are mostly 

women looking after children in, education with their husbands remaining in and sending 

financial support from South Sudan.   
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Table 2:  Summary of composition of National Dialogue Consultative Meetings with South 

Sudanese Refugees and the diaspora community in Uganda in November 2017 

Venue Dates 
Attendance (%) 

Criterion for 

attendance 

Male Female Youths Elderly  

Kampala 16-17 Nov. 2017 40 60 70 30 
Open - close to 

300 attended 

Arua 19-20 Nov. 2017 80 20 30 70 
Closed - 20 

representatives 

Adjumani 23-24 Nov. 2017 75 25 65 35 
Closed - 20 

representatives 

It is in this respect that I would like to categorically point out that my knowledge and 

perspective have been heavily influenced by discussions held with mostly men, and although 

this was not my choice, this has impacted on the representation of women in this dissertation. 

Of particular importance were those times spent socialising, discussing South Sudan politics 

over tea or soda and sometimes beer, with the latter being the best avenue for discussing the 

more sensitive topics of my research. Culturally, there are not many women participating in 

these social occasions, particularly during evening hours spent discussing over beers.  But my 

research assistants have all provided significant insights. 

Due to the sensitivity and the implications of researching on the information economy and 

people’s coping strategies (Goodhand, 2000), most of my conversations and interviews were 

not tape-recorded. Goodhand (2000, p. 8) defines information economy as “…incentive 

systems and structures driving violent conflict or impacts upon the coping strategies and safety 

of communities.” That is, in formation economy in conflict settings is where “process of 

conflict manipulates information by promoting and suppressing voices” (Goodhand, 2000, p. 

8) and in response, people adapt silence for reasons of personal security due to the politicisation 

of information.  In some instances, interviews were interpreted and written down 

simultaneously, while in others, everything was recorded after the interview or conversation in 

a safe place, to protect the safety and interest of participants and my research assistants. 
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Although the latter approach meant some of the material was lost, the safety of participants 

justified this approach.  

In other instances, repeated interviews with key informants proved paramount to reconstruct 

local history and discuss sensitive topics such as power and politics, while group discussions 

were useful for gathering contextual information and to debate and understand general 

development topics, the role and influence of the state and traditional institutions, as well as 

people's views on violence and conflict.  

2.3.3 Social Media and Cyber Methods 

On my return to London, both in the middle and at the end of my fieldwork, I conducted several 

follow up interviews in the UK. I also conducted several interviews and research activities 

using social media and the internet, including through Skype, Facebook, blogs, email, and 

WhatsApp. This method has particularly been useful in not just filling in missing information 

and posing additional questions that arose while analysing data, but also corroborating my data. 

Although the fieldwork in Uganda and Kenya lasted only between September 2017 and April 

2018, with a one-month break in London in December and the first weeks of January, during 

which I presented my preliminary findings, I never stopped collecting data up until I submitted 

this thesis in March 2021. 

As the local population in South Sudan fled into displacement, particularly to areas such as 

Uganda and Kenya with better mobile and internet connectivity, more young people got access 

to information through basic smart phones, and accessed a range of social media platforms, 

most commonly Facebook and WhatsApp. As earlier alluded to, the impact that the new 

information and communication technologies have had and continue to have, not only on my 

data collection, but on social life itself among the South Sudanese population, is significant. 

WhatsApp and Facebook forums such as the Institute of Social Policy and Research (ISPR) 
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policy forum and Scholars Researching South Sudan (SRSS) have particularly given me the 

opportunity to access significant information, actively stay in contact with informants and 

friends, and understand what issues are being discussed in forums. 

Table 3:  South Sudanese Social Media Platforms Utilised as of November 2020 

Group Name Media Group Membership  

Tota

l 

South 

Sudan 

Tanzania Kenya Uganda Rest of 

Africa 

Overseas 

ISPR Policy 

Forum 

WhatsApp 
241 131 1 17 64 7 21 

SRSS Facebook 214 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

With the development of digital media, coupled with an increase in political instability in 

research areas, many social researchers are extending their primary research beyond ending 

their fieldwork (Da Costa, 2017). Both during my fieldwork, and after I returned to London, I 

became part of several open and closed groups on social media that have become very 

important in South Sudan for discussing ideas, political developments and policies, ethnic 

relationships, state affairs, corruption, borders, expectations and experiences with the state, and 

many more topics.  

Most people contributing to these forums, captured in Table 3 above, are either former or 

current NGO workers, local government officials and academics or are running their personal 

businesses, and are either living in South Sudan (mostly Juba), neighbouring countries in the 

region or overseas. These forums mostly display the opinions of a relatively young, educated, 

dynamic South Sudanese sector, offering a new perspective through which a new relationship 

and means of contesting social processes can be observed.  

Importantly, these social media platforms provided an avenue for me to gather and collect data 

and to continue to access and collect information, even if partial and incomplete, and, crucially, 

meant data gathering was not limited to physically “being there”, but rather an ongoing process 
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in multiple “fields”.  Once it became clear to me that physical access to South Sudan was out 

of the question, I drew confidence in alternative, still appropriate research 

technologies/techniques from people such as Postill (2017) and Wittel (2000), who argued that 

“there is nothing inherently inferior or illegitimate about researching local issues remotely 

(using twitter, live streaming, webcam, email, online archives, Facebook and WhatsApp), or 

indeed retroactively” (Postill, 2017, pp. 61–69).  

To these scholars, the challenge rather lies in overcoming the idea that one can only do 

fieldwork physically in the field and making appropriate planning and use for remote 

ethnography in research design and practice. I totally agree that technologies such as Facebook, 

WhatsApp, Skype, and other remote digital chat platforms are extremely useful in studying 

hard-to-reach or inaccessible places or social phenomena. However, I also concur with Da 

Costa’s (2017) position that remote data collection technology is particularly useful and 

effective when used complementarily with face-to-face interaction. It is one justification for 

my fieldwork in Uganda and Kenya and the UK besides the online data collection.  

To summarise, the idea of remote ethnography, as its advocates market it, is in the “…the idea 

of remote fieldwork as a safer way of conducting research in conflict-ridden or otherwise 

hazardous locations” (Postill, 2017, p. 63). To me, research still needs the valuable and 

insightful aspect of knowledge accessed through emotional connection and relationships with 

people, and the possible stories emerging through these relationships. Nevertheless, these data 

collection methodologies worked as a medium between two moments of personal reflection 

based on information materials available and accessible to me and on-going discussion with 

knowledgeable informants and knowledge sources.   
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2.3.4 Triangulation and Improvisation as Research Methodology 

Rather than seeing triangulation as a corroborative method for validation or verification of 

research findings, this research used this technique profoundly to ensure accounts were rich, 

robust, comprehensive and well-developed. The research triangulated sources of data collected, 

methods of data collection, and analysis, as well as the theories informing this research. 

2.4 Conclusion 

I am inspired by what happened on the evening of Tuesday 7 May 2019 in a suburb of 

Merseyside, Liverpool, UK, when Liverpool City Football Club hosted Barcelona in the 

Champions League semi-final second leg, facing what was billed as mission impossible 

(Bevan, 2019; Chowdhury, 2019; Grounds, 2019), since Jurgen Klopp's31 side faced an uphill 

challenge to overturn a three-goal deficit against Barcelona (Chowdhury, 2019) 32  – with 

Mohamed Salah and Roberto Firmino (Liverpool’s attacking players) both ruled out of the 

game. 

However, Liverpool has a decorated history of staging improbable comebacks in the 

Champions League, with the famous 3-1 win over Olympiakos in December 2004, the 2005 

                                                 

 

 

31   Jurgen Klopp is a Liverpool manager highly regarded; he was voted in 2019 and 2020 as the best 

football manager in the world, an authentic and strong personality, a charismatic entertainer, 

inspirational, and a clever tactician. 
32  Barcelona FC at the time was considered the best football team in the world for decades, boasting 

some of the finest players in the world including Lionel Messi, a record 6 times winner of the 

Ballon d’Or (generally regarded as the most prestigious individual award for football players 

worldwide). 
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Champions League final in Istanbul, and the 4-3 winner against Borussia Dortmund in the 

Europa League quarterfinals in April 2016, all ensuring their place in club folklore.  The 

enormity of overcoming the La Liga champions would eclipse those feats  (Grounds, 2019). 

Aware of the power of the Anfield crowd, Klopp is quoted on the eve of the showdown as 

saying that his team would approach the game step-by-step and hope to use the Anfield 

atmosphere to their advantage. "I would imagine that the players will be rocking before we 

score, to be honest, that's what I expect.  But we not only have to score, but we have to deny 

Barcelona from scoring, and it doesn't happen too often that Barcelona don't score at all. We 

know how big the challenge is"  (Grounds, 2019). 

By the end of the evening, against all odds, and roared on relentlessly by their fans at Anfield, 

Liverpool produced an incredible all-action display to claw back and then ultimately overturn 

their 3-0 first-leg deficit from the Camp Nou with an unanswered four-goal salvo in thrilling 

style to progress into their second successive Champions League final (Bevan, 2019). It was 

presented as the “greatest European comeback of all times” (“BBC Radio 5 live - Football 

Daily, Liverpool and ‘the greatest European comeback of all time,’” 2019). 

Asked by a presenter in a post-match TV interview to summarise what the football world had 

just witnessed, from the perspective of a manager who works with the players on a day-to-day 

basis and understood them better than anyone else, Klopp responded: 

“…we know that this club is a mix of atmosphere, emotion, and desire and football 

quality. You cut out one, it doesn’t work, and we know that. If I am to describe this 

club, I would say, 'big heart', and tonight, it was pounding like crazy. You could hear it 

and probably feel it all over the world. …I said to the boys before the game, 'I don’t 
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think it is possible but because it is you, I believe we have a chance.' These boys are 

'mentality monsters'”’33  

Back in the TV broadcast studio, the programme host, who had no known affinity to Liverpool, 

then posed a question to one of the guest presenters – Melissa Reddy – an independent football 

journalist with historical affinity to Liverpool FC:  

“…on occasions like this, it must be a nightmare to rewrite and to do different filing of 

the same piece; how hard is it to take the emotion out of it all, to take a step back and 

say, 'I am witnessing a bit of history here?'”.” 34   

In other words, contrary to the Liverpool manager who thought that to make sense of and 

explain what Liverpool had just achieved in the moment, you needed to combine elements of 

Anfield’s atmosphere, emotion, the desire to win and football quality, the TV host seemed to 

think it was only when the superficial layer of emotional element was unwrapped that you 

could put everything that had just happened into perspective. Better still, disconnecting and 

distancing oneself from it all.  

Nevertheless, in response, Melissa said:  

                                                 

 

 

33  Jürgen Klopp – Liverpool FC Manager during a post-match interview with TV journalists on the 

night of 7 May 2019. 
34  Studio programme host on the Premier League Today TV show on 7 May 2019. 
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“…I don’t think you can take the emotional element out of it because, if you were to 

translate to the people what has just happened there, the magic of it and the enormity 

of it, you have to tap into the emotional elements of this game.  

“…actually, the details of how those goals were scored do not really matter because 

people will forget them. People won’t forget how they felt when the goals went in 

though, and how the stadium reacted, how the manager reacted when they scored.”  

Like Liverpool’s story in this case, the ethnographic accounts and stories from South Sudanese 

in places of displacement in Uganda and Kenya and in the diaspora community wherever they 

are, that make up this dissertation, are also my own story, my social networks and relationship 

to South Sudan.  Certainly, the ethnographic account presented in this dissertation, like 

Liverpool’s is one that extends beyond mere exploration of themes, sociocultural meanings, 

and forms of practice, to represent a story whose beginning predates this research but whose 

ending is still unknown.  

One of the methodological limitations of this dissertation is the absence of on-the-ground 

materials, particularly when discussing views of the state, although I have made some effort to 

assemble accounts by corroborating existing research on South Sudan. It is my hope that in the 

future, this research can be completed with physical field research in South Sudan that will 

offer greater and fresher insights into current perspectives on South Sudan state-society 

relationships, and the population's experience and imagination of the state.  

Ultimately, this dissertation is unapologetically the result of intense empirical research and 

reflection based on my own experience of violence, conflict, and civil war, and how this has 

shaped my presentation of these stories and the insights gained through them. The dissertation 

is also a testament to the challenges of conducting fieldwork in and during conflict, as well as 

offering a significant contribution towards researching violence and conflict.  
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Chapter 3 Shifting Everyday Realities and Experience of Violence: The 

Lopit people of Imatong State, Eastern Equatoria, South Sudan  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the shifting day-to-day realities of the Lopit population, their experience 

of localised and state-driven violence, and how these diverse forms of violence interact with 

each other. It argues that at the margins of communities in Eastern Equatoria, although not 

quite beyond the reaches of the state’s controlling and extractive powers, everyday life is 

constructed as secure and peaceful. This is attributed to interactions between very sophisticated 

sociocultural institutional systems like the organisations of “munyomiji’ and elders. Munyomiji 

is a sociocultural organisation of the ruling age-set, which forms part of the communal 

governance institutional mechanism and will form the main area of discussion throughout this 

chapter. An age-set system is a social system in which groups of young men born within a specified 

period of time, or groups of men who are otherwise defined as being of the same age, are instituted by 

collective, not individual ceremonies called initiation into warrior (Lienard, 2016; Ritter, 1980). 

There has historically been a gap between the agendas and nature of the central state in 

Sudan/South Sudan and the expectations and visions of the South Sudanese people. This has 

contributed to and reinforced the local population’s reliance on alternative local forms of 

governance and security in rural areas, such as the age-sets systems. However, within and 

between these traditional communal governance settings, there are instances of continuous 

physical and non-physical violence and confrontation. People are on high alert and constantly 

assessing and reassessing their security and coping options, because these local forms of 

authority, in addition to their limited capacity to provide the kind of services that people expect 

from the state, have been eroded and appropriated by actions of the central-state and rebel 

armies. 



121 | P a g e  

The very communal governance mechanisms that previously preserved and ensured 

communities’ lives and provided safety and refuge now threaten them. Yet the alternative 

system in the new state appears to generate far greater chaos and violence for people’s everyday 

survival than the stability and security it is expected to offer. Consequently, the gap between 

the agendas of government and the military and political elites, and the expectations and visions 

of the South Sudanese people, continues to widen.  

However, these increasing disparities between the agendas of the central state and the military 

and political elites, and the expectation and vision of the local population, continue to intensify 

people’s alienation from and rebellion against the new state.  As this occurs, communities are 

increasingly forced into having to navigate between the violence and coercive tendency of the 

state and the deficiency of its constructive features on one hand, and the safety offered by the 

traditional sociocultural systems – but also their limited capacity in terms of service provision 

– on the other. As people navigate this terrain through mass rural-urban, rural-rural, and inter-

country migration, the local/traditional governance mechanism remains, or becomes, even 

more important to people experiencing continued displacement and state violence.   

This chapter also highlights an evolution of women's roles since the 1980s that mirrors the 

evolution of the diverse forms of violence and protection experienced by the South Sudanese 

population. At local levels, there are informal coping mechanisms that have increasingly been 

compromised by extreme insecurity, including that resulting from population displacement as 

families are forced to abandon their homes, become separated from each other, living in 

different places whilst trying to support each other. In their places of displacement though, 

there has been an opening of formal spaces for a minority of educated/wealthier self-settled-

urban-dwelling women, whose voices were a significant contribution to the national dialogue 
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consultation meetings, but who are not representative of the experiences of rural women or 

those in the GoU–UNHCR run refugee settlements in northern Uganda.  

The discussion in this chapter is presented in three sections, that is, the social relationship and 

the institutional arrangements that underpin them (3.2); the structure of traditional sociocultural 

systems in Lopit (3.3); sociocultural institutions and their interaction with the external 

environment (3.4); and finally, the conclusion to the chapter (3.5). 

3.2 Social Relationships and Institutional Arrangements  

The Lopit people, an ethnic group in Imatong State, Eastern Equatoria Province of South 

Sudan, will be the focus of this chapter. The Lopit population is estimated at between 160,000 

and 200,000 people, living in the area around the Lopit Mountains, which extend from the east 

to the north of Torit (Wikipedia, 2020). They are bordered by the Lapon and Pari ethnic 

communities to the north, Bari to the north-west, Lokoya and Otuho to the west, Latuka and 

Dongotono to the south, and Toposa and Boya to the east. The Lopit area comprises 

approximately 55 to 57 villages. There are six payams (administrative areas) in the area: 

Imehejek (eastern / centre), Lohutok and Heju-Hiteng (south), Harihilo (north), Longiro and 

Bule (western / central) respectively. 

The importance of the Lopit ethnic community in this study is because of the relatively similar 

cultural practices shared by the ethnic communities neighbouring it. Although ethnographic 

records and studies seem to focus on the Lotuho (sometimes referred to as Latuka) people, it is 

also true that the majority of the ethnic groups in Eastern Equatoria province exhibit certain 

levels of sociocultural, structural, and functional similarities. From Lapon in the northern part 

of the province to Acholi and Lango in the southernmost part of Eastern Equatoria province, 

the social age-set and the incorporation of homesteads occupied by families into a village; 
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together with the kinship system, form the basis of society in  these ethnic groups (Grüb, 1992; 

Simonse, 1993, 1992).  

Figure 5:  Ethnic distribution in Southern Sudan: Location of Lopit ethnic groups of 

Eastern Equatoria 

 
Source:  Modified from the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 24 

December 2009 

This chapter will focus on community members from Hiyahi, a village in Lopit, but with an 

understanding of the similar sociocultural institutional practices across the different ethnic 

groups surrounding the Lopit people, as indicated on Figure 5 above. Although interviews and 

group discussions were conducted with a range of participants from some of the neighbouring 

communities – Acholi, Dongotono and Lango – who manifested similar cultural practices and 

institutional setups, the choice of Hiyahi was based primarily on the quality of data obtained 

through repeated interviews with key informants.  

These relationships were maintained, and the conversations continued, on social media 

(WhatsApp and Facebook) long after I returned to London. It is not this dissertation’s intention 

to generalise its findings to the whole of South Sudan, due to the sample size and the way the 

research was conducted. However, it does examine the nature and relevance of traditional 
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sociocultural institutions in population's everyday realities, and their implications for 

understanding the processes of state-formation or transformation.  

In Eastern Equatoria province, like many other communities across the country, a person, 

together with their household, develops his life, rights, and duties as part of a village, under the 

protection of the age-set organisation and the lords of the land. The interviewees and 

participants in the discussion groups, aware of the slight variations in the naming of similar 

sociocultural structures and authorities among different neighbouring groups, often preferred 

to refer to the cultural chiefs for clans35 and villages as “gifted elders”.36  Jok (2007) and Deng 

(1984) present elders in South Sudan as relying on their ability to sanction their powers 

contained in their access, possession, and control of spiritual forces of violence, that is, the 

power to place curses on people that keeps them relevant in communal governance.  

The local population in South Sudan is said to believe in two separate worlds – the divine and 

the human world, which must be kept separate, with gifted people such as the Chief and some 

elders being the link.  The divine world is where the gods and ancestors of the land reside, and 

because elders are believed to be very close to their ancestors due to their very advanced stage 

in life, they are generally believed to possess the power to curse (Deng, 1984).  

                                                 

 

 

35   There can be several villages in a single clan. 
36  Their gifts are recognised because “elders” in most communities in South Sudan are all believed to 

have specific skills and knowledge gained through their life experiences. In Lopit and 

neighbouring communities, elders are responsible for the day-to-day running of the clan. 
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They are gifted because local population believe they possess special and unique supernatural 

powers, patrilineal from their ancestors, are believed to control and manage the external and 

alien forces of nature.  For instance, there is the chief responsible for rain (the rainmaker, or 

Habo in the local language in Lopit); the chiefs responsible for the land belonging to the clan 

and the village (the landlord)37, i.e., Haboloni in Lopit; and the chief responsible for the garden, 

the – “Garden Lord” (Hangotono o’mana or Habolmala in Lopit).  

It is not always the case that three different individual lords will occupy the three positions of 

gifted elders Habo, Haboloni and Hangotono o’mana in the case of the Lopit. Participants 

noted that, in some communities, such as Ngabori village, these positions were consolidated 

into a single office, which was then occupied by an individual gifted in all these unique and 

very special powers.38  

The division of administration works in such a way that if there are any issues to do with rain 

(long drought, floods, or anything which concerns rain), people will go to the rainmaker; 

anything to do with crops and gardening would be for the garden lord. It is with the ruling class 

or age-set that the day-to-day running of the affairs of the village is said to rest. This age group, 

as will be further discussed in this chapter, is referred to as monyomiji by most of the 

                                                 

 

 

37  In Dongotono, “Monynohane” is the village landlord and Monyenofidir is the clan landlord. 
38  In such circumstance they are simply referred to as rainmakers. 
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communities mentioned at the beginning of this section. Participants translate monyomiji as 

meaning “father” or “owners” (monye) of the village (miji).  

The explanation for some of the structural and functional similarities in cultural or societal 

structures in the Eastern Equatoria region and their contrast with the formal systems of the state 

has its roots in the colonial legacy.39 Like most Sub-Saharan African countries, South Sudan is 

characterised by parallel fragmented institutions for governing its population. On one side of 

the sphere are the state-sanctioned formal bureaucratic systems of governance, while on the 

other, are the traditional sociocultural systems of governance which are primarily, although not 

exclusively, adhered to by the segment of the population operating within subsistence and 

pastoral economic systems (Mengisteab, 2017). This segment and their socioeconomic systems 

are attributed predominantly to rural areas40 or countryside, while the formal state institutions 

are mostly attributed to urban centres (Leonardi, 2007). 

The formal bureaucratic institutions of the state are attributed to advanced capitalist market-

oriented systems for the urban centres, represented by modern banking, exchanges involving 

money, and the availability of relatively good public services such as schools, hospitals, and 

piped water. The traditional sociocultural institutional systems are attributed to rural areas with 

socio-economic systems represented by subsistence peasants and pastoralism. Leonardi (2007) 

                                                 

 

 

39  For details, see Douglas H. Johnson (1988, 2011, and 2016) and Willis et al. (1995). 
40  By “rural areas” this dissertation does not merely refer to geographical spaces and scenery, but 

also to the socio-economic space occupied by the traditional economic systems of the rural 

population. 
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described the two spheres in South Sudan as “home” and “hakuma”, implying formal 

government systems in urban areas and rural areas respectively.  Leonardi however stress that 

these spheres are not separate worlds, rather, they are merely constructed and imagined as 

distinct in moral terms. Although the population in the two sectors varies from country to 

country, as indicated in Table 4 below, most of the population in African countries is still 

located in the traditional sector.  

Table 4:  Rural population as a percentage of total population in the Great Lakes region of 

Africa, East Africa, and Sub-Saharan African average at the turn of each decade 

between 1960 and 202041 

Country Name 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2019 

Burundi 98 97 96 94 92 89 87 

Central African Republic 80 73 66 63 62 61 58 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 78 75 73 69 65 60 55 

Ethiopia 94 91 90 87 85 83 79 

Kenya 93 90 84 83 80 76 72 

Rwanda 97 97 95 95 85 83 83 

South Sudan 91 91 91 87 83 82 80 

Tanzania 95 92 85 81 78 72 66 

Uganda 96 93 92 89 85 81 76 

Sub-Saharan Africa 85 82 78 73 69 64 59 
 

Source:  Rural population (% of total population) data (World Bank, 2020). 

The dichotomy between traditional sociocultural systems and formal state systems, as the 

literature suggests, has its roots firmly fixed in the colonial period (D. Johnson, 2011, 1992; 

                                                 

 

 

41  Rural population in this case is used as a proxy for the segment of the population that operates 

under the African traditional sociocultural economic systems. 
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Leonardi, 2013, 2007; Zambakari, 2015). The indigenous institutions of governance, which 

operated as formal (and semi-formal) systems prior to the colonial era, were displaced by the 

introduction of new colonial state systems to the sphere of informality operating mostly in the 

rural areas.  

Although they underwent notable modifications, particularly around the chieftaincy level, as 

Leonardi (2013) documents, Mengisteab (2017) highlights those traditional sociocultural 

institutions survived the colonial onslaught due to several factors. Firstly, the colonial state was 

not able to completely supplant them with its own institutions, and in most instances had to 

rely on them to govern, at times through an indirect system of rule. The other reason why the 

colonial states could not eradicate the traditional systems is said to be because of its failure to 

transform the traditional economic systems in the rural areas that sustained these traditional 

sociocultural systems (Mengisteab, 2017).  

Under “devolution” or “native administration”, or what is sometimes referred to as the  

“Southern Policy” of 1930, the colonial administration aimed at developing an administrative 

system in southern Sudan along “African” rather than “Arab” lines (D. Johnson, 2011, pp. 11–

12, 1988; Willis et al., 1995). The policy’s main objective was to develop a governance system 

based on indigenous power structures and aligned as closely as possible to customary laws.  

Therefore, Johnson (2011, p.12) presents two broadly different patterns of administration that 

emerged within Southern Sudan, the first for pastoralist communities, found mainly in the 

central clay plains in Upper Nile and Bahr al Ghazal (this will be discussed in the next chapter), 

and the second pattern among the more sedentary agrarian communities in Equatoria.  

The research findings presented in this chapter highlight aspects of Lopit and neighbouring 

communities’ sociocultural adaptation elements that challenge the existing perspectives 
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highlighted. This is particularly the case where colonial administration had some influence on 

the governance structure of communities in South Sudan.  There is currently strong evidence 

to suggest that perhaps several aspects of communities’ sociocultural practice pre-dates 

colonial rule in the region. As will be discussed later in this chapter, current sociocultural 

practices and systems present compelling evidence of capacities that, through population 

mobility, could have helped evade, absorb and adapt to some of the colonial administrative 

principles without ever having to change core functions and structures (Mengisteab, 2017).  

Johnson (2011) argues that the development trajectory of the cattle keepers’ communal 

governance system was influenced by the colonial government’s inability to access the local 

population all year round, due to the environmental, sociocultural and livelihood practice of 

seasonal migration, compared to the more agrarian communities in Equatoria. Alternatively, 

Cormack (2016 and 2014) documents the fundamental role that the South Sudanese hinterland 

geography played in shaping the characteristics of the state, together with the local population's 

relationship with and imagination of the state.   

Hutchinson (1990) challenges the tendency among state-formation/making scholars in 

Sudan/South Sudan to assume that the withdrawal of the formal state from the local population 

in rural areas directly correlated with increases in inter-communal violence and lawlessness. 

This assumption comes from a Weberian presentation of the state as an entity that commands 

a monopoly of the use of force and taxation within its territory.  If such state-centric 

explanations were to hold, it would imply that there should be significant variations between 

Lopit’s communal governance set-up in the 1990s and 2017, because of several decades of 

civil war and a limited state presence.  This has inflicted immense pressure on the local 

population’s ability to survive, involving as it has mass population displacement and loss of 

lives and property.  
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Lopit communities highlight how the population has endured sustained disruption in their 

everyday lives because of decades of state-driven civil war violence, perpetual neglect, and 

predation. The findings in this chapter also highlight how, through populations’ 

movement/migration, and their re-creation of sociocultural practices in places of displacement, 

the local population found, and continues to devise, innovative ways to cope with adversities.  

That is, the population has re-created traditional “supportive mechanisms” to not only cope 

with the violence and coercive characteristics of the South Sudanese state but also to preserve 

core components of their communal governance systems, cultural practices, and identity.  

As an alternative explanation, Mengisteab (2017) argues that post-colonial African states, like 

their colonial counterparts, have in many cases failed to supplant the services the traditional 

institutional systems provide, especially in rural areas. Of most importance is their inability, 

and failure, to transform the traditional production and economic systems in the rural areas to 

forge a mode of production which facilitates a transformation from the current governance 

mechanism in these spheres (Mengisteab, 2017). In other words, the practical absence of the 

state in rural areas has only worked to reinforce traditional systems, which increasingly remain 

the “go to”, dominant, communal governance system.  

The problem with these representations of the state though, is that they adopt the Weberian 

state-centric perspective, viewing the state through the optic of territorial control. The World 

Bank’s definition of the state clearly echoes this perspective, defining the state as “a set of 

institutions that possess the means of legitimate coercion, exercised over a defined territory and its 

population, referred to as a society” (World Bank, 1997a, p. 20). Territory is conceptualised as an 

institutionally bordered space governed by the state, which is politically, socially, and economically 

homogenous. The state is implicitly defined by its “verticality” – its position above society – and 

its “encompassment” – its ability to radiate power outwards to the limits of its territorial boundaries. 
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Places such as Equatoria or Imatong state, where the state has had historically limited capacity 

to exert its verticality and encompassment, are adjudged as “ungoverned spaces” (Marsden, 

2017; Ojo, 2020). In other words, places where the state is “fragile” or “failing” are typically 

presented as dangerous spaces; anomalous spaces of criminality, insecurity, and violence, 

where the social contract between state and population has broken down. However, the case of 

Lopit presented in this chapter highlights a process that is much more about socio-political and 

economic exclusions than it is to do with the World Bank’s (1997) or Mengisteab’s (2017) 

view of the state.  

There has never been any historically established mechanism for state accountability or 

inclusion of population’s efforts into economic or political processes in South Sudan. As 

Duffield (2001, 2007) has long argued, the utter pillaging of the population and resources, 

including land, and chronic orchestrated violence, ought to be viewed as political and economic 

strategy, rather than as the state’s failure to forge an economic homogeneousness.   

Nevertheless, in Lopit, as among many such ethnic groups in Equatoria, interlocutors often 

highlighted the political and administrative authority over the day-to-day affairs of the 

community exercised by the ruling age-set – monyomiji – and the authority of gifted elders. 

The monyomiji system as an organising principle of society shared by all the Lotuho language-

speaking groups, including Lotuho, the Loduo, Lomiya, Dongotono, Logir, the Lango, Ohoriok 

and Lokoya (Simonse, 1993, p. 7). Simonse (1993) notes that in the last 150 years, the ruling 

age-set system of the Lotuho-speaking ethnic communities has been adapted by several groups 
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who do not speak the Lotuho language, such as the Luo-speaking Pari of Lafon, the Tenet of 

the northern Lopit mountain range42; and the Acholi people bordering the Lotuho.  

Interviews and discussions with individuals and groups from these communities indeed 

confirm that social groups and loci of authority, such as the age-set, were widely practised in 

this part of South Sudan. In addition, they highlight that the state’s strategy of perpetual neglect, 

coercion, and predation of margins such as Equatoria’s rural areas, reinforce rather than 

weakens the development and expansion of traditional governance, and the population’s 

reliance on them for protection and security.  

Interlocutors also noted that the age-set’s political power is transferred every quarter of a 

century from the older generation of monyomiji transitioning to elders’ group.  These powers 

are transferred to a younger generation by the ruling monyomiji in an initiation ceremony called 

hifira. The day-to-day running of the village, including important decision-making, is the 

responsibility of the monyomiji.  Such decisions include festivals, cultivation, community 

access and garden paths, initiation and discipline/dispute and conflict resolution, or, put 

generally, responsibility for the welfare of the community. They are even responsible for 

relationships between the community and its physical environment, but most particularly 

relationships with neighbours and the government.  

                                                 

 

 

42  Sometimes referred to as Irenge by the Lotuho speaking neighbours. 
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Like other states across the world, the government of South Sudan in its Transitional 

Constitution 2011 defined family as “…the natural and fundamental unit of society” which 

would be protected by law, seeing it as the best place to effect social change. Unfortunately 

though, governments have historically played a very limited role in the nurturing and  

protection of family  (Deng, 1984; Jok, 1998).   

There is strong evidence43 to show that the current government of South Sudan seems to be 

struggling to exert control over family as a vital administrative unit, even to provide the basic 

protection it claims to, or is expected to, offer. Instead, Leonardi has extensively documented 

how in South Sudan, the state has historically been restricted to, and relied on, negotiated access 

to local communities, particularly households, through the intermediary of traditional 

authorities, including the chiefs (Leonardi, 2015, 2013; Leonardi and Santschi, 2016).  

In most instances, as demonstrated in the following paragraphs, government appears to threaten 

the very existence of family, as opposed to boosting its chances of survival. The government 

has had to negotiate access to households, the smallest administrative unit in society, with the 

traditional sociocultural institutions that have historically been responsible for its welfare and 

development (Leonardi, 2015, 2013, 2007; Pendle, 2015, 2020). For instance, in an interview 

in Palabek Settlement, Lamwo District, with a male Acholi in his mid to late twenties who had 

                                                 

 

 

43 For example, mass population displacement and violence targeting families and communities. 
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earlier escaped the violence and conflict in Pajok in South Sudan, the interviewee pointed out 

that  

“…as for the government army, before we ran away from recent violence and conflict 

to Uganda, in Central Magwi, where my community comes from, government soldiers 

were perceived as a threat to the community, rather than a source of protection and 

hope. Whenever they went to the market, they would always get drunk and later pick 

fights with the local community which would sometimes lead to loss of lives. Then our 

local leaders discussed and demanded the soldiers be evacuated from our community, 

and this was done.” 

This was not an issue for Magwi alone; interlocutors repeatedly noted that across communities, 

the local population had always known that the provision of effective community security and 

safety was a responsibility they entrusted to their own youths (age-set)44, rather than to the state. 

Most local populations in rural areas were overtly opposed to having SPLA soldiers living in 

their communities, due to their violence and their habit of forcefully taking food items and 

livestock.  

But after the December 2013 outbreak of civil war, the government, taking advantage of the 

situation, sent the army back to villages in Magwi, claiming that there were rebel groups in the 

area. According to participants in Palabek Settlement, Lamwo District, the government’s 

position was that the military deployment in Magwi was non-negotiable, on the pretext of 

ensuring the security and safety of the population in the area. However, this was an area of 

                                                 

 

 

44 As part of the traditional sociocultural governance system. 
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constructive social relationships that the state/government had historically had very limited 

experience of, if any at all.  As a participant who looked to be in his 50s, during one of the 

discussions in Palabek settlement in Lamwo District in February 2017 put it, 

“…once the army arrived, first, they started by forcefully taking our animals and 

foodstuff for their feeding; then they began raping our women and daughters. This was 

so difficult for our community to comprehend, let alone watch. It was like they did not 

know what they were actually supposed to do, worse still, this time around, all this was 

happening with sober minds and not under the influence of alcohol.” 

This research participant's account highlights that while power in post-independence South 

Sudan had mostly changed hands from a predominantly NCP political and military elite in 

Khartoum to SPLM/A elites in Juba, the characteristics and actions of the state were virtually 

indistinguishable from those of pre-independence South Sudan. In other words, in the eyes of 

the South Sudanese local population, the South Sudanese state was merely “an old wine, 

repackaged in a new bottle and branding.”  

The local population’s response to the South Sudanese government and rebel armies’ violence 

was to turn to their historical coping strategy of mobility: people fled their homes and villages 

in search of safety and protection. This is one area where this research locates contrasting 

visions and ideas/expectations of the state between what local people expect of their 

government, and what political and military elites deliver on the ground, which of course has 

implications for state-making. 

But as communities are forced to operate and navigate between the two spheres in their daily 

lives (Da Costa, 2017),  the two systems represent separate socio-economic spaces with 

fundamental contradictions. Yet the processes of state construction in South Sudan since the 

signing of the CPA in 2005 have been primarily driven by a perspective John Agnew (1994) has 
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long described as the “territorial trap’”, based on three key assumptions: first, the assumption that 

the state wields sovereignty over the entirety of its territorial jurisdiction, including all political and 

economic processes that take place within this territory.  

Second, the assumption that social, political and economic life can be clearly delineated into 

“domestic” and “international” spheres; and third, the assumption that the state is the 

“container” of society, and that economies, societies and polities are bounded by the 

cartographic lines which mark a state’s territory. However, as pointed out in Chapter 1, this 

conceptualisation of boundary and territory does not sync with the South Sudanese local 

context, and is a far cry from reflecting the population’s everyday understanding and 

experience of territory and space.  

The greatest source of intercommunal, inter- group conflict and community-state confrontation 

in most countries of Sub-Saharan Africa is said to arise in relation to property rights and 

resource distribution. That is, between customary land tenure systems in rural areas and the 

private land tenure systems advanced in the modern capitalist sector (Cormack, 2014; 

Hopwood, 2017; Leonardi and Santschi, 2016; Pendle, 2017). Scholars point out that 

institutional coherence promotes, and drives societies towards order, while discord, by giving 

different signals about appropriate social interactions and behaviour, tends to drive 

sociocultural institutions towards chaos (Khan, 2010, 2000b, 1995; Mengisteab and Hagg, 

2017). 

The materials presented in this chapter contributes to highlighting Agnew's (1994) argument 

that the “territorial trap” renders invisible the multiplicity of actors and social forces beyond 

and below formal state institutions which shape how territory and space are produced and 

imagined. As Lopit communities demonstrate, the construction of authority over space emerges 

out of both “intentional territorial strategies” directed by the state through its perpetual 
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coercion, neglect and predation, and an array of forces which may seek to “contest, challenge 

and transgress” these strategies (Novak, 2011, p. 747). We must understand that territory is 

both “the expression of state-centred spatial orders”, but also, “simultaneously, the product of, 

and resources for, individuals, organisations and social groups whose discourses and practices 

are organised across non-state centred scales” (Novak, 2011, pp. 742–743). 

3.3 The Structure of Traditional Sociocultural Systems in Lopit 

The cultural chiefs or ritual lords are responsible for the welfare of the village and its 

inhabitants, public order within the village, the protection of the fields and the planted crops, 

as well as defence against dangers from the wilderness (Grüb, 1992, p. 121). Interlocutors 

highlight that the clan is run by the council of elders, headed by “monye no fidir/Lahitok no 

fidir’’, translated as “father of the land” or landlord in Dongotono. In contrast to monyomiji 

who draw their authority from their claim of legislative, executive, and judicial powers, as well 

as the enforcement of decisions,45 monye no fidir, or the ritual lords’ authority, is derived from 

their descent from their forefathers and ancestors.  

The council of elders is said to draw their authority from a combination of their vast knowledge, 

accumulated through years of life experience, command over resources, and their claim of 

closeness to their ancestors by virtue of their advanced age (Deng, 1984).   The research 

                                                 

 

 

45  Monyomiji are said to retain the right to use physical force and coercion, while the council of 

elders retains the right to use spiritual and invisible force. 
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participants also grouped ritual lords as belonging to some form of gerontocracy – embodied 

in a clan structure which is a representation of a system founded and based on territoriality.  

These leaders are bound to the village and the land for which they are responsible, and only 

show interest comparable to officeholders of similar position in the neighbouring areas.   The 

rainmaker, land and garden lords have their roles and duties clearly defined – as the 

interlocutors in this case explained - and are independent from each other, although playing 

complementary interlocking roles in the council of elders. Their primary goal is to utilise their 

special abilities to advance the common welfare of the community within their territory by 

employing their strength to influence the external world, believed to be alien to humans.  

A portrait of South Sudan presented by earlier scholars such as Johnson (2011, p. 13) seems to 

attribute variation in South Sudanese traditional sociocultural governance systems to physical 

geography and social mobility. For instance, the more traditionally agro-pastoral groups in the 

clay plains are presented as mobile throughout the year, while those in the greater Equatoria 

regions in the southernmost parts of South Sudan are shown as relatively immobile, hence the 

reason for a more developed bureaucratic system than in the pastoralist societies.  

Recent experience and empirical evidence coming from South Sudan, as documented in the 

work of Da Costa (2017) in the Murle community, Cormack (2014) in Gogrial State, and 

Leonardi (2007), looking at the position occupied by youths in South Sudan, challenge existing 

scholarship attempting to explain variation in traditional sociocultural relationships from the 

perspective of the colonial state. These scholars highlight that decades of civil war in the 

country have had tremendous implications for the population, particularly influencing how 

civil war and communal violence-driven displacement in recent decades have resulted in 

adaptations of understanding of “space” that do not sync with outsiders’ conceptualization of 

space.  
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Mobility as a coping mechanism seems more central to, and better suited for, understanding 

people’s everyday reality than it has ever been. Throughout the year, at different times and in 

different periods, villages and places disappear and emerge, shrink and move, making it almost 

impossible to make sense of any community's everyday lives by focusing on a specific 

place/site. Da Costa (2017, p. 57) perfectly captures this situation by arguing that in Murleland, 

people’s routines and everyday lives were characterised by regular movement between 

locations for safety, work, education, family ties, and other reasons.  

This experience and understanding of life, community and village are  specific not only to the 

Murle people of Boma (Da Costa, 2017), or the people of Gogrial State (Cormack, 2014), nor 

are they confined to specific sections of the population, such as youths (Leonardi, 2007). 

Rather, this understanding can be plotted among different communities and sections of the 

population across the country. As people abandon their villages and homes in search of safer 

and more secure ones, they do not leave their sociocultural norms and practices behind.  

For instance, Figure 6 below is a picture of a community in the village of Hiyahi in Lopit 

during ikanga celebration in 2015. Ikanga is a festival performed by communities across Lopit 

every year at the end of the harvest to celebrate the harvest as well as offer sacrifices to appease 

the gods and their ancestors. As interlocutors described the Hiyahi people are an agrarian 

community whose economy is based on producing and maintaining crops and farmland, 

heavily reliant on very rudimentary technologies and basic farm tools such as hand hoes, 

machetes, and axes.  

Outputs from such modes of production are rarely enough to sustain a household throughout 

the year until their next harvest. Consequently, households who choose to go alone most often 

experience persistent and recurrent food insecurity, mostly between planting and harvesting 

periods, participants said. To overcome food insufficiency in Hiyahi village, the community is 



140 | P a g e  

said to rely on the sociocultural institutions of the age-set to mobilise and pull together labour 

resources in the form of communal cultivation.  

Figure 6:  Members of Hiyahi village in Lopit in Imatong State, South Sudan, 

performing the ikanga dance in a courtyard in Lopit.  

 
Source: Picture taken by Apari Albino (2015). 

As participants explained, in community cultivation, the whole community workforce takes 

turns working on one single household’s garden or farm, completing it in a single day before 

moving on to the next household, under the leadership of monyomiji.  This process is said to 

happen throughout the different stages of production, from ground clearing, sowing/plantation, 

weeding to harvesting. At the end of year’s harvest, as shown in Error! Reference source not f

ound. above, communities in Hiyahi come together in celebration of the fruits and the success 

of their hard work during the ikanga festival. Ikanga is a festival to give thanks to the gods and 
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their ancestors for their favours, and the blessing of a good harvest. It is also performed to 

reinforce as well as establish social cohesion.   

However, in July 2016, Riek Machar abandoned the TGoNU, leading to the resumption of 

fighting across the country; he was subsequently forced to flee South Sudan, crossing into the 

DRC before later settling in the Republic of South Africa. As the security situation was 

exacerbated, communities across Greater Equatoria province, like in most other regions of the 

country including Hiyahi, were forced to flee their homes in search of safety and protection.  

As some sought safety locally in internally displaced peoples’ (IDP) and UN protection camps, 

others sought refuge across their national border in Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda, Sudan and the 

DRC, or the Central African Republic.  

The majority of the community pictured in Error! Reference source not found. above moved a

cross the Kenyan border into Kalobeyei refugee settlement46  (see Error! Reference source 

not found. below) and Kakuma in Northern Kenya. Others crossed into Northern Uganda, 

settling in Palabek in Lamwo and Palorinya in Adjumani Districts respectively, where they 

remain even as I submit this thesis.  

Figure 7: A panoramic view of the Kalobeyei Settlement, located about 20 kilometres 

outside Kakuma refugee camp in Northern Kenya, occupied by South 

Sudanese displaced by the current conflict in the country.  

                                                 

 

 

46  In June 2015, the Turkana County Government, at the request of the Central Government, 

allocated a site near the Kalobeyei Township, situated about 40km northwest of Kakuma, and 

measuring 15 square kilometres. 
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Source: UNHCR Kenya: Kalobeyei Settlement (UNHCR, 2018). 

As these displaced communities settled in their new and unfamiliar territories like Kalobeyei, 

Kakuma or Palabek, their new places of displacement did not have the same kinds of physical 

environmental characteristics as their places of origin.  For example, Error! Reference source n

ot found. shows contrasting physical characteristics when compared to Figure 6 as the kinds 

of materials used in the refugee settlement are completely different from the homestead. Nor 

does it have the imposing Lopit hills with which, many in this part of the country associated 

their identity. Nonetheless, these displaced people have still managed to recreate their 

community’s traditional sociocultural practices and the governance mechanism relevant for 

their survival and made places like Kalobeyei or Palabek their new, hopefully temporal, home. 

This dissertation’s intention is not to present the sociocultural practices of the local population 

in this part of South Sudan as rigid and never changing, even when communities are displaced 

from their traditional homes. It is true, as recent evidence shows, that government-driven 

conflict and displacement increase population reliance on traditional mechanisms of support 

and governance. Indeed, what accompanies the change in the physical environment during 

displacement is also change in economic systems, opportunities and calculations, and in modes 

of production. For instance, as opposed to reliance on agrarian production, as was the case in 
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Lopit and other places of origin in South Sudan, recently displaced communities now find 

themselves forced into heavily relying on humanitarian relief from the UN and NGOs as the 

sole source of their livelihoods. 

This means those sociocultural practices and institutions that were designed to be most relevant 

for survival in their places of origin, such as Lopit, are now made irrelevant, because they are 

less suited for coping in the context of the new settlement. One example of this is the Lopit 

community’s practice of communal cultivation, in which monyomiji mobilised members to pull 

together to boost productivity and ensure food security among the wider community. Success 

was then celebrated communally at the end of year’s harvest in a festival locally referred to as 

ikanga. 

Another example of a sociocultural practice that the community displaced from Hiyahi village 

in Lopit have managed to re-create in their place of displacement in Kalobeyei is the practice 

and institution of mediation, reconciliation and dispute/conflict resolution, as depicted in 

Figure 8 below. In the picture on the right, a man and a woman are seen standing back-to-back 

as two elders tie a goat's intestines round them in a ritualised ceremony having committed 

incest. As will be further discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to Dinka communities, incest in 

most communities in South Sudan is the cause of big family and community scandal. It has the 

potential to cause extreme chaos and conflict, and ruin relationships within and between 

families and communities. In such events, the traditional institutional mechanism for dispute 

and conflict resolution is expected to step in to de-escalate the situation and bring unity. This 

is what is depicted in Error! Reference source not found. below. 

Error! Reference source not found. below shows two people found to have committed incest. A

 grave offence correctable only with the blood of a four-legged animal, preferably a goat or 

bull. As elderly participants explained during a group discussion, the animal for the procedure 
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is provided by the male offender due to their belief that men are the ones who initiate such 

relationships and must take responsibility. As seen in the picture, once a goat is presented to 

the elders, its stomach is cut while the goat is alive,47 and the stomach contents are removed 

for the ritual. To rinse the two offenders of their offence, blood is poured on the ground between 

them. The small intestine is wrapped around their waist, and the stomach content is sprinkled 

on the house/place where an act of incest occurred. Participants also noted that meat from the 

ritual animal is not cooked but roasted and consumed only by the group of elders conducting 

the ceremony.  

This practice of recreating sociocultural practices in place of displacement is not unique to the 

Hiyahi people of Lopit in displacement in Northern Kenya. O’Byrne (2021) describes how 

“refugee-background South Sudanese Acholi attempt to (re)produce customary marriages in 

New Zealand.” In addition, O’Byrne notes that customary marriage transactions involved do 

help generate and maintain some sense of “belonging” among refugees (O’Byrne, 2021). 

So rather than traditional communal sociocultural practices and governance mechanisms 

reflecting a rigid institutional set-up, the example of Lopit presented in this chapter 

demonstrates that through a process of selective adaptation, whilst still relying almost entirely 

                                                 

 

 

47 Elders also noted that the goat must not scream or make any noise during the process otherwise it is 

a sign of bad omen  
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on traditional support mechanisms, displaced populations select and re-create those 

sociocultural practices and governance mechanisms most relevant for ensuring their survival.  

In an interview with an elderly man who appeared to be in his late 50s to early 60s, in Palabek 

refugee settlement in Lamwo District, he observed with great passion and pride that,  

“…our culture is our identity; it is beautiful and graceful and as long as we live, no 

matter where or how we live, it is our responsibility to keep reminding and teaching our 

children to know and understand who they truly are; that our culture remains in place 

and relevant without missing a single point” 48 

Whilst violence and conflict-driven displacement of communities imposes drastic sociocultural 

and economic changes and adjustments in people’s everyday lives, the practice of creating and 

re-creating aspects of sociocultural and socio-economic systems that are vital in ensuring that 

people cope also helps preserve these important sociocultural systems long after the crisis.   

  

                                                 

 

 

48  Interview with an elderly man in Palabek settlement, Lamwo District 22 February 2019 

(Interview_MA_29_2202219). 
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Figure 8:  Members of the Lopit community performing a ritual as part of their 

traditional communal peace-making and conflict resolution mechanisms in 

Kalobeyei Settlement, Northern Kenya. 

Source: Picture taken by Apari Albino, Kalobeyei Settlement, (August 2018)49  

                                                 

 

 

49  Picture on the left was cropped to protect the children who were gathered to watch the goat being 

cut.  



147 | P a g e  

3.3.1 Age and Age Set  

As most participants pointed out during this fieldwork, the material culture in Lopit is largely 

very similar across ethnic groups in Equatoria. For example, the age-set social system of 

stratification assigns members of the community into different age groups, from childhood, 

boy/girlhood, the ruling set, to elders. The research locations, and the methodology employed 

make it difficult to highlight explicitly, or even explain, the differences among communities in 

terms of structure and performance.  

What remains a uniting factor, though, among most ethnic groups in Equatoria is the social 

age-set and its influence in everyday lives. A person’s age determines their opportunities for 

growth and development, both in social and economic sphere. Earlier commentaries have 

pointed out primarily the local population’s social organisation into age-sets as militarily driven 

(Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998a; Simonse, 1992, 1993). Whilst it is true that the nature of social 

organisation reflects within it a strong protection component, it cuts across all aspects of life 

for these people, including presenting the platform fundamental for growth and development 

for individuals and  groups (Grüb, 1992, p. 129).  

The implication of reducing the role of the social age-set to merely a political or military or 

violence role reflects a misunderstanding of this system and its influence in people's lives, and 

may, unintentionally or otherwise, overlook its importance for attaining sustainable peace and 

development in the country. Social age-set is important because it is decisive for marriage, for 

one’s own household and homestead, and for participation in decision-making at all levels in 

the village, as well as forging and maintaining inter-village alliances.  

This chapter situates monyomiji at the heart of the socio-economic systems of the rural areas, 

driving and facilitating production and the utilisation, and distribution of resources, as well as 
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protecting property rights. Grüb (1992, p. 129) captured aspects and relevance of age-set 

organisation, arguing that: 

“…the social system is basically egalitarian; the possession of wealth by certain 

individuals does not confirm any political power on them…. Latuka society is 

structured by an age-set system which allocates social and political roles, dividing the 

male population into well-defined strata.”  

Grüb, like others, appears to concentrate on the political and coercive aspect of these 

sociocultural organisations, paying little attention to their productive and constructive aspects 

which in essence helps normalise and institutionalise violence and coercion.  However, age-set 

to these communities exceed political and coercive responsibilities, encompassing 

sociocultural, relational, and economic perspectives that signifying a fundamental preference 

for the survival of communal life and lives over individual ideas of right, wrong, ownership 

and responsibilities. 

In addition, existing literature on the role and importance of social age-set for women after 

marriage seems to raise more questions than answers, and is insufficient to describe the 

significant roles age-sets play for women throughout their lives, regardless of marital status. 

Considering the historical difficulties most researchers face in accessing women as research 

participants in South Sudan, does Grüb’s (1992) representation of women in traditional 

sociocultural systems in Equatoria fall short in analytical terms?  

Interviews with interlocutors from and around Lopit reveal that earlier scholars' perceptions of 

women’s position within the sociocultural systems in Eastern Equatoria might not necessarily 

be inaccurate. Rather, they might reflect the transformation these sociocultural institutional 

systems have undergone since these observations were made in the 1980s and early 1990s, as 

mobility took centre-stage in every coping calculation.  
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For instance, there appears to have been an element of overly positive presentation of women 

and their participation in the performative aspect of everyday communal governance by 

research participants, particularly those in and around Kampala. As noted in the methodology 

chapter (Chapter 2) regarding my struggles to engage female South Sudanese in displacement 

in Uganda to participate in this research project, the positive representation of women seemed 

to contradict my own experience. During my fieldwork, I found it difficult to find and engage 

with most female South Sudanese, due to what seemed to me to be unexplained fear. I could 

not of course ask the women why they were declining to participate, especially since my 

consent form offered them the freedom to withdraw at any point during the interview should 

they wish.  

After a dozen of women declined, or showed up only to withdraw after I had finished reading 

the consent form to them, I was beginning to doubt the positive representation of women 

emerging from my interviews and interactions with the men, particularly in Kampala. 

However, just as I was approaching the end of my first round of fieldwork in Uganda at the 

end of November 2018, I attended the country’s two-day national dialogue consultative 

meeting with refugees and diaspora in Kampala. The picture that unfolded during those two 

days left me perplexed and puzzled, for the women’s performance in the dialogue contradicted 

that coming out of the interviews. 

As shown in Table 2 in Chapter 2, the summary of the composition of the national dialogue 

consultative meetings with South Sudanese refugees and the diaspora community in Kampala 

indicates that there were far more women attendees than their male counterparts. What I 

witnessed in the grand conference hall of the Grand Imperial Hotel in Kampala over two days 

were women who were as outspoken, vocal, eloquent, and articulate as the men in the room – 

even more so.  Consequently, I had to revisit my earlier hypothesis, and the conclusion I had 
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drawn from women’s reluctance to participate in my research, and question the contrasting 

picture I was getting. 

As I watched this performance in the national dialogue meeting, it was clear to me that these 

women were not refusing to talk to me because they did not have the information I was seeking. 

I could see that, given the right environment or platform, as the UNDP-funded and -facilitated 

national dialogue offered, these women held very strong opinions, understood the issues, and 

presented them in a very articulate and calculated manner. In this process of reflection, I 

questioned my approach – whether I was the reason for the poor representation of women in 

my research.  

After revisiting my processes, including methodology, and examining the materials I had 

collected upon my return to London after my first round of fieldwork, two important 

explanations emerged, which illuminated both the reasons for the positive presentation of 

women by interlocutors, and the contradictory pictures women presented in the national 

dialogue and in my research.  

Regarding the positive presentation of women, I realised that the majority of my interlocutors 

during the first round of fieldwork were interviewed in and around Kampala, and had a higher 

than average South Sudanese level of education. In addition, they were wealthy, or had access 

to financial resources enough to sustain their stay in urban places like Kampala without needing 

humanitarian support from the UNHCR or the NGOs responding to the refugee crisis in 

Uganda.  The majority either had completed or were still pursuing university degrees. It is 

therefore possible, given their awareness of international debates about women’s rights and 

participation in governance policy debates, that the picture they presented of women could be 

influenced by this knowledge. It is likely that this picture does not reflect the realities of women 
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in, say, Imatong State in Eastern Equatoria, or in the refugee settlement in the North. It is, 

rather, a representation of what they want to present to the outside world. 

Alternatively, the few public services still available to the local population were predominantly 

provided by international humanitarian organisations and faith-based organisations. It is no 

secret that these humanitarian organisations attach conditionality to these services and goods, 

such as women's representation and participation in communal governance and decision-

making, improvement in the respect accorded to women, and promotion of women’s rights and 

access to property and resources. These are components of the “good governance agenda”, or 

what is now known as the “sustainable development goals”, a development from the 

“millennium development goals.” Consequently, after several years of experience and 

interaction with INGOs, it is most likely that interlocutors have adopted, and present, a 

narrative that fits the NGOs' interests rather than giving a true reflection of their circumstances 

on the ground.  

Nonetheless, these explanations still did not account for the contradictory picture posed by 

women’s performance in the national dialogue, and the persistent refusal of women to 

participate in this research. The explanation came when I turned my attention to analysing the 

materials I had gathered through a political economy of conflict- affected population lens. 

Between when the CPA was signed in 2005 and when South Sudan degenerated into civil war 

in 2013, the socio-economic system attributed to rural communities, the majority of whom are 

now in places of displacement, either internally in IDP and UN protection camps or as refugees, 

was built around subsistence farming or agro-pastoralism.  

These communities, despite their rural economic system, were still to some extent integrated 

into and relied on access to the formal capitalist economic systems/market systems of the urban 

centres, for both the sale of their surplus and access to agricultural inputs, including veterinary 
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medicines (Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 2004, 1998). However, conflicts and civil war, such as that 

experienced by South Sudan since December 2013, led to breakdown in these linkages, and 

with it the collapse of the rural economic system (Cormack, 2014; Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 

2004, 1998; Pendle, 2017; Pendle and Anei, 2018).   

But because women shoulder a much bigger proportion of production responsibilities in the 

subsistence economy of the rural areas across the Sub-Saharan African region more broadly, 

(Bimeny, 2019a; Jok, 1998; UWONET, 2011),  breakdown and poor performance in the rural 

socio-economic system also impacts women disproportionately (Bimeny, 2019b; World Bank, 

2011). An improvement in peace and stability, as was the case during the transition period of 

the CPA, leads to improvement in the socio-economic system and a corresponding 

improvement in women’s condition and position (Hutchinson and Jok, 2002; Jok, 1998).  

To relate how the collapse of the socio-economic system in the rural areas translated into the 

contradictions in women’s behaviour during my fieldwork, I presented the picture I was seeing 

to my team of research assistants. The discussions that followed revealed that the contrasting 

performances of women in my research and in the national dialogue meeting in Kampala were 

to a great extent reflective of the ways in which the wartime information economy functioned 

and were linked to displaced peoples’ coping strategies (Goodhand, 2000).  

Following earlier literature on South Sudanese women and their participation in social and 

communal life in the 1980s and early 90s (Deng, 1984; Grüb, 1992; Hutchinson and Jok, 2002; 

Jok, 2004, 1998), the discussion also highlighted an evolution of women's roles since the 1980s. 

These changes mirrored the evolution of the kinds of both violence and protection experienced 

by women in the country: that is to say, informal coping mechanisms at local level have been 

compromised by the extreme insecurity experienced by the population. To cope, families who 

are living in different places try nonetheless to support each other, and, of course, formal space 
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has been opened for a minority of educated or wealthier women to make a significant 

contribution to the dialogue, but they are not representative of the experiences of rural women.  

For instance, it emerged that for both urban dwelling refugees and those in the refugee 

settlements in Northern Uganda, as Government of Uganda and UNHCR statistics indicate, the 

majority of the refugee population displaced from South Sudan are women and children. My 

interlocutors pointed out that this disparity between the population of women and men in the 

refugee community was partly because most of the men, even though they were husbands and 

fathers, remained in South Sudan fighting in the different conflicts across the country.  Other 

men simply remained to make money through opportunistic activities or to protect their assets, 

such as animals. 

These men were sending financial support to their families, including for the education of their 

children.  The women however, upon arrival, are reported in the majority to have registered 

their men as either dead in the conflict or unaccounted for, in order to access humanitarian 

assistance from the UNHCR and the GoU, one aid worker said. The information economy 

comes in to play in that, as financial support and other supplies flow from the men in South 

Sudan to the displaced population in Uganda or vice-versa, most of these women together with 

those involved therefore see speaking to strangers like me as an unnecessary risk. In some 

cases, these women are barred from private conversation with researchers and journalists. Even 
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where such restrictions were not explicitly given to women,50 there seems to be a general 

wariness amongst women to engage in any kind of discussion such as this research hoped for, 

for fear of accidentally giving up vital information that might compromise their coping 

strategies.  

In the methodology section of this thesis, I mentioned that what I present in this thesis is a 

personal reflection on how being born and growing up during violent conflict in northern 

Uganda, and the region more broadly, affected my own perception and calculation of risks and 

security as a researcher. In addition, it reflects my own assessment of the protection at my 

disposal during my fieldwork. These personal experiences of the civil war between the GoU 

and the LRA offered a source of protection that white western researchers researching similar 

contexts could not possibly have, due to the simple fact that they do not have this background 

and have not had similar experiences. 

Certainly, this very positional as a researcher from Uganda researching South Sudan also 

presented a security threat to the local South Sudanese interlocutors, in a way that would not 

happen with a foreign or western researcher.  For instance, during my fieldwork in Northern 

Uganda, the Ugandan government and the UNHCR were concerned that different rebel groups, 

as well as the SPLA, were recruiting and training fighters in the refugee settlements.51 There 

                                                 

 

 

50   By their husbands back in South Sudan or other male relatives involved. 
51   This practice has long been attributed to the SPLA, especially during the early 1990s in refugee 

camps in western Ethiopia, and is well documented in the existing literature. 
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was therefore a heavy presence of GoU military and security in the refugee settlements, which 

raised both fear and trust issues for the refugee communities in the settlements.  

One area that the Ugandan government’s heavy presence in the settlements threatened was the 

information economy, and the support networks flowing between men in South Sudan and 

people in the refugee settlements. My interlocutors, and women who were engaged in this 

information economy as a coping strategy, found it difficult to disassociate my Ugandan 

heritage from the possibility of my being linked to the GoU and the UNHCR. They saw 

speaking to me as risking exposing their vital survival mechanisms. This affected mostly those 

in the refugee settlements, as governments’ security presence was mostly concentrated in the 

settlements; it was less of a problem for privileged self-settled refugees in the urban areas. 

At the same time, a section of my interlocutors who worked in the refugee settlements with 

humanitarian-development organisations raised concerns over what they saw as malpractice by 

the UNHCR and the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), Uganda. Interlocutors were 

concerned that the OPM and UNHCR were inflating refugee numbers, side-lining local host 

communities and some NGOs, and mishandling contracts for their own benefit, an issue that 

by the end of my fieldwork had exploded into a full-blown scandal (Ogeno and O’Byrne, 2018; 

Okiror, 2018).  Viewed from this perspective, the heavy security and government presence in 

refugee settlements during my fieldwork period was not to deal with suspected nightly rebel 

recruitment and training activities per se, but a move towards protecting their own wartime 

information economy. 

As Goodhand (2000, p. 8) notes, “…researchers are part of these information economy and 

should realise that research necessarily involves making political and ethical choices about 

which voices are heard and whose knowledge counts.” My presence in the settlement as a 

researcher from a western academic institution presented as direct a threat to this information 
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economy as a western researcher and journalist might have, or even greater. Greater in the 

sense that my background as a Ugandan researcher and my ability to blend well with the local 

population offered the potential to unearth even the most protected of information. Indeed, 

upon my return to London, when I presented the situation I encountered in the refugee 

settlements in Northern Uganda to my research supervisor, her immediate response was to 

suggest a written paper or blog article highlighting these issues.  

Although this would have been the first article raising awareness of the authorities’ failures 

and malpractice at the time, my own experience and perception of risks and security as a 

researcher coming from the same locality as my research; and the security risk to my immediate 

family in Uganda, forced me to remain silent. Nevertheless, these issues did not take long to 

emerge prominently in the public and international domain, as several inquiries highlighted 

scandalous behaviour by government and UNHCR officials (Ogeno and O’Byrne, 2018). One 

source in mid-2018 for instance, reported that refugee numbers were exaggerated by up to 

300,000 in Uganda (Okiror, 2018). 

During an interview in Kampala in October 2017, a young South Sudanese in his 20s from 

Magwi, whilst discussing changes in his community resulting from the current conflict, argued 

that:  

“…for me the biggest change since the CPA is that, up until 2013, there was that sense 

of security whereby the local community in my area. Like others across the country, 

were free to move as they pleased. But when war broke out, it hindered development, 

particularly in the agriculture sector. I tell you, in my area, the local farmers used to 

harvest their crops and take them to Juba for sale, but when war broke out, people even 

feared going to cultivate, never mind taking their produce from Magwi to the urban 

market in Juba.”  



157 | P a g e  

As Table 4 shows, an estimated 80 per cent of the population resides in the rural areas and, 

like the people quoted above, depends solely on the constructive aspects of rural sociocultural 

institutions and economic systems. As a way of coping with occasional disturbances in the rural 

areas’ economic systems, the local population deployed mobility, moving between the rural 

and urban spheres. And between communities, as a way of coping.  The 2013 civil war brought 

changes in the dynamics of this exercise and its meaning, and in the forms of violence. These 

intensified and accelerated social changes, impeding the ability of the population in rural areas 

to navigate between countryside and town. 

As earlier highlighted, these changes also reflect the evolution of the various forms of 

violence/protection experienced by these populations in the country. For instance, at local level, 

as people are displaced by extreme insecurity. They are often separated and forced to live in 

different places, even as they try to support each other to increase their chances of survival. 

However, this has opened formal spaces for a minority of the population, privileged and 

wealthy, including the women whose voices made a significant contribution to the national 

dialogue in Kampala.  

Contrast this to similar dialogue meetings held in the refugee settlements, where there was 

lesser representation of women.  It was clear that the performance of women in the national 

dialogue in Kampala was not representative of women in the rural areas. This reflects the 

difference in the experience of security and insecurity between urban-dwelling-self-settled 

refugees, those in the government settlements, and their family members in South Sudan or in 

other parts of the continent and abroad. The communities in Lopit and their stories demonstrate 

that in a state with such limited capacity as South Sudan, the services provided by sociocultural 

institutions are, in most cases, the only services available to the communities.  
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3.3.2 Transitioning from Boyhood to Manhood (Inyorhalu to Monyomiji) 

Table 5:  Age-Set System of Social Classification  

Classification Age Set in years Traditional Name 

Small child 2 – 3  

Child   3 – 13  

Boyhood  14 – 24 Inyorhalu 

Girlhood  14 – 24 Hodwo [plural] (Hodwoti [singular]) 

Manhood  25 – 60 Monyomiji [plural] (monyemiji) 

[singular] 

Womanhood 25 – 40 ngoruo (ngoruoi) 

Elders (Male/Female)  40 and above eittoli 

Source: Developed based on field interviews conducted in 2017/2018.52 

As for the age-set system in Lopit, until the age of 14 when children transition into boys 

(Inyorhalu) or girls (Hodwo), children are primarily under the guidance of their own parents 

and immediate family members. Interlocutors also described that during this stage, children 

learn to speak, sit and walk; they learn how to handle themselves, deal with most household 

hazards like fire, and develop the qualities of a socially correct member of society. In addition, 

they learn what it is to be generous and obedient and to share food and other personal items 

with others.  

Between the ages of 8 and 13, though, gender differences emerge more prominently. Girls 

spend more time helping and learning from the female members of their immediate and 

extended family, performing basic household duties. Boys on the other hand, under the 

                                                 

 

 

52  The social structure is very similar to that which was developed by Andreas Grüb (1992) in his 

book, The Lotuho of the southern Sudan: an ethnological monograph. 
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guidance of elder brothers and immediate male family members, participate in the herding of 

animals, and fetch firewood for the evening fireplace.  

From about 14 to 20 years, children become either boys or girls (inyorhalu or hodwo). It is in 

this age-set that young persons are trained and brought up to become responsible members of 

the village before they graduate through an initiation process into the next age-set, the ruling 

age-set, called monyomiji for inyorhalu and ngoruo for hodwo respectively.  

Inyorhalu members must undergo several levels of scrutiny. The first process is the actual move 

from the previous age group to join the next age-set of inyorhalu. This group will go to the 

gardens of elders, and each receives a piece of wood (a pole), as evidence of service rendered 

to the council of elders/the gifted elders. The number of poles they collect from each service 

they render determines their readiness and progress.  

The sitting monyomiji have the responsibility to train the inyorhalu. For instance, they may 

organise a big communal cultivation where the inyorhalu will go and dig in the garden53 while 

the sitting monyomiji will stay at home. Sometimes they accompany the inyorhalu to the garden 

to make sure they are working. This may involve caning, to make sure they can withstand pain 

and deal with highly demanding situations or hardship. It is therefore up to the individual 

inyorhalu to decide whether to tolerate the hardship or opt out of the subgroup.  

                                                 

 

 

53  As opposed to the western understanding of garden as a tiny space for recreation, in South Sudan, 

gardens are used to refer to substantial area for subsistence farming.  
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Participants observe that each group’s performance of community work, such as farming, is 

aimed at ensuring the production of enough grain to last people until the next harvest, thus 

ensuring food security. Indeed, scholars such as Mengisteab (2017) observe that institutions 

arise out of the underlying mode of production. In rural areas like Lopit, where the socio-

economic system is organised predominantly around a peasant-based economic system, the 

mode of production relies on labour intensive technologies like handheld hoes, with very low 

outputs.  

The peasants' output is normally just enough to meet their domestic consumption. It is therefore 

only by combining labour and cooperating as a broader group that they can produce enough 

for everyone, and some surplus, to meet economic and social needs such as social events.  The 

implication for state-making and state transformation in South Sudan is that these types of 

sociocultural institutions are not likely to be easily replaceable by institutions developed under 

a different mode of production, such as the advanced capitalist economic/market system. 

Another form of training involves the execution of a specific task.  One interviewee gave this 

example: say there is an inter village meeting aimed at resolving disputes or just as a step 

towards promoting co-existence and unity among neighbouring ethnic communities. In such a 

case, the inyorhalu deliver the message or mobilise participants.  An example of a mission that 

involved monyomiji engaging inyorhalu, one interlocutor revealed during a focus group 

discussion in Palabek refugee settlement in Lamwo District in February 2018 involved the 

habo (rainmaker) of Hiyai village.  

The research participant narrated an incident in which community members accused their habo 

of colluding with a witchdoctor to bewitch the rain, since a period of drought was occurring at 

a time people expected rain. “I remember this incident very well because I was a member of 
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the group of inyorhalo at the time,” he noted with a smile.  “To make matters worse our 

neighbouring villages were receiving rain and going ahead with garden preparation,” he said.  

Another elderly interlocutor then chipped in, remarking that:  

“…you know, anything that threatens communities’ food security, such as drought, 

pest, and disease outbreaks, as well as raids from neighbouring communities, are issues 

which are particularly taken very seriously. Charged with the responsibility of the day-

to-day running of the affairs of the village, monyomiji is expected to address these issues 

swiftly, otherwise they are replaced by the age-set below them if they are deemed ready 

to assume the role or the previous ruling class is brought back.”  

Indeed Grüb (1991) noted with reference to Lotuho that the ruling age-set is always under 

pressure to perform, to ensure that the village prospers. Relationships between monyomiji, the 

three gifted elders and the council of elders more broadly are vital for the longevity of their 

rule. In the example above, the sitting monyomiji whose local name was “Rumodang,” sent a 

group of inyorhalu to arrest the habo and his wizard friend. Such missions are sometimes 

dangerous, as they are likely to end in violent confrontation, which, as participants noted, often 

results in serious injury or loss of life. However, dangerous as such missions were to the 

inyorhalu, they nonetheless constituted part of their training and preparation for the tough life 

ahead, once they were initiated into manhood.  

The inyorhalu brought the two suspects to the monyomiji where they were beaten until they 

admitted to committing the act. Matters were resolved and the people of Lopit soon received 

the rain. The community were satisfied with their monyomiji’s performance. There were songs 

composed about the incident, which people still sing to date as events deemed significant are 

recorded in songs and passed down.  

The song goes like this:  
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Arumaleya langatong  

Rumodang 

Mording – Nyebiong  

Ojningoru aromale (repeated several times)  

It says that Mording, the habo, and his wizard friend Nyebiong, when they were beaten, cried 

and farted like children. My interlocutor noted, “The song does exaggerate the situation a little 

bit”.   

3.3.3 Discipline and responsibility  

As mentioned earlier, the responsibility and duty of training the inyorhalu is solely that of the 

monyomiji. Under the guidance of elders, the inyorhalu can withstand the hardship in the 

training to prepare themselves for when they graduate to monyomiji. They will defend the 

village in case of external attack, and run its day-to-day affairs, making crucial decisions that 

affect the entire community.  

However, if they fail to graduate from inyorhalu to monyomiji, then they will not be able to go 

to the village the next day. They “will be nobody”, is the phrase often used by most interlocutors 

during interviews and discussions. This has major implications for individuals, especially in 

terms of privileges and access to and participation in the day-to-day activities of the village, 

but also for the meaning individuals and members attach to violence. They consider those who 

fail to graduate as cowards, not brave enough to conquer pain and hardship. Successful 

individuals and groups are rewarded with social, political, and economic privileges. A young 

man in an interview in Kampala in November 2017 said: 

“…if you don’t go through the initiation processes to become a man, even if you are 30 

or elderly, you will not be allowed to join in the activity of your fellow age mates who 

will have undergone initiation, for you will be chased away and discriminated against 

for not being initiated. They will call you a boy, even though you are a fully-grown 
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mature man, and all sorts of names, and you will not participate in any decision-making 

processes. This is the problem with our initiation and integration. If you have not been 

initiated and integrated, you are nobody.”54 

Participants also noted that what makes the process very hard sometimes is that there are dances 

like Ikanga55(Figure 2 above). What happens in this festival is that during the last hour, around 

5 to 6pm, the monyomiji will come and start giving the inyorhalu beatings indiscriminately as 

part of the training56. The members of the inyorhalu must not run away but must instead defend 

themselves against attack as a unit, whilst withstanding pain at an individual level. If a member 

of the inyorhalu flees from the site, leaving behind his comrades, it will end his membership 

of and association with the group.  

Terminated membership sends the member back to the level below. Yet admission into the new 

group is not guaranteed either, and could still be rejected. For example, if the terminated 

member was in the age group between 14 and 20, he would have to go and join the age-set 8 

to 13, even if he was over 20 years of age, because he would be considered too weak to fit in 

his age group. Alternatively, he could be fined heftily before being allowed to return to the 

group. The penalty can range from a goat to local brew; more recently the value of the fine is 

often converted to a money equivalent. In addition, because inyorhalu are responsible for 

                                                 

 

 

54  Interview_AA_6_08112017, Kampala 
55  Ikanga is a dance, which happens in every village once every year after the harvest. 
56  Participants observe that this is also to do with the girls, as inyorhalu are still considered boys and 

are not culturally permitted to cohort until they have become men through initiation 
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cleaning the village, maintaining the garden paths, water points and security, the culprit will be 

assigned extra workload that exceeds what others would do, as punishment.  

The garden paths are important: they are well maintained because the Lopit community plants 

all its crops in the same place and prefers to move to and from the gardens together because of 

wild animals and to make soil and pest and disease management. For a 14- to 20-year-old to 

withstand all this demanding work is not easy, and some of them give up the fight to become 

a member of monyomiji. Some of them, when they witness the hardship and see that there is 

alternative, go to a town like Torit,57 for example, and stay there until they are 19 years old or 

feel strong enough to re-join the group.  Scholars such as Grüb (1992, p.131) observe that 

members of inyorhalu sometimes choose to go back to the age-set below theirs to avoid rivalry 

or competition.  

Such an observation fails to recognise other privileges that come with each age-set. For 

instance, children (8 to 13 years) cannot participate fully in the day-to-day activities of the adult 

members of the community during the annual harvest. Instead, they spend nearly an entire day 

in the garden chasing birds and other animals from the grain and groundnut fields. It would be 

impossible for a 17- to 20-year-old to reduce himself to this age group considering the 

humiliation and the social image.  

                                                 

 

 

57  The capital of Imatong State, in Eastern Equatoria. 
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One of the participants in Palabek settlement in Lamwo pointed out that:  

“…the process of going through this initiation, especially the inyorhalu, is a very tough 

level. This is where the clan tests your manhood and your level of responsibility. But 

even within them, they also have leadership and hierarchy, they are headed by 

Nyakalano (Nyakalano is a warrior).” 

The prospect of the privileges and benefits that are unlocked by initiation, on the one hand, and 

the social damage threatened by a failed process on the other, present themselves in such an 

intimidating manner that even the least brave members of these age groups will soon gather 

enough courage to withstand the pain and hardship of the process. 

3.4 Sociocultural Institutions and their Interaction with the external environment 

In a separate story, interlocutors offered an account of an incident in 2004 in Lopit involving a 

son to an habo of the neighbouring village of Ngabori.  He and his family had migrated to 

Hiyahi village, and his parents were murdered by Ngabori people.   Unlike Hiyahi, where three 

different gifted elders occupied the three positions of rainmaker, garden lord and landlord, for 

Ngabori, the rainmaker occupied the combined position of all three roles.  

The son of the habo of Ngabori moved to Hiyahi village where he is said to have kept a low 

profile, worked very hard, and in the end accumulated for himself a lot of wealth whist 

integrating fully into the social life of the Hiyahi people. His name was Loroto, son to Iyei, the 

habo of Ngabori village who lost her husband at the hands of Ngabori people, killed for his 

failure to bring rain during a prolonged period of drought.  Ngabori people put Iyei to lead in 

place of her husband, because her son, Loroto, was much too young to run the chiefdom.  An 

interlocutor then observed that,  

“…but when they put her in the position as the rainmaker, you almost already knew 

that it is inevitable that there would be a period of no rain, and what would happen next. 
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This Ngabori people are known to be very bad people when it comes to their treatment 

of their habo. Iyei’s children were clever enough to know that it was only a matter of 

time before their mother became a victim of failed rain. If nature decided to close its 

water tap, their mother’s life would be the ultimate price.” 

Loroto and his sister, Iwereng, decided not to sit and wait for Ngabori people to decide their 

fate but sought their fate elsewhere. Therefore, he ran away from Ngabori village and settled 

in Hiyahi. Land was, and to some extent still is, not an issue to the people of Hiyahi and perhaps 

the Lopit people more generally. So many “visitors or new arrivals like Loroto have no problem 

when it comes to accessing land to settle and to become part of the community”, they noted.58 

Loroto had lived in Hiyahi village for close to 20 years by 2004; had sons who themselves had 

participated in the initiation process and had become members of inyorhalu in this village in 

2002.  

“…But somewhere in mid-2003, a period of bitter drought struck Ngabori Chiefdom, 

and Iyei failed with her ritual to bring rain to the land. As anticipated, she too 

succumbed to her death at the hands of the Ngabori people. Nearly 20 years on, what 

Loroto had foreseen and sought sanctuary from with his family in Hiyahi village had 

finally come to pass.  Loroto was now next in line for the throne of Ngabori chiefdom 

as the new habo. It was therefore only a matter of time before the Ngabori people took 

to Hiyahi village in search of their rainmaker.”   

                                                 

 

 

58   This has changed since the government split the country from the previous 10 states into 28, a 

move that many communities in Equatoria see as a move by a Dinka-dominated government to 

grab land. 
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Interlocutors noted that in Lopit, as in most monarchy-based traditional sociocultural systems 

across the country, if you are next in line to inherit the throne, wherever you are, when the time 

comes for you to assume your position and responsibilities, the people will fetch you. The 

monyomiji will organise and will bring you back and install you to lead the people. As such, in 

2004, in the build-up to the new rainy season,59 the people of Ngabori went to Hiyahi village 

to fetch their habo to be. A well-armed group of youths made their way to Hiyahi village.  

Unlike cattle-keepers, such as the Dinka in the central plains and the Toposa people in Greater 

Kapoeta, who have sophisticated firearms like AK47s and other machine guns, Ngabori youths, 

from an agrarian society, came dressed in helmets and holding shields, spears, sticks, axes, and 

machetes. While they may have seemed less sophisticated in comparison to the more superior 

weaponry at the disposal of other ethnic groups, these simple and basic farm tools should never 

be underestimated for the harm they can inflict on a population. As experiences from other 

communities in and around East and Central Africa demonstrate, these farm tools are lethal 

enough to cause terrible atrocities.  

For instance, in an unpublished essay submitted to the Department of Development Studies, 

SOAS in 2014 for examination purposes in the Violence, Conflict and Development course, to 

tackle the question of “how confident we could be in accepting claims that the world had 

                                                 

 

 

59  The rainy season runs between the months of April and November, while the dry season runs 

between November and April. 
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become and was becoming a progressively less violent place”,60 Bimeny (2014, p. 5) pointed 

out that  

“…the absence of destructive military arsenals is no guarantee against violence and 

hostilities between and within communities. During the Rwandan genocide of 1994; 

the post-election violence in Kenya of 2008; or the on-going massacres in the Central 

African Republic (CAR) since 2013; amongst other world’s deadliest violence since 

1945, the weapon of choice for killing was never a military arsenal but simple and basic 

agricultural tools like machetes, axes, or hoes”.  

What this demonstrates is that the absence of sophisticated military arsenals in the hands of a 

group of people does not necessarily reflect peaceful and non-violence co-existence.  So what 

the people of Hiyahi were faced with still posed a significant threat. The issue here is not 

whether the visit of Ngabori was or was not a threat; rather the preparedness and the level of 

organisation of the Hiyahi people to cope with external threats.   

Interlocutors described what transpired. When the Ngabori youths approached Hiyahi with all 

their arms, the drum (in Figure 6) was beaten, and inyorhalu and monyomiji gathered in the 

courtyard. Hiyahi’s monyomiji confronted the Ngabori people to understand the meaning of 

their visit to Hiyahi village. “To collect their Rainmaker”, was their response. However, after 

Loroto and his family had been living with Hiyahi people for all those years, community 

                                                 

 

 

60   An essay in response to Steven Pinker’s 2011 book entitled The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why 

Violence Has Declined, in which Pinker argues that violence has been in decline 

over millennia, and that the present is probably the most peaceful time in the history of the human 

species.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennium
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members were fully aware why Loroto had relocated: the Ngabori were renowned in the entire 

region for killing their rainmakers, and Loroto’s parents had been their victims.  In other words, 

the very people who now claimed him as their rainmaker had killed his parents: the Hiyahi 

community had been expecting this visit for several years already.  

As participants noted, traditionally, the Ngabori people would have been within their cultural 

right to take Loroto and his family back to their village, despite his having become fully 

integrated into the Hiyahi community. All his relatives, his chiefdom and inheritance were in 

Ngabori village. However, as history suggested, Loroto’s going to Ngabori would certainly 

condemn him to death. Hiyahi’s monyomiji knew that if Loroto became the next habo of 

Ngabori and there was to be a drought in the subsequent year, they would kill him. In addition, 

were they to move him, they would have had to move all his property, including the animals.   

Therefore, when the Ngabori youth arrived in Hiyahi, but found Hiyahi youth well prepared, 

threatening and better organised, Ngabori youths retreated from the village. But as the 

confrontation was taking place in the village courtyard, a group of Ngabori youth managed to 

secure the animals belonging to Loroto, were attempting to escape with the animals.  

Little did they know that Hiyahi’s monyomiji were even more tactically adept. They had 

anticipated the situation, and had laid an ambush on the path before Ngabori youth arrived in 

the village. The attacking youths tried to escape with the animals, but they ran into Hiyahi’s 

ambush, and all the animals were retrieved. An interlocutor in Palabek settlement in Lamwo 

District beamed with pride and a sense of accomplishment as he recounted the story. This was 

because, as other members of the discussion group soon revealed, all five participants were all 

members of the monyomiji in Hiyahi village, and had been heavily involved in the event.     



170 | P a g e  

Without physical and violent confrontation, but by a display of tactical and organisational 

brilliance, Hiyahi people had managed to defend themselves from an external threat of 

violence, secured their property, and restored faith in the capability of their defence system. 

The monyomiji’s argument was that they were not defending or standing in the way of the 

Ngabori kingdom and their king but rather were defending Hiyahi property and the sovereignty 

of its territory. While the Hiyahi’s and Ngabori’s monyomiji were having this confrontation, 

Loroto ran to the police and presented his case, including how the Ngabori people had killed 

his parents and relatives. The police offered him and his family the protection of the state.  

One of the interlocutors expressed his confusion with the selective way the state institution 

(police and the office of the Boma Chief) had handled the two incidents described in this 

chapter: that is, the incident involving Loroto, the Ngabori people and Rumodan61, on the one 

hand, and that involving Nebiong, Mording and Rumodan on the other. His position was that 

while there is a visible level of contradiction between the traditional and formal ways of 

providing protection to the people, the contrasting ways the state handled the two incidents 

highlighted confusion and lack of consistency on the part of the government.  

The law of the land provides for the protection of someone who feels threatened, yet in the case 

of Mording and Nebiong and their unlawful treatment by the Rumodan, the police dismissed it 

as simply a cultural matter. In the case of Loroto, where there was a history of previous murders 

                                                 

 

 

61  The name given to the monyomiji of Hiyahi village at the time. All age-sets are said to have names 

that distinguish them from the rest. 
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but with no clear evidence of immediate threat to his life, the police were very quick to 

intervene and provide protection to Loroto, despite his already enjoying the protection of the 

Hiyahi people.  

3.4.1 Mapping the Contradictions  

As things currently stand, there is increasing evidence to suggest that the two fragmented 

governance systems in the country – the formal bureaucratic institutions of the state, and the 

traditional sociocultural institutional systems – are increasingly at odds with each other. There 

are reasons for this. One that this research focuses on is that both systems rely on the control 

of territory. In Eastern Equatoria, those interviewed seemed to understand the state as an 

administrative entity that   engaged in a range of activities.   

One interlocutor in Kampala in October 2017 was among several who observed that:  

“…a state according to my understanding is an entity to which one belongs. Of course, 

we know that in the state there are various aspects or sense of belonging attributed to 

the state, including people. For example, in Imatong, where I come from, I have a tribe 

there, so it is where an administrative community belongs, carrying out various 

activities” 

Interlocutors viewed government as  

‘‘…a regulatory body that runs the affairs of state ...by laying the legal framework 

required or used for controlling the people. Most of these legal frameworks are adopted 
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from the diverse groups of people and integrated into the day-to-day life of the people 

of that state.”62 

Interlocutors understood government as being for the constructive fulfilment and delivery of 

the interests of the population, which included security, protection of rights and freedom and 

public services like transport and communication networks, education, and health.  

As discussed in this chapter, traditional sociocultural systems appear to post similar claims as 

the state, particularly in terms of specific territory and the people within its claimed territory. 

They also present a very robust administrative structure, which to some extent offers a deeper 

level of consistency and reliability to the population compared to the state. Although the state 

traditionally presented as commanding a much larger territorial claim over the traditional 

institutions and commands comparatively more resources, cultural institutions have more 

control of the smallest administrative unit within the state’s territory, that is, the family.  

The state in South Sudan has for several reasons, some of which were discussed earlier in this 

chapter, been historically forced to negotiate access to community level administrative units 

such as the family through sociocultural systems (Leonardi, 2015; Mengisteab, 2017; 

Zambakari, 2015, 2013). Indeed, the state’s limited productive contribution to day-to-day 

family welfare contributed heavily to making its presence in the day-to-day life of the more 

than 80 per cent of the population living in rural areas very limited. This reinforces the position 

                                                 

 

 

62  Interview_AA_6_08112017, Kampala 
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of the traditional authority in the day-to-day life of the people and their adherence to and 

reliance on this authority.   

This dissertation is particularly interested in the corresponding yet divergent institutional 

systems with divergent property rights laws and resource distribution mechanisms (Leonardi 

and Santschi, 2016), disparate decision-making mechanisms, and distinct judicial systems and 

conflict resolution practices (D. Johnson, 2017; Leonardi, 2015) and how these contribute 

towards addressing the primary research question. This dissertation identifies the contradictory 

image of the state created by these two fragmented governance systems and their cohort as an 

essential element of the answer to the research question.  

On the one hand, there is the population in the rural areas relying on and adhering to the 

authority and services of the sociocultural institutions and their socioeconomic systems, partly 

because they have been historically neglected by and severely deprived of the constructive 

aspects of the state and its capitalist market system. On the other hand, there are formal 

institutions of the state, characterised by advanced capitalist market-oriented economic 

systems: urban concentration, modern banking, and the relative availability of public goods 

and services; in other words, the constructive aspects of the state. 

These differences function as proxies for defining and segregating distinct spaces occupied by 

the two dichotomous systems reflecting two groups of people with very different views and 

understanding, experience and expectations of the state. Nevertheless, individuals and 

communities in both spheres still must operate and negotiate between the two spheres in their 

daily lives.  
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3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the intricate interaction between state and society and how these 

relationships can contribute towards our understanding of current processes of state-formation 

in the country. It has argued that at the margins of the state of South Sudan, away from Juba, 

in Eastern Equatoria, communities’ everyday life, is constructed both as secure and at the same 

time as insecure. Its findings highlight that this is due to interactions between very sophisticated 

sociocultural institutional systems such as the age-set organisation of inyorhalu, hodwoti, 

monyomeji, ngoruoi and elders on the one hand, and the bureaucratic institutions of the central 

state on the other.  

The case of Lopit people in Eastern Equatoria presented in this chapter demonstrates that within 

these set-ups, there are constant instances of physical and non-physical confrontation both 

within and between the systems. This confrontation partly emanates from what is a historical 

gap between the agendas and nature of the central state and the expectations and visions of the 

same state by the local population in South Sudan.  

People are consistently on high alert, constantly assessing and reassessing their security options 

as well as continually reaffirming their capability through everyday performance and shows of 

protection and organisational drills.  For the very system that preserves one community’s life 

threatens that of another, yet the alternative system of the state appears to generate far greater 

chaos and violence, coercion, and threat to peoples’ everyday lives than the stability and 

security it is expected to offer. At the same time, communities still find themselves forced into 

having to constantly pay attention to and navigate between the violence and the coercive 

characteristics of the state and the protection offered by the traditional sociocultural system, 

even though it has limited capacity and resources. 
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The findings presented in this chapter highlight aspects of Lopit and the neighbouring 

communities’ cultural adaptation that challenge existing perspectives within the state-making 

literature, which attributes these cultural characteristics to the colonial legacy. That is, 

sociocultural practices and systems in Eastern Equatoria present compelling evidence of 

capacities that could have helped it absorb, evade and where necessary adapt some of the 

colonial administrative principles without ever having to change their core functions and 

structures. Recently though, the capacity of sociocultural institutions to cope with the external 

forces of the state have increasingly been targeted by government and the military elites, who 

are both eroding and appropriating them. 

Whereas the local population has endured disruption in their everyday lives due to state-driven 

conflict and violence, people have continued to find innovative ways to preserve aspects of the 

traditional sociocultural governance systems vital for their survival during times of stress and 

crisis. The traditional sociocultural institutional systems at the margins of the state, such as in 

Eastern Equatoria, demonstrate a very robust communal governance structure which to some 

extent offers  a much deeper level of consistency and reliability to the population falling within 

its territory than does the state. As state-driven chaos, violence and mass population 

displacement worsen the gaps between the expectations and visions of the South Sudanese 

local population of the state and the agendas of central-state and rebel armies, the local 

population’s alienation from and rebellion against the new state also intensify. 

Places such as Lopit village, with a history of state extractive violence and coercion and 

deficiency of the constructive state presence, cannot quickly be judged simply as “ungoverned 

spaces” (Marsden, 2017; Ojo, 2020) – meaning places where the state is “fragile” or “failing”, 

typically presented as dangerous spaces; anomalous spaces of criminality, insecurity, and 

violence, where the social contract between state and populations has broken down. This 



176 | P a g e  

chapter asserts that the obsession with the construction of a central state that we see in South 

Sudan since the CPA fundamentally renders invisible the multiplicity of actors and social 

forces beyond and below formal state institutions. Yet these actors and forces are 

fundamentally critical in shaping the more than 80 per cent of the population’s everyday 

experience of insecurity and safety, and how landscapes, territory and spaces are imagined, 

utilised and (re)produced.   

As these local contexts are fundamentally neglected in the construction of the state, 

communities are increasingly forced into having to navigate between the violence and coercive 

tendency of the central state and the deficiency of its constructive elements, on one hand, and 

the safety offered by the traditional sociocultural systems on the other. But as people navigate 

these terrains through mass rural-urban, rural-rural, and inter-country migration, the 

local/traditional forms of order remain, and become even more important as nodes of 

supportive mechanisms to people experiencing continued displacement.  
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Chapter 4 Shifting Everyday Realities and Experience of Violence: The 

Agro-Pastoralist Dinka Communities 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter challenges the currently dominant narrative that views traditional practices, 

institutions and ethnic identities as divisive, or as straightforwardly drivers and causes of 

violence and conflict, and blames them for the country’s failed transformation to statehood 

(Idris, 2018b; Kaldor, 2013; Pinaud, 2021). It argues that demographic characteristics such as 

ethnicity, whilst they segregate the population and are important in analysing social 

relationships, do not in themselves offer much of an explanation for inter- and intra-communal 

violence, cultural violence, and the civil wars in South Sudan. Instead, its findings highlight 

traditional sociocultural practices and institutions and ethnic identities as dynamic loci of 

support for the population, which become even more important when people experience shocks 

and stresses such as displacement because of state-driven violence and conflict, or natural 

disasters like flooding, drought, and pest and disease outbreaks. 

The chapter’s findings also reveal that at the initial stage of the SPLM/A’s rebellion in the 

1980s, ethnicity was not the primary reason for the SPLA’s recruitment preference for Dinka 

ethnic youths (Pinaud, 2021); rather, the difference in the arrangement and functioning of age-

set based sociocultural systems between diverse ethnic communities was.  The recruitment 

drives and rebellion strategies of both the central state and the rebel armies were responsible 

for undermining and distorting pre-existing alternative local forms of governance and security, 

such as the age-sets which had historically afforded the population in the rural areas the kinds 

of protection, and opportunities for development, both in status and economically, not provided 

by the state.   
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Consequently, the shifting sociocultural institutional landscape ushered in a shift in the pattern 

of performance, meanings assigned to, and the experience of, violence, and traditional forms 

of governance have so far not been able to provide the same level of protection as they 

previously did. Whereas previously children, women, the elderly, and other vulnerable people 

enjoyed collective insulation because of the traditional sociocultural institutions, they have lost 

these sets of protection, and are sometimes targeted by actors who had previously formed part 

of the very system of protection.  

As noted in chapters 2 and 3, due to circumstances beyond the research’s control, it was nearly 

impossible to engage with the perspectives of South Sudanese women as presented or narrated 

by them.  However, the dissertation occasionally highlights what it perceives as a general 

invisibility of women, to illuminate the restricted position women and girls occupy, exposed to 

violence not just within sociocultural institutional spheres but also within the formal 

bureaucratic institutional spheres of the state.  Although not by choice, the chapter deals with 

men’s perspectives. Acknowledging the   lack of female accounts and perspectives; it was 

absolutely not the intention of the research to record only male perspectives during the 

fieldwork.  

The discussion throughout this chapter highlights that in South Sudan, people have suffered in 

recent years, and continue to suffer, appalling violence, particularly in relation to the modern 

state, all of which is extensively documented in the existing literature.  The chapter also 

illuminates several other forms and types of violence in previous eras, particularly the not so 

well documented violence embedded in the traditional sociocultural institutions that are most 

influential in local populations’ everyday lives. For instance, deaths in fights between age-set 

groups, and raising all boys to be warriors to defend their communities – in some ethnic 

communities, such as the Dinka, this includes the cutting of foreheads to demonstrate a boy's 
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ability to endure and conquer pain and fear (see Pictures 5.1 and 5.2), but also forges a sense 

of identity; all of these practices embed violence within the culture.  

The chapter then concludes that the recent violence driven by state and rebel armies has 

weakened the effective functioning of sociocultural institutions that include community 

defence, marriage, conflict resolution and peace-making, judicial and social protections, among 

others, and that much of the South Sudanese population in the rural areas rely upon. In addition, 

recent patterns of inter- and intra-communal violence and civil war in the country have 

compromised the population’s capacity to navigate between the violence and coercive 

characteristics of the modern state, the absence of its constructive aspects on the one side, and 

the safety offered by traditional sociocultural systems in the rural areas, despite their limited 

capacity to provide public goods and services, on the other. 

Actions by the state and rebel armies have significantly eroded the effective functioning of 

these existing traditional coping and governance mechanisms. At the same time, there has not 

been any corresponding realisation of the kind of state expected and envisioned by most South 

Sudanese. This has only helped accelerate insecurity and levels of inequality and disparities 

between the rural and urban spheres, in terms of the constructive aspects of the state envisioned 

by the local population. The concentration of international and national NGOs as an alternative 

source of public services for the majority of the population in urban centres, including Juba; 

the limited access of these organisations to the rural areas; and the population’s loss of capacity 

to cope with recurrent shocks and crises, have resulted in forced mass rural-urban, rural-rural, 

and cross national-border population migration in search of alternative loci of support. 
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4.2 Institutional Fragmentation: Family, and Age-set Initiation 

The Dinka (also known as Jieeng) people are a Nilotic ethnic group, native to South 

Sudan, predominantly occupying the central plain along the Nile River basin (see Error! R

eference source not found. below).  Their traditional and sociocultural governance and 

economic systems have historically been attributed to traditional agriculture and pastoralism, 

relying on cattle husbandry as a means to perform cultural demonstrations, rituals, achieve 

marriage dowries and gain food (Deng, 1984). 

According to the 2008 population census data, the Dinka ethnic group constituted more than 

4.5 million people – more than 18 per cent of the entire South Sudanese population – and forms 

the major ethnic group of the country as a percentage (World Bank, 2008). There are also 

several variations among different subsections of Dinka, although not significant enough to 

make them separate from the whole (Deng, 1984; Jok, 1998).  

In all the interviews conducted with interlocutors from the Dinka ethnic communities in 

Uganda, Kenya or London, there appeared to be certain aspects of day-to-day social life in 

Dinka society that were recurrent in their narratives. For instance, one high-ranking army 

officer in the SPLA during an interview in January 2018 said:  

“…in Dinka, we are not boys or men by age but rather by initiation. The military culture 

of the community in Dinkaland that we saw during the SPLA rebellion and in post-

independence South Sudan was and is still not a new thing to the Dinka people. …. our 

sociocultural system functions in such a way that a boy as young as 12 or 13 years is 
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expected to not only use spears and a shield effectively but also acquire and deploy the 

military skills necessary for effective defence of his community.63 

Figure 9:  Map of South Sudan showing different ethnic groups in the country 

 
Source: South Sudan: The State and Traditional Nilotic Societies (Delmet, 2013). 

Similarly, Deng (1984) paints a portrait of Dinka people as a society constructed centrally on 

familial values and the ancestral principles of continuity through a lineage system. In this social 

organisation, tension, and rivalries, which are characteristic of the competitiveness of 

                                                 

 

 

63   Interview_ADD_17_11012018, London 
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individuals and groups in any social organisation, are presented as major attributes of the Dinka 

(Deng, 1984).   

Deng (1984) also describes a social system in existence for decades, but with several events 

having occurred with significant potential to alter or perhaps replace in its entirety the whole 

society. Yet a system such as that of the Dinka is dependent on its capacity to absorb 

disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change, whilst still retaining essentially the same 

functions, structure, and identity. Deng’s portrait opened a window through which this research 

attempts to make sense of the present day-to-day realities of the Dinka, particularly in relation 

to the processes of state formation in the country. While a lot has changed, there are certain 

aspects of this culture that persist: a significant section of the Dinka population in the rural 

areas still utilise their culture to embody those values and principles presented by Deng decades 

ago.  

This research found that the distinction between the Dinkas' home and hakuma (terms initially 

used in Leonardi (2007, pp. 391-412) to refer to countryside/rural areas, and the combination 

of government and armed forces in urban centres respectively) is not just being blurred, but the 

home sphere has been pushed close to tipping point.  South Sudan finds itself on a critical 

threshold, as Marshall Berman puts it, a point where “all that is solid melts into air” (Berman, 

1988). At this point, the family, which was previously situated at the very heart of the 

traditional cultural system in South Sudan and enjoyed its protection, now finds itself exposed, 

threatened with absolute destruction. It finds itself having to rebuff numerous threats to its 

survival coming from the government, either through direct assault on the societal fabric, or 

through its failure to meet its obligations. In addition, the swiftly shifting landscape of the 

traditional system aggravates the vulnerability of the family to shocks.   
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Interviews showed that since the late 1980s and early 1990s, there has been a continuous 

decline in the population's sense of communal responsibility for the well-being of women and 

children, as many continue to die in the current war. It was also clear from interviews and group 

discussions that this trend was attributed to system failure. Interviewees attributed the changing 

attitudes toward these vulnerable social groups to the depletion of resources, the narrowing of 

livelihood possibilities as people lost their possessions such as cows to armed groups and 

military elites, and the changing roles and perception of youths within communities, as well as 

the rise of a culture of violence. From the perspective of the critiques to the liberal perception 

of violence, conflict, and war, these are evidence of a very destructive process of state 

formation.  

On the contrary, liberal institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF perceive South 

Sudan’s current violence, conflict, and civil war as a failure of development, embodying the 

failed transition to modernity. To the liberals, violence is a sign of the barbarism that has no 

place in modern society, and is typically characterised as the result of ethnicity, tribalism, 

and/or “identity politics” (Kaldor, 2013).  

In other words, violent conflict is seen as a consequence of the state’s failure to monopolise 

the means of violence and develop representative government, a perspective that has justified 

intervention in foreign wars on the pretext of “state-building”. However, critics of the liberal 

paradigm argue that the liberal view of violence and war as depicting “development in reverse” 

or “state failure” is deeply misleading. Migdale (2001), for instance, suggests a more accurate 

understanding of the state is possible when it is perceived as a “site of contest” for control over the 

right to exercise power (Migdal, 2001, 1988).   

This chapter highlights empirical evidence that supports the argument that state-formation 

processes, including efforts to impose taxation, manage property rights, govern access to 
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resources, and control the means of violence, are likely to be heavily contested by other social 

actors in societies where there are competing centres of power, legitimacy, violence, and 

ideologies. Cramer once argued that violence has forever been a part of state formation and 

capitalism64 as well as breakdown and economic collapse, and that contemporary warfare such 

as South Sudan’s ought to be viewed through a similar lens and be open to the possibility that 

such wars may well be part of the transformational processes of change that lead to capitalism 

and state formation (Cramer, 2006). 

This means that the South Sudanese state is being constructed at a time of “emerging political 

complexes”, as Duffield (2001) convincingly argues, where there is a sustained decline of the 

state as a relevant unit of economic and political organisation in a globalised world governed 

by networks and global-local linkages that the state is unable to govern. To Duffield, power 

and wealth are no longer about centralisation and control of central states, but rather about 

control over such networks. The failure of the South Sudanese government to transition into a 

centralised monopolising authority, and the current violence and conflict in the country, cannot 

simply be viewed as anarchic or indicative of social breakdown; they personify new forms of 

social, political, and economic reality. 

                                                 

 

 

64   Also viewed as foundational violence. 
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4.3 The Sociocultural Landscapes in Dinkaland 

While interviewing South Sudanese in Uganda and Kenya a question was posed: did 

participants consider themselves as belonging to the state of South Sudan, or did they identify 

themselves as belonging, to a specific group in South Sudan? If they named a group, they were 

invited to elaborate on the structures within this group to give a basic picture of day-to-day 

social interaction.  The question was also intended to obtain a basic understanding of the ways 

in which people viewed and interacted with both the societal and formal bureaucratic 

institutions of government. A trend emerged in which responses, particularly to the latter 

question, were recurrent. Interviewees always started their response with something like this:  

“… for us, and I think most of the ethnic groups in South Sudan, the culture is very 

similar; what we do in our tribe is also commonly noticeable in other tribes”65.    

This answer is supported by the structures described. Participants presented two distinct 

institutional structures across their communities. One was a traditional or informal social 

structure based on sociocultural institutions, while the other was the formal bureaucratic 

institutional structure of the state.  The sociocultural system upon which Dinka social order is 

organised revolves around what they refer to in the local language as wut (meaning sub-section 

or sub-“tribal”), below which is the dhieth (meaning clan), and family as the smallest unit. 

There is however another political power source among Dinka people, and across communities 

                                                 

 

 

65  This happened regardless of where within South Sudan the interviewee was from, that is, from 

Eastern, Central, to Western Equatoria, Juba, Bor to Aweil State.  
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in South Sudan more broadly. Until recently, the institution of elders was by far the most 

powerful and influential political organisation at the lower level of society.  Within the family, 

Dinka interviewees presented the man or husband/father as the head, holding the position of 

authority. The woman was represented as playing a supportive role to the man. In the 

circumstance of a man’s death, the woman’s supportive position would remain constant. 

Instead of her assuming the primary position left by her husband, interviewees said that the 

first male child would assume the late father’s position taking over the estate. 

Immediately above the family is the dhieth (clan), which is governed by clan headmen (mare 

in Aweil and buluk for Dinka Bor/Twich) charged with day-to-day decision-making and 

dispute resolution for clan members. There are often situations when the dhieth has expanded 

and become too big for a single mare to manage, so he struggles to resolve a mounting number 

of disputes, leading to case backlogs. 

Elders are described as drawing their status, commanding respect and earning legitimacy in the 

community from their personal qualities and the wealth of experience and knowledge they have 

accumulated during their lifetime.  Jok (1998) and Deng (1984) both say that, elders managed 

communities with little opposition; the wisdom of their orders was not doubted. The authority 

of community leaders extended to control over decisions regarding cattle movements and 

fishing.  Their main political role in the governance of “tribal” sections and sub-sections was 

participation in the chief’s decision-making body.  

Interviewees said that in situations where the clan expanded to an extent that a single mare was 

perceived as struggling to manage, and creating backlogs of cases, the elders would call for a 

meeting and create an additional mare position, splitting the clan between the two mares. The 

clan would remain a single entity split into two administrative units performing similar tasks. 

An interviewee from Aweil State provided an account of his experience with the “pathieromit” 
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clan, then under the leadership of “Lwalakol, who in this case was the sitting mare. “I 

remember this particular case very well because my mother is from this clan”, he said.66  The 

pathieromit clan is in Ariap village, Awilnot County, Aweil State. In 1997-98, there was 

increasing concern that the sitting mare was not solving family conflicts and other small 

disputes among his people in time or not at all.  

“One that I remember very well, among several other cases, was that of girls being 

impregnated by boys before marriage. In the formal judicial institution, you would call 

this ‘case backlogs.’ Yet Lwalakol was struggling to find the time to complete these 

backlogs”67. 

When cases are brought before the mare, he is expected to resolve, or at least to demonstrate 

taking expeditious measures to resolve, cases falling within his jurisdiction, one interlocutor 

explained. He said that if the mare was seen by the aggrieved as taking longer than necessary 

to resolve issues, it was often more than likely that the aggrieved party would take the law into 

their own hands. The next thing one would hear would be that the owners of the property, or 

the family of the pregnant girl, would have killed the one accused of encroaching or 

impregnating. The family to the deceased would then kill to avenge their own, the killing would 

escalate, and community relations degenerate markedly as a cycle of revenge killings set in. 

Yet matters could have been avoided altogether had the case been promptly handled by the 

mare’ Jok (2013, p. 18) notes that effective and efficiently functional traditional judicial 

                                                 

 

 

66   Interview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala 
67   Interview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala 
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institutions play a critical role in keeping the society in balance and maintaining peace and 

social cohesion. 

So, when the pathieromit elders saw what was going on in their clan, the interviewee 

recollected, they were compelled to call for a meeting with Lwalakol, the sitting mare.  They 

informed him that they could not sit and watch the clan decline into chaos, and that they had 

decided to divide his jurisdiction into two administrative entities, with the newly created 

section under the leadership of a new mare.   Dingol was appointed as a new leader by the 

elders of pathieromit for the new administrative group, and Lwalakol remained as the mare of 

the other group. All these processes were peacefully conducted under the stewardship of the 

elders.  

Next above the clan headmen is what participants described as the sub-section or sub-tribe, a 

collection of several clans incorporated to form a single organisation, headed by a sub-chief 

(Alimicho). Several sub-chiefs then combined under the leadership of an executive chief 

(Alamithit), who is the liaison between the government and the people. This is where the 

traditional sociocultural structures end; above them is the paramount chief, who is a civil 

administrator. Ideally, the paramount chief presides over regional courts under whom are the 

executive chiefs, the sub-chiefs and the clan leaders (nhom gol), who represent the clans, a 

collection of related families belonging to a lineage. A characteristic social system for a Dinka 

community is clan exogamy, which functions in a manner that ensures blood relations are 

stretched as far out as possible to be called upon during times of stress or shocks.    

4.3.1 Institution of the Family 

The family is fundamental to the fabric of the Dinka community; its production, survival and 

continuity guarantee the overall survival of  Dinka communities (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2004, 1998). 

The involvement of the community or wider kin in the family, especially the upbringing of 
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children, starts at a very early age, or perhaps even before the child is born. This process has 

been well documented in existing ethnographic and anthropological work such as that of Deng 

(1984) and Jok (2017, 2007, and 1998). Procreation and immortality fundamentally occupy 

every person’s primary motivation and goal in life and are the most universally accepted values. 

As most Dinka put it, fear of death for the Dinka people relates to what they consider the “true 

death”, or |complete death| –  death without a surviving child to “stand one’s head”68 (Deng, 

1984; Jok, 1998, p. 149). However, today, the majority find themselves occupied with 

negotiating their daily survival, to the extent that family, procreation, and the concept of 

immortality are quickly and easily replaced by worries and the drive to live another day.  

Levirate marriage therefore is a way to guarantee that a man has heirs, even if he dies before 

having secured one, since a Dinka widow is expected to continue to bear heirs in her late 

husband’s name with the procreative assistance of his relatives of the deceased’s choice.  

Central to this procreative ambition and practice are cattle as the fundamental resource. 

Responsibility for the continued and guaranteed material and well-being of the widow and her 

children culturally rests squarely on the brothers and other close patrilineal relatives of the 

deceased husband. The loss of cattle, either because of war, flooding, disease outbreak or cattle 

raid, may have catastrophic consequences, especially for the widow and her children, as 

highlighted by this chapter. Children also provide a source of material benefits, since they are 

the only source of social security, ensuring the continuity of cultural values and identities, 

                                                 

 

 

68  Interview_ADD_17_11012018, London; Interview _DB_1_25102017, Kampala; 

Interview_AA_6_08112017, Kampala; and Interview_AKD_7_08112017, Kampala 
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contributing to the workforce and fighting wars69. Up until recent conflicts, the culture is 

described as one which demanded one showed greater solidarity and loyalty. However, the 

rules of social integration are stricter with male than with female children 

For instance, boys are taught mostly by men – their elder brothers, cousins, and other male 

relatives as they leave home to stay with men in a cattle byre or cattle-camp. In one of the 

interviews, an elderly man who looked to be in his 50s said:  

“…the movement of boys to the cattle-camp with older men is cultural, a move aimed 

at segregating them from women and immunising them against their contagious 

jealousies, tensions and conflict. It is also aimed at imparting values and a sense of 

solidarity as the core of unity, harmony and continuity”70.   

Responsibility for instilling behavioural codes rested not only on parents and immediate 

relatives but also extended to any adult member of the community who encountered children. 

Nevertheless, individual parents still had to ensure that children showed courtesy and respect 

to older people, addressed older relatives with their appropriate kin title, and developed a sense 

of hospitality. As another participant in the national dialogue consultation meeting in Adjumani 

pointed out: 

                                                 

 

 

69  See Jok 2004. 
70  Interview_AYK_3_26102017, Kampala 
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“…other adults who encounter children behaving in an unacceptable manner had the 

full responsibility to reprimand or physically punish, and make the child understand 

that their act of irresponsibility was uncalled for.”  

Elderly participants in the interviews and the national dialogue consultative meeting in Uganda 

recollected a society in which “children were treated as belonging to the community,” which 

implied a responsibility for every responsible adult member.  However, today, children in 

Dinkaland, like in many parts of South Sudan, find themselves among the worst affected 

section of the community due to the conflict, with almost no protection from any kind of 

institution or social organisation. This is attributed to the breakdown in the sociocultural 

governance systems that had for centuries offered protection and nurtured family members 

(children and women); at the same time, the violence and the coercive and predatory behaviour 

of the state have increasingly worsened.   

4.3.1 Institution of Marriage 

Jok (1998) highlights that the family, especially the large families of Dinkaland, ensures people 

have the labour force to undertake domestic work. It also guarantees social respect and ensures 

future wealth through bride-wealth and other benefits accruing from marriage; younger wives, 

as well as looking after the ageing husband, are also expected to extend such assistance to the 

older wife, which ensures social protection.  

Obtaining a wife in Dinkaland comprises the transfer of bride-wealth in the form of cattle and 

food from the groom’s family to that of the bride. Marriage (thiek) in Dinkaland is by far one 

of the most elaborate social events, involving religious, economic, social, and political 

calculations not just on the side of the groom, but also on the side of bride's family and kin.  

The vitality of marriage as an institution for ensuring Dinka survival is demonstrated in the 

way marriage is arranged and who participates in the process. Deng (1989, p. 200) says that 
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“the arrangements for Dinka marriages occur on two levels: the legal and social arrangements 

are conducted by the elders, while winning the girl’s consent is the function of courtship, to be 

carried out by the groom and his age-set, friends and young relatives” (Deng, 1984, p. 200).  

The participation and involvement of all kin groups, from individual marring couple to age-

group, relatives, and friends to elders is because marriage establishes a social network crucial 

to all section of the community. In a group discussion in Adjumani in February 2018, 

participants noted that groom’s family were expected to continue throughout the marriage 

procedures to perform favours to the family of the bride, from minor to complex undertakings. 

This includes the provision of labour force by young men, the groom’s relatives to build a 

house, cultivate a farm or harvest for the bride’s family. This is in addition to material support 

such as provision of items such as clothes, salt, tobacco as a way of cementing and ensuring a 

healthy relationship with high status members of the wife’s family71.   

As one elderly female interviewee recollected during an interview in Kampala in October 2017,  

“…The most common basis for inter-communal fights was the pregnancy of young 

unmarried girls72. For example, if a girl from one community got impregnated by a boy 

                                                 

 

 

71  See Jok Madut Jok’s discussion of marriage in the context of the Dinka of Bahr Al Gazal in his 

1998 book; and also Francis Mading Deng’s discussion of polygyny in the biography of his late 

father (1986) and his book on the Dinka people of Sudan (1991). 
72  In Dinka, the word “woman (tik)” refers only to married females, and girl (nya) refers to an 

unmarried female, regardless of how old she is.  



193 | P a g e  

from another community, the youth from that girl’s side will look for that perpetrator 

with resolve to kill.”73  

However, when they fail to find the culprit, young men attack any individual or group of youths 

from that community.  When this happens there will be need for retaliation, in the form of a 

counterattack74. Marriage institutions in this society are said to prohibit pre-marital sexual 

relationships. As participants in one of the group discussions in Palorinya refugee settlement 

in Adjumani district pointed out, a girl discovered to have engaged in a sexual relationship will 

cease to be a girl and will instead acquire the status of a woman. This label has great 

implications, both economically and socially, as it reduces her bride-wealth value. It weakens 

her family’s negotiating position and ability to negotiate a higher payment of bride-wealth, as 

the bride-wealth of a girl reduces tremendously if she acquires the label of a woman.  

As Jok (1998) and Deng (1984 and 1986) have described, a girl being labelled a woman reduces 

the chances of her becoming a first wife and gaining the privileges that come with that position. 

Due to the economic value of marriage in the form of cattle, the reduction in the bride-wealth 

because of any pre-marital sexual engagement represents a strong deterrent.  Pre-marital sexual 

engagements were nonetheless presented by most interviewees as the main source of inter-

communal violence. Focus group discussants said that those who engage in culturally 

unacceptable pre-marital sex acknowledge the adversity they and their families are likely to 

                                                 

 

 

73  Interview_RO_4_30102017, Kampala. 
74  Interview_AYK_3_26102017, Kampala. 
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encounter should they be caught or should a girl get pregnant. In circumstances where the latter 

becomes true, to avoid the potential conflict that could arise, the community leaders, that is, 

elders and the mare, must act swiftly to resolve the dispute.  They embody the mechanisms 

geared towards neutralising potential conflict and threats to communal peace.  

This section highlights the vital and valuable economic contribution of women in Dinka 

society, their influence on kinship relations, but most importantly, their roles in the 

establishment of political ties with other clans and other Dinka sections through marriage. Yet 

both women and girls in Dinka culture are not entitled to inherit any cattle from their father75. 

As earlier noted, male children are preferred, in the hope of perpetuating the family name. 

There is however an aspect of the marriage institution, described both in the existing literature 

(Jok, 1998) and in interviews and group discussions, which suggests girls are entitled to a share 

of the bride-wealth from her younger sisters’ and brothers’ daughters who marry after she has 

become a woman.76  

Jok (1998) however says that even though the entitlement is presented as being that of the 

woman, her share of the bride-wealth is still claimed by her husband and his family. The 

husband is said to claim the share as a member in his affinal family; men covertly collect these 

                                                 

 

 

75  A more detailed and comprehensive description of the role of cattle in Dinka social and spiritual 

life is provided by Lienhardt (1961) and Deng (1984). 
76  Woman in this case meaning married. 
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cattle in return for those paid earlier in bride-wealth. This therefore means that women do not 

have control over any resources.  

The effect is that, in the case of marriage breakdown or divorce, a woman cannot take any 

animals with her as her personal possessions. In a system and community that value a positive 

attitude towards children, which looks after its children through a range of mechanisms, 

marriage breakdown might not necessarily expose children to the same level of risk and 

vulnerability as their mother. Nevertheless, this chapter demonstrates that in a system where 

women already find themselves occupying the margins of what participants present as a stable 

sociocultural system, they are closer to chaos than they are to stability, and even the slightest 

of shocks can tip them into crisis, because they might not have the resources and means to 

cope.  

In conflict settings, an additional set of vulnerabilities is introduced which leaves already 

vulnerable sections of society – women and children -- more exposed to shocks than they 

already are. This is because conflict often leads to a breakdown in traditional sociocultural 

institutional setups and support mechanisms. These breakdowns free up individuals and groups 

to manipulate rights to property, and get away with socially inappropriate behaviour (Jok, 

1998) which would otherwise  be punished. It is always likely that in this institutional 

arrangement, women, children, the elderly (who have reduced mobility and loss of vitality), 

and the poor are  subject to increased exploitation (Awortwi and Walter-Drop, 2017; Jok, 2004, 

1998).  
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4.3.2 Age-Set Institution  

Initiation is a ceremony that marks the end of childhood. It is where boys are turned into men. 

It is said to happen in the Dinka tribe between the ages of 1377 and 18 and marks the high point 

of celebrating the social values of courage, aggressiveness, and violence. Yet at the same time, 

it demands for self-restraint, dignity of being, and responsible conduct of oneself. The dignity 

it affords an individual, and the redefinition of day-to-day activities and social relations of the 

individual youth, are pivotal to providing one of the most attractive values to young people. 

Accompanied with days of dancing and jubilation among the community, it is the most violent 

and bloodiest of social celebratory events one will ever witness or experience in the Dinka 

community. Deng (1984) says that the paramount chief, who sits at the top of the administrative 

structure of the Dinka community, must permit the process of initiation to take place. As 

interviewees described it, the decision whether initiation takes place is based on factors such 

as agricultural year-yield and epidemic disease outbreak or prevalence. Because the initiates 

are not supposed to eat or drink any dairy products after the initiation, fish becomes an 

important alternative diet, and its availability becomes crucial. 

Due to several factors, most notably the SPLA/M–GoS conflict, the 2005 peace agreement, the 

build-up to independence, and the post-independence communal violence and conflict, the 

determinants of whether or not an initiation ceremony will take place have changed. Since 

                                                 

 

 

77  There is no agreement on what age a boy can become a man, as some groups of interviewees and 

scholars mention 13, while others mention 16.  
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1983, for instance, the biggest and most fundamental single determinant by far for initiation 

has been the incidence of communal and paramilitary violence and conflict ravaging the 

country. In interviews conducted in London between December 2017 and December 2018, one 

Dinka interviewee noted that: 

“…between 1983 and 2005, there had been no communal initiation ceremony organised 

and conducted among the Twich Dinka, and in most, if not all, Dinka sections. The 

single most contributory factor behind this situation was the total absence of the ‘to be 

initiated’ population of young boys, due to the recruitment policy and practices of the 

SPLA rebels and their preference for younger men or boys.”78   

This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6. However, when circumstances permit, as initiated 

Dinka interviewees told the story, beer would be plentiful as the designated time neared, beasts 

would be slaughtered and cooked, and sacrifices and other rites of spiritual fortification would 

be performed as songs and drums filled the air all night and for days to follow. As Deng (1984, 

p. 70) describes in his book, 

“Early in the morning, the operation begins. In their order of seniority of birth and 

lineage, the to-be-initiated lie on the ground to receive some seven to ten deep and well-

ordered marks across the forehead: the bloodiest and most painful operation in Dinka 

society. Under each man’s head is a hole to hold his blood [see Figure 10 below], but 

the cutting sometimes releases more blood than the holes can contain.”  (Deng, 1984, 

p. 70) 

                                                 

 

 

78  Interview_AR_24_21122018, London 
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While this is going on, women, relatives, and members of the corresponding female age-set 

with whom association has been suppressed, run wild screaming with joy, and men chant their 

special verses of valour. Deng (1984, p. 70) then continues that:  

“…the initiates themselves, still and serene, first attempt to chant their boastful words 

of courage, but soon pass out from excessive bleeding. The initiator turns wild and 

sometimes stains his face with blood to invoke greater awe. The whole scene is a 

madhouse” (Deng, 1984, p. 70). See Error! Reference source not found.below. 

Figure 10:  A boy during a traditional head scarification ceremony in Kuajok, Gogrial, 

Warrap State, South Sudan in 2015. 

 
Source: The Nile: Traditional scarification (Deng, 2015). 

Discussing the scene of an initiation ceremony in Kuajok village in Gogrial County, Warrap 

State, Deng says that initiates and the local population encourage the uninitiated to join in, 

arguing that the head scars “make people more valuable.” Deng also notes that “the painful 

practice takes its toll on the boys, some bleed for hours, others vomit during and even after the 

cutting” (Deng, 2015). 
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Figure 11:  Traditional head scarification ceremony, also in Kuajok, Gogrial, Warrap State 

in 2015 

 
Source: The Nile: Traditional scarification (Deng, 2015). 

Another male interviewee who appeared to be in his late 30s to early 40s added that, “...to an 

outsider, the scene is truly that of absolute madness at its best.”  Deng (2015) notes that:  

“…facial scarification is practiced among many ethnic groups in South Sudan, and 

various marks across the faces of tribesmen give identity to the tribe and beauty to its 

women. However, others consider it a brutal act of violence committed mostly against 

children, who suffer unbearable pain during the scarification process.”  
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But as Deng (1984) remarks, whilst this is an act of madness in the outsider’s eyes, to a Dinka, 

it is not madness but dheeng7980,, a joyous and exciting moment arising from the very fact that 

a young man has endured the pain. All that is, except, sons killed by their families for failing 

to go through the initiation due to fear of bringing shame to the family and for denying others 

the privileges that comes with their son or brother achieving initiation, noted Deng (1984). 

However, Deng (2015), Jok (1998) and Deng (1984) all note that in a real sense the wildness 

of the situation presents itself in an extremely seductive manner, so that even the least brave 

initiation candidate soon gathers enough courage to endure the pain, making it a rarity to 

witness a show of fear among these boys.    

There is a considerable number among the new generation of male Dinka population without 

any markings on their foreheads. This will be addressed in Chapter 6, where the impact of the 

pre-independence rebellion conflict on social structure and functions will be presented.  

Leonardi (2017) argues that the SPLA rebellions against the GoS dislodged youths from the 

home sphere, distorting the sociocultural governance system that produced them.   

Yet at the same time, the parties also failed to integrate these youths into the hakuma sphere or 

the formal bureaucratic institutional systems of governance of the state. The youths therefore 

                                                 

 

 

79  Dheeng is a virtue of the highest level within the Dinka community. Dheeng to a Dinka commands 

one to demonstrate a high moral standard and code of behaviour, feeding mannerism, self-restraint, 

and sense of personal dignity and integrity. (Deng, 1984; Thuɔŋjäŋ, 2012)  
80  The Dinka are a proud and ethnocentric community but at the same time, hospitable and friendly. 

The social system demands all members demonstrate high moral standards, observe a code of 

behaviour, feeding mannerism and maintain a sense of personal dignity (dheeng) and integrity.  
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found themselves occupying and operating in a space located neither in the home nor the 

hakuma sphere.   To quote Leonardi, “…to be a youth in Southern Sudan means to inhabit the 

tensions of the space between these spheres. While attempting to resist capture by either sphere, 

youth have used their recruitment by the military to invest in their home or family sphere” 

(Leonardi, 2007). The problem with this emerging sphere where youths find themselves in, 

located somewhat between the home and hakuma, is that social accountability is not an integral 

part of its set-up.  

4.3.3 Communal Defence 

Initiation, as interlocutors and literature describe it, was and still is a significant event to many 

in Dinkaland, because it impacts all layers of the traditional sociocultural structure. The most 

significantly affected are the institutions of family, elders, and existing age-sets. Initiation is 

perceived as a war, for it represents conflict with the older generation – conflict with the age-

set above, and conflict with fathers as they lose parental control. This is because, until initiated, 

a young man is a “boy”, and as a boy, in addition to milking for the initiated men, must do most 

of the day-to-day work of cattle husbandry, and carry out errands at any time for the initiated 

men, even though the latter maybe younger. They cannot sing in the presence of the initiated 

(Jok, 1998); and dating, dancing or flirting with girls are not permitted. Because of this level 

of subordination, it is no wonder initiation was described as one of the greatest ambitions of 

many Dinka youths (Deng, 1984, p. 68).  

The sociocultural values, referred to earlier as dheeng, are considered by many as the pinnacle 

of social values, commanding the highest level of respect that Dinka youths pursue. All day-

to-day activities that are perceived to reduce dheeng are left for the boys to do.  A young man 

in his 30s during an interview in Adjumani Town put it: 
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“…in Dinka, milking cows is seen as one of those activities that are left for the boys or 

the uninitiated. But if it so happens that there are no boys to milk the cows and an 

initiated man is to do such work as milking, he must not drink that milk for it is 

considered dishonourable for dheeng”81 

How these attitudes have shifted and the forces driving these trends will be discussed in the 

following section. Of particular interest is the SPLA rebellion against the GoS between 1983 

and 2005, especially the fact that young people were a target of rebel recruitment into the 

military and the implications of this for the social systems that produced and sustained 

fundamental values. In addition, formal institutions of the state understand and conceptualise 

young people as a single group indiscriminatingly bundling them together as youths. This is 

done without awareness of the different needs of different age groups82. 

The conduct of initiation threatens to unsettle every level of societal structures,83 as it is a step 

towards greater equality of boys with their seniors, and brings a dramatic end to childhood or 

boyhood and a move towards maximum dheeng for the initiates. Yet within this new change is 

a new demand, one which calls for a high degree of self-restraint, dignity of being, and the 

display of responsible conduct. Lienard (2016) argued that age-set benefits the society in which 

such an organising mechanism is employed, because it limits the risk of individual exploitation.  

                                                 

 

 

81  Interview_AYK_3_26102017, Kampala; Interview_ADD_17_11012018, London; 

Interview_JHD_18_24012018, London; and Interview_AM_23_09052018, London. 
82  See Jok (2004). 
83 But as described, it is a fundamental part of societal structures 
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By limiting individual exploitation, age-set is said to facilitate the diversion of energy, time, 

and resource investment away from the familial cell for gaining access to the full benefits of 

extensive cooperation (Lienard, 2016; Ritter, 1980). However, the implication of the 

conflictual impact of initiation on the existing structure emanates from the fact that, whilst the 

rise towards equality is a gradual process, hitting the highest levels with advances in age, each 

step or year towards that status is a further limitation on the authority of the guardian and 

preceding age-set. This conflict, and what goes on in the minds of the newly initiated, are 

mostly reflected in their songs, and Deng (1984) presents several of those songs translated in 

his book. For instance,  

“We are provoking a war with Deng and Deng, the Chiefs  

And with Agok Mijok, our father. 

The big age-set is held back like a fleeing swarm of bees. 

A war we started with the initiator, the Father of Acai, 

A war we started with our uncle, The Nile Perch.  

And the guns of Deng roared.  

The great Bol, the initiator, is spoiled. 

He has turned wild like the lioness, Awake, 

And goes around the flanks in a wild run.  

  *  * *  

I have subdued the Father of Acai with my forehead. 

He is a man imitating a full bull. 

Even if the knife is sharpened to be like the slice of a cane.  

My friend, carrier of the Shield, I have blunted its edge. 

You let Bol pass and did not say 'No.' 

I have stopped him. 

The knife wore out on the brow of my eyes.  

Is Maguith, the Pied One, not yet done? 

The initiator is still on his right forehead. 

He has not yet reached the left side.  

What is the matter? 
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Are they skinning the man? 

Why has it taken so long?” 

 (Deng, 1984, p. 71) 

Deng (1984) goes on to argue that due to the father’s apprehension of possible shame if his son 

fears initiation, the father would argue that “the son is still a child”  (Deng, 1984, p. 72) and 

his son will run away or fear the process due to the violence in the way it is conducted. 

Rejecting as preposterous any suggestion that he might not be brave and courageous enough 

or mature (man enough) to face the initiation process, the son responds with another song: 

“My father said, 'You will not lie down,  

You will run away.' 

O Father, I do not care for my life. 

I shall lie down under the shrine of Kwol, the striped one.”  

        (Deng, 1984, p. 71) 

Between the father and son (the newly initiated), the conflict arises primarily from the potential 

loss of parental control by the father as the initiate steps towards independence and the start of 

his own family line. Yet alongside this tension is the father's joy and pride in witnessing his 

son rise both in age and status to perpetuate their lineage. In addition, it is argued that for the 

father, the loss of fatherly control over the son is kept in balance by his continued control over 

the vital resources84, i.e., cattle (Jok, 2004, 1998). The way this relationship has been affected 

                                                 

 

 

84  Interview_ADD_17b_22122018, London. 
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in the build-up to and the post-CPA is discussed in Chapter 5. However, it is worth pointing 

out that the loss of cattle by most Dinka households to belligerent rebels, government elites 

and other tribal militias during the pre-CPA war, the CPA era and the post-independence war 

period has dealt a severe blow to this social arrangement in Dinkaland.  

The impact of war aside, in contrast to the father-son conflicts, there are the mothers, who are 

said to experience initiation in a completely different way.  Reportedly, they unreservedly and 

gladly support initiation as a positive development increasing their own social status (Jok, 

1998).85 Whilst sisters do not stay in the family long enough to enjoy the influence that comes 

with their brother’s initiation, as they get married off, for a mother, her success as a Dinka 

woman is dependent on her son’s initiation, and overall on  her children’s progression through 

the social ranks 86  (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2004, 1998). Therefore, her social status within the 

community is said to rise in direct correlation with the number and age of her children, 

particularly her sons, for initiation is a promotion for her too (Deng, 1984, p. 72).  

As will be extensively discussed in Chapter 5, the SPLA’s rebellion targeted both initiated and 

pre-initiation boys and denied most women in Dinkaland, and other ethnic groups who practise 

initiation, the opportunity to move up the sociocultural ranks and access its associated 

                                                 

 

 

85  As described by the Dinka interviewees, but also in several writings on age-set and other aspects 

of Dinka culture. See Jok Madut Jok, Francis Mading Deng,or Lienard.  
86  Interview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala; Interview_GN_2_26102017, Kampala; 

Interview_AYK_3_26102017, Kampala; Interview_OJK_14_17112017, Adjumani; 

Interview_WJM_15_29102017, Kampala; and Interview_ADD_17_11012018, London.  



206 | P a g e  

privileges. These trends, as presented by Thomas (2015) among other scholars on South Sudan, 

have since 2013 been significantly accelerated.  

Interlocutors did acknowledge that this were not a phenomenon affecting only women; male 

youths increasingly found themselves forced into remaining in the unwanted category of 

boyhood, unable to transition and therefore with little hope of moving up to the next level. In 

a society where attainment of social values, respect and privileges has historically been 

attached to a man’s public show of endurance of a certain level of physical and psychological 

violence,87 the inability of community structures to afford youths such a faculty has proved 

challenging. Consequently, the frustration has forced a significant population of Dinka youth 

into finding alternative avenues through which their manhood can be acquired, demonstrated, 

and appreciated. Since violence is inherent in the processes that produce Dinka men and their 

dheeng attributes, participation in violent activities as the only viable and available option for 

asserting one’s bravery and maturity becomes extremely attractive.  

Earlier anthropological studies illustrate ways in which gender identities and social 

restructuring either through economic or violence and conflict, correlates to the disadvantaged 

position of youths in these places (Bourgois, 2003; McDowell, 2000). In an earlier study of the 

impact of economic restructuring on minority young men in the Manhattan neighbourhood, 

                                                 

 

 

87  As captured in Figure 10 and Figure 11 
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New York, Bourgeois (2003) documented the way intersection of the group's attitudes and 

local restructuring disadvantaged them in accessing employment in the 1990s. He noted that:  

“…perhaps if their social network had not been confined to the weakest sector of 

manufacturing in a period of rapid job loss, their teenage working-class dreams might 

have stabilised them for long enough to enable them to adapt to the restructuring of the 

local economy. Instead, they find themselves propelled headlong into an explosive 

confrontation between their sense of cultural dignity versus the humiliating 

interpersonal subordination of service work,” (Bourgois, 2003, p. 141) 

This research finds some similarity in the situation that young men and women alike find 

themselves in in South Sudan, in the sense that the drastic loss of cattle have moved the youths 

away from the sociocultural settings into unfamiliar territories.88 Since December 2013, the 

displacement of civilian masses into either UN protected settlements, IDP camps, to 

neighbouring countries or abroad exposes this population to all sorts of vulnerabilities, shocks 

and stresses.  

Like the Manhattan youths, this population find themselves without the social means and 

mechanisms to cope with the crisis and enable them to stabilise long enough to be able to adapt 

and adjust. This group of Dinka young men, be they in the IDP or UN protected camps, or in 

their villages, provide a susceptible pool for recruitment into militias and rebel groups.  

                                                 

 

 

88  See OCHA situational updates between 2011 and 2017 for details on the number of cattle raided 

and the pattern and magnitude of the crisis on the local population of South Sudan. 
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4.3.4 Age-set as a Reservoir for Military and Political Elites’ Recruitment 

Following a successful initiation process, well-designed spears are handed to youths as gifts, 

symbolising their primarily military function in Dinka society. In other studies, conducted on 

the age-set system of communal structuring, scholars such as Lienard (2016) and Ritter (1980) 

argued that age-sets were more likely to be found in decentralised tribal societies that 

frequently engaged in warfare.  

This research finds that although war and the exercise or threat of violence constitute the core 

function of the age-set structure, which is to defend and protect the community, it expands into 

other aspects of social and communal life, such as cultivation, construction, and other activities 

which require vigour and velour. These activities are an integral part of the mode of production 

and the  socio-economic system that underpins that society (Jok, 2004, 2017, 1998; 

Mengisteab, 2017; Mengisteab and Hagg, 2017).  

The military performance of youth is only a matter of show, for the fact that every adult male 

Dinka will have gone through initiation and similar training implies that every Dinka male is a 

soldier. These militarised tribal characteristics, which will be examined in Chapter 6, fitted 

very well with the SPLA recruitment policy and practices at the onset of the conflict but also 

through most of its early years of rebellion  (D. Johnson, 2011; Rolandsen, 2005). SPLA 

recruitment took children indiscriminately, but for the Dinka, the ideal fighters are primarily 

those adults who have had the strength to fight, and have children to survive them in event of 

their death in combat.  

The physical side of youth training is done through institutionalised fighting with the age-set 

immediately above them. This process is called biook in the Dinka community. Whilst biook 

is considered a form of training for the newly initiated youths, for the observer it provides a 

good lens through which general competition and conflict between the trainee age-set and the 
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one sitting above them can be viewed. However, it is important to note that inadequate research 

and understanding of this organising social system of age-set by foreign researchers have led 

to a misinterpretation of this training, presenting it as detrimental to the social order. On the 

contrary, this form of interaction or contestation between different age-sets of the same 

community is what creates greater understanding and interpersonal relations amongst age-set 

members.  

The training sees the newly initiated emerge as fully fledged adult members of Dinka society, 

with radically changed conduct expected from them as young men. They become highly 

respectable and responsible men who must now play a full role as gentlemen and members of 

a privileged group in society.   

Whilst the Dinka, through rigorous practice and fine-tuning, had succeeded in creating 

proficiency in sophisticated violence by developing war specialism among youths, it seems 

that it is in this very creation that they now find the source of their own destruction. It is this 

art and this understanding of violence and warfare which put youths in a better position to fight 

wars on behalf of the community. At the same time, within youths’ constructive role, there is 

also a destructive element that threatens communities. It is for these reasons that until the SPLA 

war with the GoS, the activities of youth were institutionally integrated and controlled. 

However, as participants described, even with the degree of control provided by the 
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sociocultural institutions of elders, chiefs and the age-set structure, the destructive potential of 

male youth still managed to manifest itself, and spill over into provocation and aggression89.  

The violent and destructive potential of young Dinka men continues to be very attractive to the 

belligerents in South Sudan today, including, the SPLA and the plethora of armed groups 

tormenting the nation as a pool to recruit fighters. Once recruited though, the youths find 

themselves in territory  that contradicts their upbringing, with a  military discipline that would 

not be accepted in the home sphere (Jok, 2004, 1998; Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2015).   

This thesis’ findings highlight a fundamental difference between the sociocultural governance 

institutional systems in the more agro-pastoral based Dinka ethnic communities and the 

communities discussed in Chapter 3 in Equatoria. The difference between the two 

communities’ social, cultural, and political structures can be attributed to the fact that for the 

Dinka people, the relevant age-set becomes the specialist in violence and war, the chief means 

of exercising force. The age-set therefore possesses the “right to use”, ”the means” and “the 

exercise” of physical force (violence). Control of, and the decision when and how to use, such 

violence however, are embedded within the sociocultural institutions, and appear separate from 

the age-set system.  

                                                 

 

 

89  Inerview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala; Interview_AYK_3_26102017, Kampala; 

Interview_ADD_17_11012018, London; Interview_ADD_17b_22122018; and 

Interview_AR_24_23062018, London 
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In contrast, Chapter 3 finds the sitting or ruling age-set (monyomiji) among the Lopit and other 

ethnic groups in Imatong State in Eastern Equatoria retains both the political decision-making 

powers for the day-to-day running of the villages as well as the means of exercising force. 

Dinka youths are said to still manage to find alternative way around the performance and show 

of violence (Jok, 2004, p. 147). This is achieved using songs (war-songs) to demonstrate the 

courage, strength and power of an age-set.  

4.4 Elders, Power and Property  

Historical literature on Dinka society presented Dinka youths as largely occupied in the culture 

of cattle keeping yet within its confines is a destructive element (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2004). 

Despite their preoccupation and involvement with the animals, control over cattle wealth and 

the productive exploitation of these resources rested with the elders.  

Modes of acquisition and (re)distribution in this cattle economy include the use of violence in 

the form of raids (Thomas, 2015),90  and buying cattle using the money acquired from selling 

labour in towns (Hutchinson, 1996; Jok and Hutchinson, 1999).91 Bride-wealth is the standard 

means of acquisition; blood-wealth and other forms of compensation were also sources of 

wealth, although they were remedial, whereas bride-wealth is not (Jok, 2004, 1998). Cattle 

                                                 

 

 

90  Although not the most culturally preferred method of acquisition and redistribution of cattle. 
91  Mostly seen as foreign and market is always associated with the coercive forces of government in 

urban centres. 
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were also exchanged through gifts of friendship or through trade. So, with very few exceptions, 

the normal means of acquisition is kinship and friendship.  

Research conducted during the interim period of the CPA (2005-2011) documents an upsurge 

in the level and trends in communal violence, and a tremendous increase in the prevalence of 

firearms in the hands of the civilian population (Leonardi, 2007; Rolandsen, 2010). This has 

led to the emergence of new forms of social order, one of which has facilitated a boom in militia 

or combatant economy (Pendle, 2017; Pendle and Anei, 2018; Thomas, 2015).  In this 

emerging order, which will be discussed in Chapter 5, the primary means and medium of 

acquisition of cattle is shifting from the traditional mechanisms (bride-wealth, reparation-based 

modes such as blood-wealth, money and friendship) to militarised mechanisms (Jok, 2004, 

2012; Pendle, 2017; Thomas, 2015). In other words, the chief means of cattle acquisition 

currently appears to be through the barrel of a gun.  The major actors in this order are not the 

traditional actors but heavily armed tribal militias, rebels and government military elites (BBC, 

2012; Taylor, 2012).  

Given the acknowledgement that with age come knowledge, and the wisdom accumulated over 

several years of experience, elders are often described as   commanding a fair level of respect; 

even with their loss of physical strength, they are always represented as pivotal, both in 

literature and participants’ accounts.  

They might also have more social skills, larger social networks, and affiliation to more groups 

than younger individuals (Baker and Eaton, 1992; Lienard, 2016, p. S108; Sidanius and Pratto, 

2001). In the case of the Dinka, though, age alone as qualification for domination is not enough 

to guarantee dominance, as advancement in age also comes with the loss of physical strength. 

Vitality and vigilance, or put simply, the ability to wield force are vital for domination, in 

addition to the material and immaterial privileges accruing from seniority. 
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As a response to the loss of physical strength, and to ensure their relevance in day-to-day 

communal governance, elders employ two coping mechanisms that can be easily identified. 

Firstly, they maintain some form of forward-and-backward linkage with the younger 

generation of age-sets on the one hand, and with their ancestors on the other, due to their 

advanced age.  This is achieved through their daily recollection of memories of their youthful 

days passed down through storytelling to the younger generation, most of which happens 

around the evening fireplace. As Chapter 3 notes in regard to the Hiyahi communities of Lopit 

as they retold the story of Romudan (the monyomiji) and Moding the habo (the rainmaker) 

through songs, in a similar way, Dinka elders are said to present recollections of their past 

experiences, glorifying them to the point of distortion to present a positive image of themselves 

to the younger generation (Deng, 1984).   

The second and by far the most important mechanism through which Dinka elders maintain 

linkage with the younger generation as well as stay relevant in the day-to-day affairs of the 

society is by retaining control over the resources and the economy of the rural areas. Elders 

retain control over ownership and the acquisition of cattle and other livestock; they conduct 

sacrifices, slaughtering, and sales; they barter, pay them in marriage, and give them away. In 

addition, as participants' accounts demonstrate, ownership of land, hunting and fishing 

grounds, cultivation of fields, the harvest, and consumption, are all regulated by them.  

However, because of the elders’ decreasing mobility and vitality, some youths may decide to 

deprive the elders of their sources of control and power. Participants however pointed to elders’ 

ability to use the powers contained in their access to and possession and control of spiritual 

forces of violence, that is, the power to curse as an alternative mechanism for ensuring 

compliance amongst the younger generation. Dinka communities, like many South Sudanese 

communities, believe in two separate worlds – the divine and the human worlds, which must 
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be kept separate, with gifted people such as the chief and some elders playing the linkage roles.  

As scholars note, the divine world is where the gods and ancestors of the land reside. Because 

elders are believed to be very close to their ancestors due to their very advanced stage in life, 

they are believed to possess or access these spiritual powers through curses (Deng, 1984; 

Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 2004).  

4.5 Sociocultural Institutional Structuring and Everyday Functions 

The impact of age-set on the structuring of Dinka community/society and their day-to-day 

socio-political and economic coping strategies can be seen both in the effective functionality 

of the communal organisations but also in the failures or changes within these organisations. 

One aspect of the ways in which this occurs is that, as an organisation, it relies on the collection 

of tightly related kin, requiring that they forge coordination and cooperation outside that of 

familial ties in order to tackle complex societal challenges (Lienard, 2016). Alongside family, 

age-set then becomes one of the most fundamental organising institutions upon which the 

socio-political and economic calculations of day-to-day coping in Dinkaland depend (Pendle, 

2017, 2015). It is the relationship and linkages with other social organisations and institutions 

which is particularly important. This however appears to contradict findings of earlier studies 

on age-set organisation in other East African countries.  

For instance, Ritter (1980) and Lienard (2016) argue that age-set is likely to be found in 

communities where seasonal kin groups significantly vary in size and composition. 

Consequently, it is hard for descent groups to rely on their dispersed male members to quickly 

muster war parties whenever defence, retaliatory, pre-emptive, or predatory military activities 

demand it (Lienard, 2016, p. S109; Ritter, 1980, p. 987).  Furthermore, scholars of age-set 

argue that the allegiances created are distinct from family and descent group affiliation, hence 
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they open up the social benefits of broader cooperation while at the same time containing the 

exploitation risks associated with investment in such extensive social exchanges.  

Whilst this is marginally true, particularly in regard to age as the primary proxy qualification 

for recruitment into the group and not familial linkage, interviews with Dinka people, as well 

as similar scholarly work, indicate that kin relationship is still vital for determining the pool 

from which members are drawn (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2004). In addition, in Dinkaland, as Jok 

argues,  

“…kinship ties are an important phenomenon among the Dinka, serving as the most 

important variable around which individuals, households and communities aggregate 

for common subsistence support and political interest.… Blood relations play a 

significant role as safeguards against subsistence failures and other interests of 

relatives.” (Jok, 1998, p. 20) 

Jok’s perspective in a way corroborates the findings of this research, in as much as participants 

highlighted that kinship-based support systems at various levels of social organisation are 

regarded as a potential force and substantial asset for institutional and organisational 

development. Age-set as an organisation within this broader kin-based system is presented as 

playing several functions and employing several mechanisms to both access resources and 

contribute to the day-to-day development of the whole. The implication of these perspectives, 

which view age-set as an organisation fundamentally and predominantly formed in response to 

the military needs of the society, is that they overly simplify the role and purpose of this 

organisation.  Consequently, these studies unintentionally risk misrepresenting the way 

transition happens within these societies and its role in shaping communities’ daily realities 

and relationships with others. 
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At the institutional level, age-set enhances institutional coordination of action to operate as a 

single integrated unit and constitutes the ideal condition for the natural emergence of 

organisational culture and norms that eventually should facilitate the internal coordination of 

the corporate unit (Lienard, 2016, p. S113). The values and norms identified by interlocutors 

include trust, coordination, and cooperation among members of the group, but most 

importantly, accountability at all levels of society, which in a way organically facilitates the 

emergence of a social justice institution. 

 Specialisation and division of labour are reinforced by age-set, or in other words, age-set 

provides a platform for the pooling of different skill sets such as negotiation, war planning, 

dispute resolution among groups, spokespersons for the group, craft works and creativity, such 

as composition of songs (Hutchinson, 1996; Pendle, 2015). Age-set provides the basis for the 

acquisition and development of social capital, e.g. respect, to court, dance, eat, fight, bride-

price, protect, to relax, to threaten, to vest anger (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2011, 2004, 1998; Lienard, 

2016).  

As different age-set organisations emerge within a given society as corporate units, interactions 

and relationships among different groups and units or sections within the community, who in 

themselves have connections to the age-set, produce different institutions (Baker and Eaton, 

1992; Lienard, 2016; Sidanius and Pratto, 2001; Simonse, 1993; Spencer, 1998a). These 

institutions include community defence, marriage, conflict resolution and peace-making, 

judicial and social protections, among others. From political and ritual participation, social 

pleading, public courtship, collective dancing, sanctioning, acquisition of resources, getting 

married, social capital building, to mediating  internal conflicts and feuding management, age-

set is well suited to organising fast coalitional responses in situation of internal and external 
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threats, stresses and crisis, and so many other collective activities (Jok, 2004, 1998; Lienard, 

2016).  

Despite the critical position and role played by age-set organisation in the construction and 

remodelling of the physically protected moral community in Dinkaland and most parts of South 

Sudan, there is a general lack of meaningful scholarship on and representation of these 

sociocultural governance institutional systems and their roles in the processes of state-making 

and nation-building in the country. For instance, while examining the relationships of a 

militarised social group in Dinkaland (titweng) which emerged during the SPLA conflict 

between 1983 and early 2000s,92  Pendle (2015) notes that the age-set before titweng were 

“…remembered as a leaderless group of male youth initiated into manhood during the same, 

multi-year season” (Pendle, 2015, p. 417).  

Pendle  also highlights how political life in such a community is presented as being regulated 

by these age-set based organisations were based on competition to establish dominance and 

authority (Pendle, 2015, p. 417).  As Pendle goes on to demonstrate, there is a risk here of 

oversimplifying the roles and importance of this social organisation in the community’s 

everyday lives. Age-set among the Dinka, and several other tribes in South Sudan who employ 

this social organising mechanism, is an organisation centred around values such as respect, 

                                                 

 

 

92  Chapter 6 discusses this aspect. 
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cooperation, collectivism, personal trust, coordination, and accountability rather than 

destructive competition or show of aggression amongst men.   

For it is not competition between younger and older age-sets which produces equality amongst 

a group, or the hierarchical structure between different levels to facilitate moral leadership and 

military protection  as it is argued (Pendle, 2015), rather age itself acts as a proxy for 

determining structure and seniority. In addition, there are socio-political positions that are 

already pre-determined within South Sudanese communities, such as gifted elders, 

sociocultural chiefs, and rain makers, needing no rivalry.  Recent studies of state formation and 

state building in South Sudan (Jok, 2011, 2004, 2013; Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2015) do 

indicate that age-set as a social organising institution has lost its position and relevance in the 

current socio-economic and political landscape in the country, but interviewees argue that this 

organisation still plays an important role amongst several communities across the country. This 

thesis’ position is that, rather than focusing attention on the performative acts of, and 

relationship actors like, SPLM/A and other armed groups that emerged during and as a result 

of war, to make sense of the current violence, focus should instead be placed on changes in the 

structures and processes that produced these organisations and sustain violence in the first 

place. This would enable us to not only understand the structural and institutional changes that 

have occurred but also the influence of age-set on the meanings and the exercise of violence.  

4.6 Sociocultural Transformation in Dinkaland  

Until the late 1990s, distance and time are argued to  have acted as  obstacles  to the adoption 

of certain practices such as seeking prenatal care, delivery in the hospital, or any other 

biomedical attention (Jok, 1998). These services, as highlighted in Chapter 3, are 

characteristics attributed to the formal bureaucratic institutions of the state and their economic 
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systems; they also form part of the characteristics of the urban centres or the hakuma sphere 

(Leonardi, 2007).  

The imagined (or real) distinction between the two spheres of home and hakuma or towns are 

clear and (re)enforced disparities in levels of infrastructural investment and public service 

availability between the two spheres93 of rural areas and urban centres.  When it comes to other 

social behaviours that were considered “illegitimate” or immoral in the rural areas, such as 

premarital sexual relationships, it is argued that rather than fear of the supernatural keeping it 

minimal, it was the calculation of potential economic and socio-political losses (Jok, 1998).  

However, this research finds that the perceived potential and actual threat of violence from 

youths, and ensuing escalation, were fundamental deterrents to such behaviour. The potential 

economic calculation, such as losses in the value of bride-wealth, is cited by both participants 

and the academic literature as a major driving force behind youth aggression towards the 

accused (Iyaa and Smith, 2018, p. 10).  As highlighted in the case of the pathieromit clan of 

Aripa village in Section 4.2, these forms of violence and conflict were expected to be nullified 

if the institution responsible functioned well.  

In other words, familial disputes, especially those related to the institution of marriage, such as 

inter-tribal marriage, rape, divorce, and the abduction of women for marriage, as well as girls 

                                                 

 

 

93  The SPLA’s leader John Garang had plans to reduce, or perhaps eliminate, the disconnect 

between home and hakuma spheres through what he called “taking town to the people”. 
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becoming pregnant before exchange of bride-wealth, have all been avenues for conflict. Yet 

there were traditional institutions responsible for strict adherence to procedures and measures 

to redress any abuse of these sociocultural mechanisms.  But as will be further discussed in 

Chapter 5, it was these very institutions that were targeted by the SPLA/M rebel leadership 

during the years of rebellion, appropriating them and consequently eroding them. The impact 

of the current, as well as the previous, conflict, is that it has weakened or destroyed all the 

traditional institutions, creating a vacuum. The impact of this is seen in recent lawlessness, 

mass population displacement as never witnessed before and an escalation of violence targeting 

women and children and other vulnerable sections of the population.  

Earlier studies of age-set based societies in other parts of East Africa and the Horn of Africa 

point out fundamental incompatibilities between the growth of capitalism, particularly of the 

market economy, and the age-set system of social structuring (Lienard, 2016, pp. S114–S115; 

Spencer, 1998a, pp. 181–183).  They argue that a market economy comes with a greater 

differentiation of the social world, increased individual specialisation, and a diversification of 

the channels of social mobility. Scholars further contend that the new educational paths, 

business opportunities, and employment opportunities make it easier for individuals to escape 

traditional networks (Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998b; Lienard, 2016, p. S115; Spencer, 1998a). 

In summary, a market economy brings choice – but these groups of scholars assume that youths 

in age-set based societies are deprived of choices. They argue that the younger generation are 

better suited to integrate into the new economic organisation, extract benefits from their new 

lives away from their traditional affliction, and gain some affluence thanks to their participation 

in the cash economy (Lienard, 2016). Consequently, the scholars assume rapid institutional 

substitution accompanying the growth of the market economy accentuates the irrelevance of  
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age-sets in the new economic, political, and social relations of the modern nation state 

(Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998b; Lienard, 2016, p. S115; Spencer, 1998a). 

But social structures in South Sudan present a very contrasting picture to this one. For instance, 

Hutchinson (1996), examining the Nuer’s methods of coping with money and war, and Jok 

(1998) on the Dinka, document that contact with the market did not threaten societal survival 

but rather enhanced the resilience of its existing social systems. Institutions such as age-set do 

guarantee groups' and individuals’ participation and success in the economic environment of 

rural areas.  

As Jok (1998) notes, it was the inability of the Dinka population in the home sphere to access 

markets in the 1990s that threatened their existence, rather than the presence of the market, or 

its development, for that matter. Jok (1998) argues that it was the adaptive apparatuses the 

Dinka had obtained from their contact with the market and had successfully incorporated into 

their management of crisis which turned damaging due to their inability to access market in 

recent civil wars.   

Chapter 3 finds a similar situation currently experienced by the population in the Equatoria 

region in the south. Participants said that their inability to access Juba and other urban based 

markets, and their inability to participate fully in rural economic systems due to limited 

mobility since 2013, were contributing to the current humanitarian crisis in their areas, 

including acute food insecurity.  This therefore counters the narrative that choices brought 

about by a community’s market access threatened the survival of its existing sociocultural 

institutional governance systems and the economic systems accompanying them, and their 

norms and values (Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998b; Lienard, 2016; Spencer, 1998a).  
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It was clearly not clinging to traditions which blocked their progress but rather exposure to the 

modern amenities they cannot now afford: veterinary services and medicines, for example; the 

little that is available is misused due to scarcity (Jok, 1998).  Inability to navigate between the 

two spheres of informal governance institutional systems and their accompanying economic 

system on the one hand, and the rural areas and their economic system on the other, meant a 

lack of access to critical survival agricultural, fishing, and other resources and options for more 

than 80 per cent of the country’s population (Chapter 3, Table 4).  

The post-independence violence which began in 2013 has triggered waves of displacement 

never seen before. Displaced families who had initially fled their homes are reported to be 

further uprooted from their temporary settlement, and remain on the move. Protection concerns 

relating to incidences of conflict and violence but also impoverishment, insufficiency and 

hunger are frequently presented as drivers of population displacement (OCHA, 2018, pp. pa4-

a9). This situation has undermined agricultural production, which was already compromised, 

destroying the livelihood of farmers and herders, causing famine and decay in the sociocultural 

institutions responsible for ensuring protection.  

As earlier noted, socio-political and economic changes that take place within the normal 

transformation boundary keep the right balance between order and chaos, meaning the 

transformation process is less of a strain on the existing coping mechanisms due to its gradual 

nature. However, incidences of violence and conflict, particularly war, such as the SPLA 

rebellion and recent waves of inter-communal violence, radically accelerate the processes of 

social change as well as induce new changes to social and ecological systems, tipping them 

towards chaos. The drastic change in peoples’ beliefs, especially those that encouraged social 

networks, conformity and solidarity, tends to damage peoples’ coping strategies and survival 

chances.  
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Since 1983, the Dinkas' traditional cultural arrangements, which governed economic, power, 

gender, and political relationships between individuals and between communities, and which 

they previously employed under conditions like in recent conflicts have been and are constantly 

being eroded and appropriated by the actions of the central-state and rebel armies94. Yet unlike 

in previous years, it is the pace of change, and the coercive behaviours of the dominant actors, 

that are of greater concern for the local population.   

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the intricate interactions between state and society in South Sudan, 

and the way these relationships impact processes of state-formation in the country. The chapter 

examined these factors from the perspective of agro-pastoralist Dinka communities in the 

central plain of South Sudan. Its analysis focused on how traditional sociocultural structures 

and institutional systems contribute towards the processes of state-making as well as peoples’ 

imagination of and relationships with the state at the margins. The chapter also considered the 

shifting day-to-day realities and the population’s everyday experience of localised violence, 

cultural violence, and civil war violence, and how these diverse forms of violence interact with 

each other.  

Using context more inclined to the populations at the margins of communities than those at the 

centre, this chapter has challenged the currently dominant narrative that perceives ethnicity and 

                                                 

 

 

94  To be further discussed in the next chapter. 
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several other demographic characteristics of South Sudanese societies as straightforward 

drivers of the country’s current state-making crisis. Instead, it argues that demographic 

characteristics such as ethnicity, whilst important in segregating the population and in 

analysing social relationships, do not in themselves explain communal violence and conflict, 

never mind the state-making crisis. The chapter’s findings highlight that at the initial stage of 

the SPLM/A’s rebellion in 1983, ethnicity was not the primary reason for SPLA’s recruitment 

preference for Dinka ethnic youths, but rather differences in the arrangement and the everyday 

functioning of sociocultural institutional governance systems between communities, such as 

age-set.   

The Dinka perspective and experience thus illuminate the ways in which traditional social 

systems influence and shape people's day-to-day lives and self-imagination. The chapter 

highlights the growing contradiction between the moral norms and values produced by the 

traditional sociocultural system as held by its people – about the centrality of family, 

particularly children and women – and the emerging social order during the 1983-2005 

rebellion and in the post-CPA era on the other. In doing so, this dissertation’s findings paint a 

picture of a pre-war society in which unity, harmony, and solidarity behind the ancestral ideals 

were emphasised and sanctioned through both secular and spiritual means.  

In that society, authorised decision makers such as chiefs and elders, or gifted persons such as 

rainmakers, were largely dependent on persuasion rather than coercion, and only in extreme 

cases of wrongdoing, disobedience or insubordination did they resort to the coercive force of a 

spiritual curse. Traditional leaders were the authoritative decision-makers in familial and public 

spheres, and male youth were organised into military regiments called age-sets. The 

management and exercise of violence and coercion were channelled through the institution of 
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the age-set structure, whose primary roles included the provision of communal defence of 

territory and properties, and other physically demanding activities. 

Dinka culture, like that of many other communities in South Sudan, functioned in such a way 

that a person could only develop and enjoy their life, rights, and duties and realise their full 

potential as part of a village under the protection of a militarised age-set structure. The 

dissertation highlights a traditional sociocultural system whose beliefs and moral values place 

unity, solidarity and collectivism, women and, particularly children at the core of people’s 

social and cultural life, according them necessary protection and opportunities for development 

both in status and economically.  In contrast, the post-independence South Sudan state paints 

a grim picture of a society in which children and women have increasingly become exposed to 

and targeted by pervasive acts of violence and exploitative relationships (UNMISS, 2015, p. 

3). 

At the same time, the more than 80 per cent of the country’s population residing in the rural 

areas (see Chapter 3, Table 4), who previously relied on their ability to utilise social mobility 

as a strategy for coping with crisis and stress, are now unable to do so. Recent patterns of inter 

and intra-communal violence and civil wars in the country have restricted the local population’s 

ability to navigate between the violence and coercive characteristics of the state, on the one 

hand, and the absence of its constructive aspect, and the safety offered by the traditional 

sociocultural systems of the rural areas but also their limited capacity to provide public goods 

and services on the other.  

Take the youth population for instance, those that experienced a process of initiation, and were 

managed by the perfectly balanced and accountable communal structure which had 

successfully normalised the exercise and experience of violence into constructive day-to-day 

social relationships in the rural areas. In the new social order in the post-CPA era, youths have 



226 | P a g e  

been dislodged from the traditional sociocultural system by actors of central-state and rebel 

armies, but at the same time, they have not been integrated into the new formal bureaucratic 

institutional systems of the hakuma and its related economic systems (Jok, 2004, 1998; 

Leonardi, 2007). 

Youths in the country are in unchartered and ungoverned terrain, situated somewhat between 

what Leonardi (2007) describes as “in-between rural areas and hakuma sphere” where the 

meanings and rationale behind violence, to whom they are accountable, what is considered 

legal, moral sensibility and accountability have all changed. SPLM/A’s conflicts have fuelled 

the rise of sub-cultures of violence in which violence is carried out within communities by 

members of armed groups who are members of those very communities. These forms of 

violence therefore must be studied in the context in which they occur (Jok, 2004) so as to draw 

meaning and understanding from the perspectives of those involved, either as performers or 

those experiencing the violence either as subjects or witnesses.  
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Chapter 5 The Modern State and Traditional Sociocultural Institutional 

Systems in South Sudan 

5.1 Introduction 

The discussion in this chapter weaves together the discussions and findings presented in 

Chapters 3 and 4 to tease out ways in which people’s articulation and conception of politics, 

identities and their relationships with others, including the state, are reshaped, and reimagined 

through government, military and political elites' manipulation of pre-existing sociocultural 

governance mechanisms. These actions by the state and rebel armies have significantly eroded 

and appropriated the existing traditional coping and governance mechanisms of the rural areas, 

turning historical understanding, experience, imagination of territory, and other social coping 

and governance strategies, on their heads, whilst introducing new frontlines.   

The changes local people have been undergoing, as Cormack (2014), Pendle (2017), Da Costa 

(2017) document, have seen physical spaces that previously provided refuge and safety for 

many increasingly become places of danger. As opposed to harnessing and establishing 

constructive social cohesion and relationships for negotiating territorial access, as previously 

practised (Leonardi and Santschi, 2016), the state and rebel groups’ actions generate mass 

exodus of population, with significant numbers becoming excluded from the formal definition 

of the state as non-permanent residents in their countries of displacement.  At the same time, 

and as Leonardi and Santschi (2016) argue, the changes driven by civil wars in South Sudan, 

such as forced rural urban migration and uneven population density, and the concentration of 

economic activities and public services delivery in specific areas by NGOs and state actors, 

also feed into existing violence and conflicts as well as generating new forms of violence and 

conflict.  
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Through a political settlement lens, this chapter explores power distribution within the structure 

and territory of the state; the nature and roles of resources driving these power distributions; 

and the institutional norms and practices underpinning elites’ actions. These three dimensions 

– of power, resources and institutional arrangements which double as pillars of “political 

settlement analysis” – are triangulated to map out some of the interplays between the state, 

traditional social-cultural systems, and the emerging order. 

5.2 Emergence of State in South Sudan 

During fieldwork in Uganda and Kenya, the majority of South Sudanese demonstrated a vision 

and understanding of the state and what independence meant in their daily lives in terms of 

service delivery, political participation or citizenship, security, government’s fiscal 

responsibility, respect of fundamental rights, and civil liberties. These kinds of visions were 

not far off from those captured in the CPA documents. However what has been pointed out as 

missing in the CPA were  the ways in which these visions and aspirations would be realised in 

the new country (D. Johnson, 2017, 2011; De Alessi, 2012; Rolandsen, 2011, 2010; Thomas, 

2009; Zambakari, 2013).  

For instance, in 2017, in just a single two-hour interview with a young man from Aweil State 

who was studying at one of the universities in Kampala, the word “road” appeared over 25 

times, either emphasising the need to connect the communities, or the failure of the state to 

deliver. This was not because the interviewee was trying to make a point but rather, considering 

the way he eloquently linked communities’ access (roads) to other dimensions of human 

development such as health, education, trade, and veterinary medicine, his interview was a 

testament to the rural population’s imagination and understanding of what the state could 

deliver.  
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The young man, recalling an event on one sunny afternoon in 2008, told of a community 

meeting between his village members in Aweil State and their state governor who had driven 

down from the state capital. In that meeting, the leader acknowledged the dire state of the roads 

and the need for new roads in Aweil. The governor went on to assure the villagers of plans to 

commence work to deliver quality roads within a matter of months. The leader also pointed to 

the dire state of the health facilities, with no medical supplies or staff attending. The governor 

then laid down plans for the population to source more medical staff, both locally and across 

national boundaries, while continuing to work with NGOs providing health services to their 

people. 

 “…but I tell you, after this meeting, we never saw this government leader again and 

neither did we see any works on new roads begin, nor the new doctors or the drug stocks 

arrive. But during the meeting, he delivered all the nice words and promises expected 

of a government official and what conformed to the populations’ imagination of the 

state. This however is not Aweil’s problem alone; across communities, people are 

having similar problems with this government and its capacity shortfalls. ”95   

Unlike governments before the SPLA that had over the years interacted with the local 

population and facilitated the perception of government and the local population’s “home” as 

different entities, the SPLA elite were members from the “home” sphere. In other words, whilst 

different governments in South Sudan had remade the landscape in different ways at different 

times – introduced administrative boundaries; initiated border courts and prohibited violent 

                                                 

 

 

95  Inerview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala 
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raids; and at other times commanded wars and supplied weapons (Hutchinson, 1996; Pendle, 

2017) –  they always occupied an outsider position, and were perceived as foreign by the local 

population (Leonardi, 2015).  

This chapter will illustrate how the SPLA’s position, and its relationship with the South 

Sudanese population, emanate from a source deeply embedded within the population’s 

sociocultural fabric. This means that unlike previous governments, it summons a different 

conceptualisation and a different unpacking in its influence on the processes of state-formation. 

On the one hand, it was the delivery of an imagined state – the world’s youngest and newest 

nation state - to the population that would determine whether the local population and the SPLA 

elites shared a similar vision. On the other hand, SPLM/A’s position also contributes towards 

challenging the conceptualisation of the state as separate from the home sphere, as will be 

examined in the following sections. Goodhand and Mansfield (2010) highlight in their research 

on political settlement and state-making in Afghanistan that there are more actors within a state 

with influence on political settlement than there were a decade ago.  

Imposing governance on the rural areas of South Sudan has thus proved an uphill struggle, with 

even the dimmest prospect of providing state-run services having long faded. The country has 

struggled to put together a broad-based government since the December 2013 crisis. This might 

not necessarily connote a contrasting vision of the state between the SPLA and the local 

population. Instead, the CPA happened at a time when there was more complexity in the 

bargaining processes over a political settlement and institutional arrangements than ever 

before. Goodhand and Mansfield link the fragility of contemporary “political settlements” such 

as South Sudan’s to the changing notion of power and legitimacy, with the participation of an 

even wider circle of actors (Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010).     
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Nevertheless, the implication of the SPLM’s failure to deliver the imagined state for the rural 

population of South Sudan is that once again the local population were forced to rely on the 

pre-existing traditional self-help communal structures as their main survival strategy. On one 

hand, this could be seen as reinforcing the home – hakuma spheres divide; however, on the 

other hand, as Pendle found in western Nuer and Dinkaland, and Cormack in Gogrial, through 

changing the use of space and how landscape is understood, governments and authorities have 

altered how population relate with the landscape and each other (Cormack, 2014; Pendle, 

2017).   

These research findings demonstrate that recent conflicts in the country have introduced new 

frontiers between and among communities, making it almost impossible for communities to 

recreate or revitalise the historical social relations that had sustained them for hundreds of 

years. Duffield challenges prevalent representations of recent conflicts, such as that of South 

Sudan, as simply a form of barbarianism or state disintegration and failure (Leander, 2004) 

driven by ancient ethnic hatreds (Castells, 1996, p. 135; Kaldor, 2013; Pinaud, 2021). Duffield 

critically argues that these conflicts do have logic but that they are different from the kinds of 

states and economic systems in previous epochs (Duffield, 2001, 2007). 

Recent events demonstrate that solutions that focus on centralising the state’s controlling 

powers and addressing only the wider political level interest of elites without directly benefiting 

local people or addressing their concerns risk fostering rather than easing the current crisis. The 

history of state formation and its interaction with traditional social institutional structures in 

South Sudan further highlights the need to move away from the notion of the state as a free-

standing agent issuing orders, as is currently and routinely employed by those intervening in 

the country’s conflict.  
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However, political subjects and their modes of resistance are formed as much within the 

organisational terrain we call the state as in some wholly exterior social space (Leonardi, 2013, 

p. 219). Rather than questioning political subjects and their modes of resistance as Leonardi 

suggests, focus should instead be placed on processes of formation as well as the implication 

of these on the organisational terrain that facilitates social interactions.  

This proposal sits quite well with Duffield’s contention that the state of South Sudan is being 

formed at a time of sustained decline of the state as a relevant unit of economic and political 

organisation in a globalised world governed by networks of multi-national capitalists and 

global-local linkages that the state seems to be ill-suited to govern (Duffield, 2001). To 

Duffield, power and wealth are no longer about centralisation and control of central states, but 

rather about the control of such networks. The failure of the South Sudanese government to 

transition into a centralised monopolising organisation and the current violence and conflict in 

the country cannot simply be viewed as anarchic or indicative of social breakdown, as scholars 

like Idris (2018) and Nyaba (2018) suggest, but rather personify new forms of social, political, 

and economic reality. 

Whilst communities across South Sudan demonstrate some similarities, particularly the 

colonial influence in their social structuring, for example with the chiefs, there are slight 

variations in the way they are structured and function. The explanation for these differences is 

given in historical accounts as the difficulties the colonial administration faced in accessing 

population from the north because of the harsh natural environment (Cormack, 2014; D. 

Johnson, 2011, 1992, 1988; Leonardi, 2013). This introduces the important role landscape and 

space have indeed played in the processes of state formation and state-building. However, since 

the end of the 1980s for instance, different armed groups and governments have attempted to 

redefine and reconstruct South Sudan social landscape either thorough political or militarised 



233 | P a g e  

strategy that redefines and reshapes societies in ways that exceed mere imagination and use of 

space and landscapes (Cormack, 2014; Leonardi and Santschi, 2016; Pendle, 2017, 2015).  

5.3  Boundary and Territory from the Perspective of the Local Population  

“Growing up as a boy in South Sudan, particularly among the cattle-keeping communities, 

until one is about 8 years old, one would usually stay with the family,” was a very common 

observation from Dinka interviewees. This was particularly to highlight the concepts of space 

and boundaries that until this age, a person was introduced to and learnt to understand, operate 

in, and navigate. But once a male child reached eight years or so, they began the transition to 

the cattle camp, 96  in the case of the Dinka – effectively the transition from boyhood to 

manhood.  

The move to the cattle camp is intended to introduce similar age young boys into a specialised 

cultural institution that would equip them as young men with cultural norms and codes of 

behaviour, as well as prepare them for responsible and fulfilling adulthood. Yet the move from 

the family to the cattle camp is not just a change in physical space and environment; it also 

marks a change in understanding and experience of space, boundary and territory.  

These sociocultural features were common in Eastern and Southern Africa and could be 

mapped among several communities across these regions, including the Karamojong in north-

eastern Uganda, the Turkana in Northern Kenya and the Masai in southern and northern Kenya 

                                                 

 

 

96   For more on the cattle camp, please see Deng (1983) and Jok (2001). 
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and Tanzania respectively. In February 2018, a young man in his mid-30s from Bor Dinka, in 

an interview in Nairobi, explained that,  

“…the Abek clan where I am from has got its own toic97 and permanent villages in the 

higher grounds where we do farming. The cattle camp is separate and detached from 

these settlement areas. The people do not migrate that much except for those in the 

cattle camp, whose movement is seasonal and dictated by the state of the Nile River 

waters. Since Twic Dinka of Bor areas reside along the eastern White Nile riverbank, 

during the rainy seasons, when the waters of the Nile have flooded the banks, the people 

in the cattle camps are pushed to move eastwards, away from the flooded areas. But as 

the water recedes back to the Nile River during the dry period, the cattle camps follow 

the water, moving with their animals towards the water.” 98   

Although the Dinka population were predominantly cattle keeping, and tended to move their 

animals, they did occupy permanent or semi-permanent territories and tended to operate within 

these territorial limits, only entering each other’s territory with prior and peaceful negotiation.   

The local population’s everyday experience of mobility, and their conceptualisation of space, 

territory and boundaries, as Da Costa (2017), Pendle (2017), Leonardi and Santschi (2016), 

and Cormarck (2016 and 2014) all document, meant that territory in South Sudan was not seen 

as lines drawn on a map, or rigid borders on the ground.  Participants’ accounts instead indicate 

                                                 

 

 

97  A swampy grazing area along the White Nile riverbank, which experiences seasonal flooding 

during heavy rains, and drought in the dry season. 
98   Interview_ADD_17a_11012018, Kampala 
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that villages and places disappeared or emerged, shrank and moved, within South Sudan, and 

also transgressed international borders.  

Contrary to the South Sudanese understanding of boundary, territory and space, the modern 

state is predominantly represented as the terrain of a permanent population, a clearly defined 

physical landscape under the rigid jurisdiction of a ruler or government, and with the capacity 

to enter into relations with other states (Chen, 2001, p. 25; Cohen, 1961, p. 1129). Elders and 

young men alike told stories of growing up knowing very well their home, their territorial 

boundaries, and their cattle camps. But even within individual cattle camps, there were 

individual families and extended family spaces. Children were brought up understanding and 

knowing these dynamics very well.  

For example, the Twic Dinka of Bor in Jonglei State are said to comprise approximately 17 

different clans, each headed by a sub-chief, with an overall paramount chief. Whilst the sub-

chiefs are subordinate to the paramount chief, each of these 17 clans has individual and 

independent territorial areas. The implication of territoriality on social relationships among 

these people is that a clan could not just venture with their animals or set up a cattle camp in 

another clan’s toic. despite all belonging to the Twic sub-section of Dinka.  

The only circumstances under which a clan may move their cattle camp into another’s territory 

is when there is a problem in their cattle camp and permission is sought from the host clan well 

in advance; otherwise, each clan is expected to graze on their individual toic.   For example, if 

a territory is not producing enough pasture or is hit by a pest and disease outbreak, or merely 

by common seasonal flooding or drought, with permission, the cattle camp of a clan can move 

their animals into their neighbouring clan’s territory. Thus local people’s routines and everyday 

lives, which were characterised by regular negotiated movement (enforced by circumstances 
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or voluntary) between locations for safety, secure livelihood, or other reasons, allowed the 

population to evade the rigid nature of state territory  (Cormack, 2016, 2014; Pendle, 2017).   

However much clans and families occupied specific spaces, this did not in itself connote rigid 

or strained relationships among clans;  intermarriage created much more fluid and complex 

social networks and arrangements among neighbouring communities (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2004, 

1998). D. H. Johnson and Pendle, in the case of Nuer and Dinka communities to the east and 

west of the Nile respectively, and Da Costa on the Murle, document ways in which social 

interactions, social cohesion and mobility are utilised by these communities in times of need 

and crisis (D. Johnson, 2010, 1988; Pendle, 2017).   Youths were therefore brought up 

understanding and operating in these spaces, between different ethnic communities, and within 

the territory of wut (clan), the family territory (kraal) and the residential area (home).  

Within these territories though, the principal resources were the cattle whose primary and 

culturally accepted means of acquisition were the bride-price paid for women (girls) in 

marriage to their families. Other resources used to acquire cattle included blood-wealth99 and 

gifts. In other words, the resources in these clans were the land and cattle, but also the potential 

to acquire animals in the future, i.e., through unmarried girls and married women. As 

highlighted in Chapters 3 and 4 with regard to the Lopit and Dinka communities respectively, 

male youths were culturally trained to protect and defend these assets – the physical cattle; the 

                                                 

 

 

99  Paid off in compensation for murder and other offences such as incest. 
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perceived and potential cattle (via unmarried girls); and the territory or landscape and spaces 

(the resources needed to sustain these assets).  

In the same way social relationships communities in what was previously Jonglei state, as in 

many places along the many rivers of South Sudan, were dictated by the flooding and drying 

of the landscape. These parts of South Sudan, as extensively documented by scholars, are 

historically known to be prone to seasonal flooding100. As reflected in Error! Reference s

ource not found., the Dinka communities in Bor occupy the land closest to the White Nile, 

while territories on the upper land are occupied by different ethnic communities such as the 

Lou Nuer and Murle on the east and the Gawaar Nuer in the north.  

Several interlocutors, particularly those from the flood plains, often noted that for the 

communities living along the Nile, the radically erratic seasonal fluctuations in summer 

flooding of the Nile banks were an inevitable occurrence. As a way of coping with this cyclic 

seasonal stress, communities built their lives around these seasonal events in the river and had 

over hundreds of years-built mechanisms for coping101 with the annual submergence and re-

emergence of their territory as rivers flooded and shrank.     

As D. H. Johnson documents in regard to the 1980s among the Nuer (Gawaar and Lou) and 

Dinka (Ghol and Nyarweng) on the eastern side of the Nile, and Pendle on the western Nuer 

                                                 

 

 

100  Interview with Douglas H. Johnson, January 2018, Oxford, UK.  
101  The movement of the flood waters of the riverbanks and the receding of the waters back to the 

river.  
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and Dinka, South Sudanese communities always built linkages through marriage with 

neighbouring communities, which provided safety during seasonal migration or during 

moments of crisis. In peace times, trade, particularly during a non-war crisis, also helped 

communities cope (D. Johnson, 2017, 2010; Pendle, 2017; Pendle and Anei, 2018; Thomas, 

2015). 

For instance, during the national dialogue consultative meeting (NDCM) in Uganda, a few 

participants from Bor pointed out that historically102, due to the geographical location of their 

communities, the swamps flooded during the rainy season and communities are forced to 

migrate to the upper and drier lands, in this case occupied by the Murle. In the dry season, once 

the flood waters of the Nile River receded, the communities, together with their animals, 

migrated back to their toic. And in a period of drought, their neighbours on the dry upper land 

would move their animals into their territory, closer to the better watered Nile riverbanks.  

To these communities, the flooding of their territorial home, and drought, are regular, perhaps 

cyclic and historical, eventualities, which the communities for generations or centuries have 

devised means to cope with, built their lives around and never considered a disaster, as 

outsiders might. This is evident in the naming of their seasons, that is, “abor” and “yiak”, 

which mean “excess water (flooding)” and “bitter drought” respectively among the Twic Dinka 

community of Bor in Jonglei State.  

                                                 

 

 

102  National dialogue notes. 
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The naming of the seasons is a reflection of the coping mechanism which cattle keepers used, 

because they knew it would rain heavily between the months of May and September (abor 

season) and that the Nile River waters would overflow its banks. The entire community 

understood they would have to leave their toic, and in some cases their home, and migrate to 

neighbouring communities during this period of excess rainfall and flooding. Interlocutors 

noted that elders and local leaders, as expected by in the social setting, would begin negotiating 

their community’s access to neighbouring territories on higher ground. 

An elderly man in his late 60s, during an interview in March 2018 in Palurinya refugee 

settlement, Adjumani District, Northern Uganda, pointed out that:  

“…it was almost impossible that access to these territories was denied by neighbouring 

communities since they too knew that between January and May each year, during yiak 

[drought], there would be no rain and cattle keepers would have to follow the receding 

waters deep into Dinkaland. Whilst the Bor Dinka communities were forced into the 

drier territories of Murle by abor [excess water], the Murle and Nuer cattle-keeping 

communities were equally forced to move by the yiak period into Dinkaland in search 

of fresh pastures and water.” 

Similarly, several research participants highlighted that, in these relationships, it was families 

and clans that brokered access, due to the understanding that ethnic groups are neither 

homogenous nor did they imagine themselves as monolithic in their interactions and 

relationships with others.  

In an interview in January 2018, in Oxford, UK, Douglas H. Johnson extensively elaborated 

on two events that involved the Dinka from Duk areas and the Lou Nuer communities to 

illustrate how individual families utilised existing social ties established over several years to 

secure access to territories and support during times of crisis. In the first event, Johnson said 

that during the 1960s, there was apparently a huge flood, an expansion of the swamp beyond 
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what the Dinka communities in Duk were traditionally used to. Therefore, a significant number 

of Dinka communities from these areas were forced eastwards into Lou Nuer territory, where 

they were offered refuge, and land for their animals.  

In the second example, Johnson described an event that happened at the end of the 1980s in 

which there was severe drought and a rinderpest epidemic, especially in the Lou Nuer area. As 

a result, several Nuer members moved westward towards the Nile riverbank and settled among 

the Dinka in areas that were better watered for cultivation and for their animals. Johnson noted 

that during these migrations, the families of Lou Nuer who might have helped Dinka families 

during the great flooding in the 1960s then received reciprocal help nearly two decades on from 

the families they had helped.103  

However, as interviews, and the discussions at the national dialogue consultative meetings, 

FGDs in Uganda in late 2017 and the first half of 2018 highlighted, the 1983-2005 SPLA/M 

rebellion caused significant stress to the social networks and inter-communal relationships 

which had sustained these communities for several generations. Through their actions, 

deliberate or otherwise, the central-state and rebel military in Sudan/South Sudan have 

significantly eroded and appropriated these traditional coping and governance mechanisms of 

the population in the rural areas, through changes in their usage, and the meanings attributed 

to and imagination of space, territory, and boundary. 

                                                 

 

 

103  Interview with Douglas H. Johnson, January 2018, Oxford, UK. 
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Of particular significance, were the recruitment drives (further discussed in the next section) 

during the early years of the rebellion in the 1980s to early 1990s, and the  violent split within 

the SPLA (Belloni, 2011; D. Johnson, 2011; Rolandsen, 2010, 2005; Thomas, 2009) in the 

early 1990s that left several dead, and communities displaced. The events that followed the 

1990s split witnessed the emergence of a new frontline that cut across previously connected 

and mutually coexisting communities and their locally established coping mechanisms, such 

as in Johnson’s examples above.  

An elderly man from Bor, in an interview in Palurinya refugee settlement in Adjumani District, 

Northern Uganda, pointed out that due to the SPLM/A wars,  

“…during abor seasons, because of the breakdown in relationships, it became 

impossible for us to access the Murle’s drier lands and they too could not access ours 

during yiak through traditional channels. The inability to deploy the historical coping 

mechanism of seasonal mobility started to bite these communities hard as the Dinkas; 

animals died in large numbers, due to their inability to access pastures during seasonal 

floods. In the same manner the Murle and other upland cattle-keepers also lost animals 

to drought consequent on their inability to access fresh pastures closer to the Nile waters 

situated in Dinkaland.” 

 The inability to take cattle to the right pastures at the right time and the death of animals as a 

consequence, saw the emergence of an even worse pattern among communities as these 

relationships began to come under strain. Interlocutors reported that some people from the same 

communities began to steal cattle amongst themselves as they lost animals to the he abor and 

yiak respectively. This was completely new behaviour.  

The changes South Sudanese were undergoing, in terms of the use, meaning and re-imagination 

of space, territory and boundary, are best summarised by Pendle (2017, pp. 73-74) and 

Cormack (2014, pp. 231-258), who describe how local populations’ relationship with, and 
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imagination of place were “turned on their heads”. Cormack talks of land that previously 

provided refuge for many people, such as the toic, becoming a place of danger. Pendle then 

highlights that  

“…families had previously lived in the toc [toic in Bor] so children could benefit from 

the fullness of the toc’s fish, milk and crops. The new targeting of children and women 

made the toc no longer safe for domestic settlement.” (Pendle, 2017, p. 73) 

Using the guns distributed by either the SPLA or the GoS during the 1983–2005 war, cattle- 

keeping communities have adopted a new coping mechanism, in which guns are utilised to 

define and shape the political economy of their spaces. As opposed to harnessing and 

establishing constructive social networks and relationships for negotiating territorial access, as 

practised for generations, the new social relations were best summarised by a student from Bor 

who is studying in one of the universities in Kampala, during an interview in November 2017.   

“…for the Bor or Twic Dinka to access pasture in the Murle or Nuer lands during the 

flooding, the population had to use guns. Likewise, the Murle and Nuer cattle keepers 

would do the same to access fresh pasture from Dinka toics in times of severe drought.  

But as guns are used to force access rather than peaceful negotiations and non-violent 

means that improve relationships, the demand for and importance placed on guns also 

increased immensely. However, as guns increased in the hands of the local civilian 

population, so did the number of lives and vital resources lost to guns in villages.”104 

                                                 

 

 

104  Interview_ADD_17a_11012018, Kampala.  
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This perspective from Bor demonstrates the way social relationships and survival mechanisms 

that had sustained the society for generations had been forced to change to boost communities’ 

survival during times of need. As other works in South Sudan on space, boundary and the 

changes to landscape demonstrate, these changes are widespread across the country. 

Consequently, people have been  forced to abandon previously inhabited spaces, which not 

only turned these places into wilderness (Cormack, 2014; Pendle, 2017) but also destroyed 

existing social coping mechanisms.     

5.4 The Distortion of Traditional Sociocultural Systems 

An interlocutor recollected during an interview in December 2017 in London,105 that his father 

belonged to an age-set called maketh.  The age-set preceding maketh is called marwol. 

Immediately after maketh was another age-set called magok, which should have been followed 

by another age-set. That age-set would have been his. Their initiation would have potentially 

taken place somewhere between the late 1980s and early 1990s, but this never happened and 

since then they have never witnessed a ceremony like those whose stories are constantly retold 

by the now elderly members of marwol, maketh and magok.   

Decades of SPLA civil war triggered a systemic appropriation and distortion of meanings 

attributed to, and perhaps the destruction, of vital sociocultural practices in Dinkaland 

responsible for ensuring and maintaining communal security. For instance, several 

                                                 

 

 

105  At the time pursuing a postgraduate degree at a UK university; has since returned to Juba. 
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interlocutors note that although some initiation into age-set has continued since that time in 

some communities in Dinkaland, for others, there has not been proper initiation since the onset 

of the SPLA-GoS conflict in 1983. From the mid-1980s, the Dinka people found themselves 

in a position where there were no age-sets emerging who were accountable and committed to 

ensuring protection and defending the territory, the resources and the people of their villages. 

My interlocutors attributed this to the manner in which the SPLA mobilised fighters into the 

rebellion; this has also been documented by scholars such as Atta-Asamoah et al. (2011), D. 

Johnson (2011) and Rolandsen (2005).   

In its first civilian recruitment, the SPLA is said to have targeted and taken all members of the 

magok age-set to fight its war.106 Prior to the recruitment, the magok’s primary roles were the 

provision of security, and the protection and defence of the community’s territory, resources, 

people and properties. This group formed the first battalion trained by the SPLA in Ethiopia, 

and were renamed, replacing the age-set’s name magok with the rebels' own given name, 

koriom.  But the entire battalion is said to have comprised young, initiated men from Bor.  

The second battalion of the SPLA to be recruited was called muor-muor.  Koriom and muor-

muor are names emanating from the Dinka ethnic groups, used to connote insects. Koriom for 

instance, as interlocutors from the Bor Dinka highlighted, was traditionally a word used in 

reference to locusts. Before then, the naming of the age-set was done based on animals (Deng, 

                                                 

 

 

106   Interview_ADD_17_11012018, Kampala; and Interview_ADD_17b_22122018, London. 
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1984),. Whatever the colour of the bull brought by the benybith (spear-master) during the 

initiation became the name assigned to the to-be-initiated age-set. In the example of the maketh 

age-set referenced earlier, it meant that the bull brought to their initiation was yellow in colour, 

and marwal, as the interviewee explained, was because the bull used during initiation had red 

and white colouring.  

Once muor-muor and koriom were mobilised, the defence of the territory, the resources, and 

the community as a whole was left in the hands of untrained, inexperienced and uninitiated 

boys. It is important to keep in mind that these events happened in the early years of the 

movement. Koriom were taken around the mid-1980s and muor-muor in the late 1980s. As one 

interlocutor put it,  

“…when it comes to muor-muor, I would personally call muor-mour soldiers of the 

Malwal Dinka or soldiers of the Bor Dinka sub-section. They were already doing 

similar jobs for their community that the SPLA assigned them to do; they were already 

defending their territory, resources and the people (family)”.107  

Interlocutors highlight this as an explanation for the SPLA’s preference for mobilising the 

muor-muor and koriom age-sets because they were pre-existing military groups within the local 

population. By the late 1980s, the SPLA had perhaps exhausted existing age-set groups in 

Dinkaland, and there were no new ones due to the war.   

                                                 

 

 

107  Interview_ADD_17a_11012018, London and Interview_ADD_17b_22122018, London 
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Some interlocutors argue that the SPLA were forced to adopt a different mechanism for 

sourcing new fighters. SPLA rebels embarked on mobilising what later became known as the 

“Red Army”. In addition, those in schools in Malakal and Khartoum, and others places who 

joined willingly, or were mobilised, formed a group which later became known as jamus – 

meaning rhino in Arabic; most of this group became the leaders of the muor-muor and are 

currently elite members of the SPLM/A (Ayii, 2017; Paterno, 2017).  

Upon losing magok and those after them to the muor-muor and koriom, women and the very 

young children were left behind to assume the roles previously and traditionally played by men. 

Work previously undertaken by men, such as looking after livestock, had to be taken on by 

women in addition to their traditional roles.  But, unlike the men who were traditionally 

prepared and trained for this purpose in their social upbringing, women had to undertake these 

responsibilities without training and preparation (Jok, 1998).   

The increase in domestic and social responsibilities for women did not translate into a 

corresponding increase in the level of decision-making that the male age-set groups enjoyed or 

improvement in their social status. Jok (1998) notes that women faced increased 

responsibilities for household management while men were at war, and an increase in labour 

activities.   

For this thesis, this was partly because the communal defence systems of the Dinka had been 

significantly weakened by the rebel recruitment drive of the 1980s and early 1990s. The 

dwindling population of young boys for recruitment and the need for fighters became a matter 

of competition between the traditional sociocultural institutions, the rebels, and the Sudanese 

central state. Although the traditional sociocultural systems had survived similar episodes of 

state driven coercion, including the early years of Sudan independence, the SPLA rebellion 

impacted it in a unique and unprecedented manner.   
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There have been many contrasting views regarding people’s survival strategies in periods of 

conflict and war. Scholars such as de Waal (1990) describe cultural change driven by relief 

intervention. De Waal argues that through uncontrolled contact with relief organisations, and 

loss of confidence in their power to withstand negative changes, the culture of the rural war-

stricken population was unintentionally weakened. By contrast, Jok argues that war-stricken 

communities are not totally isolated, nor do they cling to their cultural norms and reject history. 

Instead, war-stricken populations acknowledge the need to embrace new and effective ways to 

face newly emerging conditions when familiar survival strategies are weakened (Jok, 1998).   

5.5 Resources, Property Rights and Community Governance 

In the context of most Nilotic communities of Eastern Africa, which I personally come from 

as an Acholi from northern Uganda, livestock occupied a central and fundamental place in the 

day-to-day running and survival of sociocultural institutions 108  (Deng, 2006, 1984; 

Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 1998). For instance, judicial procedures in the traditional system were 

administered in a manner that promoted reconciliation and accountability rather than 

confrontation. It was a process fundamentally based on livestock as its main medium of 

transaction and adjudication.  

Minor offences breaking the norms and rules of the community, such as theft, or unsanctioned 

behaviour, like a show of disrespect to elders and leaders, for example, were settled by the 

                                                 

 

 

108  The degree of significance varies between the cattle keeping communities and the more agrarian 

population. 
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delivery of one or more animals as an acceptable fine (Jok, 2004). As demonstrated in Chapters 

3 and 4 in the case of Lopit and Dinka people respectively, when major offences took place 

which threatened the deterioration of the entire social relationship among communities or clans, 

such as homicide or pre-marital sexual relationships, the sociocultural system was expected to 

respond rapidly to prevent vengeance (Deng, 2006, 1984; Jok, 2004, 2013). 

In contrast to the traditional justice system, which sought to address major offences by putting 

responsibility and accountability on the accused via communal governance structures to 

prevent violence (Jok, 1998), the formal judicial institutions of the colonial state took an 

individualised punitive approach to the administration of justice (Delmet, 2013, p. xiii; 

Hutchinson, 1996). The modern state’s view of justice and the prevention of violence assigns 

responsibility to individuals rather than groups of people. During the 1983–2005 rebellion, the 

SPLM/A military commanders are said to have exploited these colonial justice mechanisms to 

their advantage, punishing accused perpetrators by firing squad (Jok, 1998). However, the 

emergence of this modern view of justice came with a systematic disregard of the engagement 

of traditional institutions, and the central principles of reconciliation and the reestablishment 

of social peace that they practise (Jok, 2013; Pendle, 2017).   

Interviews highlighted the fundamental roles of cattle and other livestock in judicial 

proceedings in the traditional system, which meant that since elders held the right to use and 

control livestock, they were a powerful force in the administration of justice and communal 

governance processes. Livestock in most communities in South Sudan also had a special 

position in religious practices such as sacrifices for the treatment of infertility; to appease the 

ancestral spirits; and to regulate rain; but livestock were also vital in marriage, social cohesion 

building and in peace and conflict resolution (Jok, 2004, 1998; Pendle, 2017). Earlier scholarly 

work such as that of Jok (2004 and 1998), Leonardi (2017), Pendle (2017 and 2018) show that 
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until the late 1990s, the lowest political organisation in societies in South Sudan revolved 

around the authority of elderly community men, who were respected because of their roles as 

leaders involved in religious and communal governance but also their command over vital 

resources.  

Due to their position and their powers, these elders managed the community with little 

opposition, and as Jok (1998) asserts, “the wisdom of their orders was not doubted or 

questioned”. Their authority extended to control over decisions regarding cattle movement; 

exploitation of resources of the rivers and streams; and the state-society relationship; but most 

importantly, in relation to the governance of ‘tribal’ sections and sub-sections, in their 

participation in decisions that impacted their communities, such as in chiefs’ courts (Leonardi, 

2015).  Such traditional controls, and the tendency of people to respect sociocultural practices, 

provided an effective technique of organisational order as a support system.  

Johnson (2011) argues that these powers were progressively diminished as the modern courts 

reduced the importance of livestock in settling fines and commercial transactions. This 

dissertation’s findings highlight that rather than the formal state court system reducing the 

value of cattle by removing them as the main medium for penalties and fines, cattle found new 

meanings and purpose in the SPLM/A rebellion between 1983 and 2005. Cattle changed from 

being under the control of elders to being possessions in the hands of SPLA/M’s powerful 

political and military elites. As interlocutors pointed out, this move triggered a progressive 

collapse in the institution of marriage and the authority of elders. In other circumstances, where 

cattle were still used in judicial processes, unlike in the pre-SPLA  systems that took no portion 

of this payment, SPLA commanders are said to have claimed part of the fines from the offender 

(Jok, 2004, 1998; Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2015).  
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Jok (1998) points out that the percentage of the fine was arbitrary and was left to the discretion 

of the area commander, who sometimes increased the fine as a mechanism for either 

suppressing feuds or increasing their own wealth.  The breakdown of this traditional system, 

particularly the elders’ authority and their participation in the governance of the community, 

freed individuals to manipulate property rights to their economic advantage (Jok, 2013; 

Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2017). Individuals also got away with what was considered socially 

inappropriate behaviour; this resulted in the increased subjection of unarmed vulnerable groups 

such as women, children, the elderly and the poor, to exploitation and unhealthy relationships.  

In a discussion with a group of South Sudanese from Rumbek in November 2017 in Kampala, 

participants reflected on how, in the later years of the rebellion, SPLA/M commanders 

introduced and utilised the position of nhomgol (goal leader) among the Rumbek Dinka. The 

rebel movement used the position to bypass the need to negotiate access to the local population 

and resources through existing traditional sociocultural institutions. Interviews and group 

discussions described how the SPLA used the nhomgol position to channel information, recruit 

fighters and collect contributions from individual families, including cattle, without needing to 

negotiate with elders. 

Like the chiefs’ structure, however, interlocutors argued that the nhomgol’s position was still 

embedded within sociocultural institutional structures. Consequently, some chiefs exploited 

the flaws in this position to increase their individual wealth and political powers. Some chiefs 

and sub-chiefs are said to have taken advantage of the rebels’ taxation of the community by 

retaining some of the collected animals or adding additional units on the numbers requested by 

the rebel commanders.  My interlocutors noted that in order to reduce the powers of the chiefs’ 

structure, and limit competition between the structure and the rebel commanders, as well as 
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forge loyalty to boost recruitment of fighters, and increase access to resources to fund the 

rebellion, the SPLA leadership introduced local elections into the chiefly structure.  

One participant pointed out the implications of a move towards local elections at the lower 

level of the reth (chiefs) structure   

“…as it happened, there was a possibility of change in leadership in the sense that a 

new leader may come in who would be aligned to the ideology of the rebellion. But 

even in circumstances where the old one whose authority and leadership were contested 

were re-elected, perhaps due to the number on his side of the family, he was most likely 

to change his ways due to the warning that there might just be no 'second-time-lucky'.”  

In the same group discussion, another interlocutor gave an example of something he witnessed 

in the mid-1990s which involved his father and the then chief, called Majok. He said: 

“…the main issue with Majok was that he was biased in his ruling as well as adding 

additional number of animals on what the SPLA had set as fines for offenders, or in 

cases relating to homicide, to expand his worth.  My dad in the mid-1990s was just an 

ordinary man in the society. But once people raised concerns to the movement’s 

commanders that Majok was mishandling issues within the community, the SPLA 

called for elections, and my dad (Majak) challenged Majok and won, becoming the new 

chief. It was a similar case with a neighbouring clan where Matru (who was a common 

man from a common family) in 2000 won in a similar process.” 

Duffield (1994) points out that it is possible that in times of war the process of impoverishment 

of the population affected by war should not be simply seen as a consequence of the failure of 

traditional survival strategies of that population (Duffield, 1994). Rather, like the examples 

above show, the failure indicates “the transfer of assets from the weak to the militarily and 

politically strong” during periods of endemic war. 
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5.6 Changing Medium and Meanings of Violence 

In most academic and development work on South Sudan, the state and society are generally 

presented as two separate and distinct entities. Leonardi (2015 and 2007) and Da Costa (2017), 

though, challenge this dichotomous representation, arguing that the very nature of the SPLA’s 

rebellion and its continued strong linkage to the home sphere not only changed earlier state–

society imagining but also significantly blurred the divide.  

This chapter argues that the dichotomy in the way the state is imagined or presents itself at the 

margins of society as Leonardi highlights above is still vital in the analysis of the state-society 

relationship. The dichotomy offers a critical point in response to the overriding question driving 

this research, i.e., “how are the contradictions in different peoples’ vision of the state connected 

to the processes of state formation in South Sudan?” The thesis reveals how, at the margins of 

society, the state is seen as predatory and abusive, to be avoided as much as possible on the 

one hand, and as a highly desired and longed for power, particularly regarding the provision of 

public goods and services, on the other. In other words, the local population primarily views 

and understands the state either from the constructive aspect of the provision of services, or 

with regard to its deficiencies in providing security of persons and property, economic growth, 

and development.  

Since the signing of the CPA, the South Sudanese elite and foreign actors in the country have 

evidently focused on the construction and establishment of the central controlling organs of the 

state, such as the central government ministries and vice presidencies in the capital Juba 

(IGAD, 2018; MAPHASA, 2020). This is evident in the several political settlements reached 

in the country, including the 2015 agreement on the resolution of conflict in South Sudan 

(ARCSS) and the 2018 revitalised agreement on the resolution of the conflict in South Sudan 

(R-ARCSS).  Each new agreement has so far correlated with a proposed expansion in the size 
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of the central-state to accommodate belligerents and political elites, but without constructive 

aspects that the local population have come to imagine constitute the state.   

This research paints a picture which highlights that the binary representation of state-society 

relationships in South Sudan, such as rural areas and urban centres, home and hakuma spheres, 

or government versus communities in the countryside (Leonardi, 2007), is not being blurred, 

but rather, getting sharper and more pronounced than ever before. The research position is that 

the society-state dichotomy was never to do with the actors and their performative acts (whose 

intermingling or shift in positionality influenced these divisions). Rather, it is in the 

constructive aspect of the state where the divide is situated.   

As discussed in Chapter 4, until the late 1990s, distance and time acted as checks  or obstacles 

to the potential or rapid transformation brought about by adopting certain practices attributed 

to the modern state, such as reproductive healthcare (Jok, 1998), education, transport and 

communication networks, or other state services. These attributes, as Leonardi (2007, p. 394) 

points out, also double as characteristics attributed to the formal bureaucratic institutions of the 

state and their economic systems, including organisations or institutions that form part of the 

characteristics of the urban centres – the hakuma sphere.  

The imagined and real distinctions between the two spheres of home and hakuma  were clear, 

and reinforced disparities in levels of infrastructural investment and public service availability 
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between the two spheres109  (D. Johnson, 2011). This is because the material characteristics 

that distinguish the two spheres are still very alive and growing stronger as new ones are being 

introduced; the performance of the SPLA/M political and military elites in the home sphere has 

resulted in mass population displacement from the rural areas since 2013.  

Until the 1983-2005 rebellion of the SPLA/M, the home sphere had its own local defence 

system of armed young men. In the pastoralist communities, these forces were often 

synonymous with those who looked after the cattle, while among the more agrarian 

communities, were associated with farming. For most of the age-set based ethnic groups in the 

country, the primary roles played by age-set members were the provision of security, protection 

and defence of the community’s territory, resources, people and properties. In addition, as 

discussed in Chapter 3, in some communities in the greater Equatoria province the age-set also 

played a political role as the main communal decision-makers in their day-to-day affairs. 

This thesis reveals how this communal governance mechanism has been impacted by current 

state-making interventions and processes.  Previously, the communal structure trained 

individual youths or groups of youths on how to acquire military skills. It is a characteristic 

inherent in several Nilotic based communities of Eastern Africa (Baxter and Almagor, 1978; 

                                                 

 

 

109  The SPLA’s Leader Garang had plan to reduce this or perhaps eliminate the disconnect between 

home and hakuma sphere through what he called ‘taking town to the people’. 
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Bernardi, 1952; Grüb, 1992; Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998b; Lienard, 2016; Simonse, 1993, 

1992; Spencer, 1998b, 1998a, 1978). 

In these communities, defence was always a collective responsibility of the able or youthful 

men in the society and accomplished in a highly coordinated and collective manner. This was 

made possible as a result of specialisation and division of labour, reinforced by members 

pooling different skill sets such as negotiation, war planning, dispute resolution, spokesperson, 

craft works, creativity, and the composition of songs (Lienard, 2016; Pendle, 2017). It was also 

in the age-set system that young men  would acquire and develop social capital such as showing 

respect, practising courtship, dancing, eating manners, fighting skills, bride-price negotiating, 

and how they would learn to relax, and vent anger (Deng, 1984; Jok, 2011, 2004, 1998; Lienard, 

2016). 

But after the SPLA mobilised the only remaining groups in Bor as koriom and muor muor, and 

recruited in other communities, it interrupted and halted the age-based social stratification of 

those communities, affecting the day-to-day functioning of social systems as well as their 

security mechanisms. They made the koriom and muor muor contributing communities 

vulnerable to attack from marauding neighbouring tribes.  

For instance, the GoS is said to have armed and used Baggara tribal militia groups to conduct 

several raid attacks in western Dinkaland, causing massive displacement, loss of life; abduction 

and enslavement; and loss of property, mainly cattle (Ahmed and Sorbo, 2013). Most 

communities affected by these attacks have not been able to recover. In response, the SPLA is 

said to have facilitated the formation of a communal defence mechanism that aimed at moving 

away from the age-based system (Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2015). There are contrasting 
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perspectives explaining the creation of this new community defence mechanism, known as 

mathiang anyor 110 or titweng/gelweng111.   

Pendle (2015) for instance notes that the SPLA actively remodelled the militarised youth’s 

organisation, bypassing the age-set system and inter-group competition, and in the process, 

encouraged a unified larger group to fight together, irrespective of their years of initiation, with 

the assumption that a larger group would better defend against large raiding groups from the 

north.  She also points out that while literature has suggested increased violence from youth 

based on generational tensions (Kurimoto and Simonse, 1998b), the formation of the titweng 

or gelweng structurally reduced inter-generational contestation between proximate age-sets, 

suggesting a more complex understanding of youth112 on the part of academic and development 

actors. 

Behind this perspective is the assumption of the SPLA’s move towards constructing a 

centralised bureaucratic system (Rolandsen, 2005) driven by a notion of “imagined 

communities” (Anderson, 2006) in which age-set based community defence mechanisms are 

viewed as making the community far from being an “imagined community”. This is due to the 

nature and mode of social relationships in an age-set based system, which are believed to take 

                                                 

 

 

110  This means grasshoppers; it is almost an equivalent of muor muor or koriom, only that this group 

is based on a sophisticated military arsenal and military training from the SPLA and the state, in 

contrast to their counterparts muor muor and koriom.  
111  See Pendle (2015) for more details on the creation and operation of titweng or mathiang anyor. 
112  Leonardi challenges the assumption that violence is necessarily a result of generational tension. 

Leonardi, supra, note 15. 
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an interpersonal mode of interaction (Baxter and Almagor, 1978; Bernardi, 1985, 1952; 

Lienard, 2016). The titweng or gelweng system for community defence was viewed as 

facilitating the formation of a larger grouping too vast for members to know every individual 

member personally. But once this was achieved, it was believed that the new social 

relationships would unite different groups, restricting division between groups fighting for their 

home communities and those captured by the government sphere.  

This move towards the creation of a centralised structure is discussed in Rolandsen (2005, p.32) 

looking at the political changes in South Sudan during the 1990s, particularly the implication 

of SPLM/A’s national convention on the population. Rolandsen clarifies the way the SPLM/A 

tried to expand rudimentary local administration into a civil government structure (already 

existing in different communities). Consequently, the SPLM/A is said to have been forced to 

rely heavily on the chiefs and their authority for government at the local level. The chiefs 

therefore collected taxes, presided over local courts and provided recruits and labour as well as 

food stuffs and animals to feed the rebellion (D. Johnson, 2011; Da Costa, 2017; Leonardi, 

2013; Pendle, 2017; Rolandsen, 2005; Thomas, 2015, p. 16). 

In contrast to the “imagined community” and state formation perspective above, several 

interlocutors from South Sudan viewed the recruitment of titweng/gelweng and mathiang anyor 

as a desperate move by the SPLA to fill up the security void left by their recruitment drive. As 

an interviewee argued, the dwindling population of young men within Dinkaland meant that 

there was no single community that could mobilise enough youths to meet their defence needs. 

Jok (1998) highlights that most young people joining the SPLA attended military training on 

the Ethiopia-Sudan border, or fought in Equatoria and upper Nile, or went to the North to seek 

employment, thus leading to the failure of traditional sources of economic viability and 

community defence of rural areas.  
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The limited pool from which to recruit new fighters intensified competition between traditional 

institutions and the rebel groups in the home sphere on the one hand, and between the home 

and the hakuma (GoS) spheres on the other. There was greater and more detrimental 

competition within the home sphere between the SPLA and traditional institutions. To alleviate 

this competition and to help reduce the risk of having to divert some of their trained fighters 

away from fighting the GoS to ensuring community security from threats of localised tribal 

cattle raids, the SPLA opted to centralise community defence in titweng or gelweng.  

Once the SPLA had successfully mobilised titweng/gelweng, guns were distributed to this 

newly established community defence group, but because guns in South Sudan were  always 

understood to belong to the government or the state, the acquisition of guns elevated the new 

groups (Pendle, 2017). Pendle highlights that these new groups enjoyed a symbolic proximity 

to the government, in this case the SPLA, but because the SPLA also occupied the home sphere, 

the distribution of guns blurred the home–government divide. At the same time it successfully 

removed the source of control and command away from traditional authority (Leonardi, 2007; 

Pendle, 2015).  

These research findings suggest that violence amongst groups of young men might not 

necessarily have stopped because they were brought together by the SPLA outside the age-set 

frame, as others seem to suggest (Pendle, 2017, 2015); rather, changes in economic calculations 

and access to vital resources were brought about by the interruption of the cattle – youth – 

elders – women relationships. In other words, the SPLM/A’s drive targeted what previously 

defined and constituted the backbone of social relationships and survival strategies. This 

chapter argues that the SPLA/M’s process looks more to do with political and economic 

predation, since it finds no evidence of any mechanism of accountability and constructive 

engagement in its system.  
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Harvey (2005, pp. 137-183) identifies two forms of capital accumulation: the first form is based 

on expanded reproduction, the extraction of surplus value by means of purely economic 

constraint in which, at any rate, peace, property, and equality prevail. The SPLA/M’s political 

and economic predation above, though, is best described by Harvey’s second form of capital 

accumulation, which he argues is based on forms of extra-economic coercion, on violence, 

predation, and expropriation. To Harvey, the second mode exemplifies the moment of 

“primitive accumulation”. The South Sudanese state is therefore emerging in an environment 

in which war, “… force, fraud, oppression, looting are openly displayed without any attempt 

at concealment, and it requires an effort to discover within this tangle of political violence and 

contests of power the stern laws of the economic process” (Harvey, 2005, p. 73) 

As Chapter 4 demonstrates, elders in Dinkaland retained control over cattle, hence maintaining 

control over the young, particularly unmarried young men, as they had to always appease the 

elders as a means to access these resources. However, once youths were successfully 

disconnected from traditional systems and recruited into either the rebellion or the new 

community defence system, this relationship was broken, and youths no longer relied on the 

elders' authority to access cattle or women for marriage, as they had before the SPLA wars 

(Leonardi, 2007, p. 402; Pendle, 2015, pp. 424–425). At the same time as the meaning and 

definition of community defence and the mode of delivering security shifted, there was an 

equally fundamental alteration in the ownership, control and meanings assigned to cattle in 

South Sudan, particularly in the liberated areas of the SPLA driven by “primitive 

accumulation”.  

Accumulated reports and interviews conducted for this research show that the high demand for 

resources to feed and maintain the rebellion saw cattle gain a central significance as the most 
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important resource for the rebellion.113 The rights of ownership and control of cows, as well as 

the meanings and value attributed to cattle, dramatically shifted, from what was primarily seen 

as guaranteeing procreation and immortality, to a resource vital to sustaining the rebellion  

The emergence of a new medium of force – guns – together with a shift in the meaning 

attributed to a resource that formed the very spine of social and economic life of many 

communities in rural areas made the establishment of a new social and economic mode of 

accumulation possible. On the one hand, the powers behind the CPA and other political 

settlement-driven state-making in South Sudan focused their energy on the oil and other 

mineral resource wealth for funding and ensuring elite cooperation towards state construction. 

On the other hand, while central-state government’s policies appear in compliance with this 

internationally driven political settlement perspective, central-state military and political elites 

are said to divert these state resources to privately invest in cattle herds in the home sphere 

(Pendle, 2017, p. 75, 2015, p. 413).  

This challenges the long held assumption that oil, and other mineral wealth such as gold and 

diamonds, are the valuable resources upon which processes of state-construction/formation are 

based through  “political settlement among competing elites” (Awolich et al., 2017; GoS and 

SPLA/M, 2005; IGAD, 2018; Thomas, 2015).  Cattle, rather than representing a destructive 

and anarchic source of violence, that increased the new state’s fragility, are instead the valuable 

                                                 

 

 

113  Cattle became commonly known as “Bank of Garang”.  
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resource behind the processes of social and state construction and reconstruction, notes Pendle 

(2015, p. 413).  

5.7  The Shifting Sources of and Meaning of Power 

In an interview in November 2017, a young man from Bor recollected how as a young boy, a 

single assault rifle commonly known as an AK-47 would go in his area for about ten cows. To 

comprehend its socially known worth, ten cows would be one third of a woman’s bride-price 

at the time. On average, one would pay up to 30 animals, the interlocutor explained.  

Among the ten cows, there would be a bull, heifers, and pride, that would make up the required 

number to be exchanged for a gun. In most cases, due to the social value and meaning attributed 

to these cows, the seller of the gun may only be able to demand up to a certain number of 

valued cows, say half, and the rest would be left to the discretion of the buyer. Most of these 

transactions conducted before or during the late 1980s entailed elders, since their possession of 

and control over valued resources such as cattle and land meant that they were pivotal in the 

decision-making and acquisition processes.  

However, the 1990s split in the SPLA  reshaped communities' socio-political and economic 

landscape (Cormack, 2014; Leonardi, 2015, 2013, 2007; Pendle, 2017, 2015). and the 

prevalence of guns in the hands of the civilian population increased (Rolandsen and Ingrid, 

2012).   The value of guns significantly reduced but so too did the sources of guns; the need to 

exchange them for cows was replaced with promises of loyalty to various armed groups. This 

successfully displaced the cows as a medium of transaction and acquisition, and also eliminated 

some of the actors whose ownership and control of the medium of exchange placed them in 

positions of great power and authority.  

One elderly man points out that,  
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“…today, the animal – guns value continues to diminish considerably. I have not seen 

cows being exchanged for guns for quite a long time. There are just too many guns now 

and the means and mechanisms for acquiring these guns have all but changed as 

well.”114 

The SPLA armed and remodelled previously communal defence force to form the titweng and 

gelweng as proxy forces in the case of the Dinka, and the White Army emerged under the 

leadership of Machar for the Nuer section. Despite these proxies maintaining close ties with 

their homes whilst fighting alongside the rebels, the command and control of these groups were 

under the rebel commanders rather than the traditional sociocultural institutions (Cormack, 

2014; Leonardi, 2007; Pendle, 2017, 2015). Yet unlike the traditional sociocultural institutions 

which discouraged intra and inter communal violence and encouraged social cohesion, the 

SPLA commanders are said to “encourage raids to be larger and without moral restraint” 

(Hutchinson, 1996; Jok, 2012; Rolandsen, 2010; Rolandsen and Ingrid, 2012).  

The emergence of this new pattern of violence, in which the previous meanings and values 

assigned to the exercise and control of violence did set precedents for the behaviour of 

combatants towards unarmed civilians, where combatants target women and children both as 

subject and object of violence and coercion. Subject of violence here means that the act of 

violence by perpetrators are directly targeted to them as victims but whose outcome or 

performance is not directly link to the overall objective of the conflict. An example of this is 

                                                 

 

 

114  Interview_SMM_21_24022018, Adjumani; and Interview_MME_22_24022018, Pagirinya 

refugee settlement, Adjumani 
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where rebel and government army commanders allow their soldiers to rape women and girls 

as a form of reward.  

However, where violence is targeted on unarmed population with the intention to achieve the 

overall objective of a conflict/war say destroy a population, such as the violence witnessed at 

the onset of the 2013 civil war in South Sudan or during the 1994 Rwandan genocide, then the 

population becomes merely an object/weapon of violence. It is from the object of violence  that 

concepts such as “sexual violence as a weapon of war” or “rape as a weapon of war” have been 

used in recent context such as the DRC (Brown, 2012; Card, 1996; Mukwege, 2021), or mass 

population displacement as  a weapon of war.115  

As scholars of violence have long highlighted, there is a very thin line between these two types 

of violence and are closely interdependent. This is because war time strategies and objective 

are constantly changing and what might have started as a spontaneous sexual violence offence 

may quickly turn into a systematic sexual violence. Secondly, any form of conflict related 

violence, whether civilians are the target or merely used to achieve war objective, as Galtung 

(1969) and Mukwege (2021) argue, do pose consequences that go beyond individual suffering. 

That is, in addition to destroying families and generations, violence as a tactic of war reinforces 

                                                 

 

 

115 Under international law, these kinds of violence are characterized as war crimes and crimes against 

humanity. 
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unequal power relations which consequently leads to unequal life chances and normalises 

violence long after a conflict/war has ended.  

South Sudan’s history therefore tells of similar violence having been witnessed by the same 

communities. However, the uniqueness of this new form of violence in South Sudan is that, 

unlike the former, the perpetrators are not considered foreign to the population as they are the 

sons, hailing from within the very communities they are wreaking destruction upon.    

Violence in this case should not be taken literally but rather be considered as an idiom of social 

relationship which connotes social forces active and interacting above and below the superficial 

layers of social interactions most visible. For instance, the SPLA targeted the youth structure 

within the existing social system as well as redefining the meanings and values attributed to 

the resources of these social systems. Cattle wealth, which ensured a community’s survival, 

was successfully transformed into a valuable commodity, fully integrated into the war economy 

and state-making processes.  

But by doing so, the SPLA, intentionally or otherwise, appropriated and destabilised the 

sociocultural institutions of these rural communities, together with their means of production 

and the economic systems underpinning them. It also dislodged key pieces of this structure – 

the elders, women and the social organisations of the youth – not just from their participation 

in production processes but also from the possession of these resources and the governance 

process of society.  

One thing that stood out in my interviews regarding the chiefs’ roles and position during the 

rebellion was that they were not being used as consultative figures by the army but were instead 

incorporated into the military government’s chain of command. Their influence on how the 

SPLA conducted itself varied from place to place. It was also dependant on the person assigned 
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as the head of political military administration for the district and whether it was someone from 

the same area.  

However, the true essence of change in regard to the shifting landscape and meaning of power, 

particularly in the chiefs’ position, was summarised by the son of a chief from Bor in a series 

of interviews between December 2017 and March 2019. In the interviews, he described how 

chiefs were convinced that “if you send your son to fight in the rebellion and I do not send 

mine, there are bound to be even greater implications” because the political arena of South 

Sudan was radically changing and rather quickly.  

His grandfather was a paramount chief, and his father became a paramount chief after him and 

did most of the recruitment for the SPLA in their community. According to the interviewee, 

his father and several other chiefs across the land were witnessing dramatic changes in the 

political economic landscape as well as in governance systems in the region, unfolding right in 

front of them. Chiefs across the SPLA’s operational areas were anticipating a situation in which 

South Sudan would end up being led and governed not by chiefs, as it was then, but by the sons 

of common people.  

“…so, chiefs were very worried.  For instance, in my lineage, we were so worried that 

there is a way thing would be overtaken because Dr Garang, who came from the same 

village just next to ours, his father, grandfather, great grandfathers and everyone else in 

his family would never have dreamt of ruling. But there he was, commanding the SPLA 

in their rebellion with the government, the most powerful military force in the region.”   

This was the way his father and several other chiefs in the area looked at things. As seen in the 

example of Majak in Section 5.5, a common man from a common family in Rumbek benefited 

from the SPLA’s introduction of local elections of chiefs to become the new chief, although he 

would never have dreamt of that before then.   
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“…my father and his fellow traditional chiefs were witnessing change as the sons of 

the other common men in the region were becoming the next leaders, commanding one 

of the most powerful armies in the land and not the chiefs’ own sons, why? In the case 

of Garang, the answer was that he was highly educated (held a PhD); he was the rebel 

commander and there were new sets of social values and order of things being 

introduced by the institutions under his command.” 

Interviews with a few SPLA army officials who also doubled as chiefs’ sons indicated that 

chiefs made a fundamental choice to retain their positions in the new political economy by 

recruiting their own children to the rebellion. In addition, by their sons acquiring the military 

skills required, they believed their sons would also be able to access the educational 

qualifications vital for the new order, in Ethiopia as promised by the SPLA leadership.  As the 

gentleman son to the chief put it during the interview,  

“…I went to school but of my other six brothers who, like me, fought in the war – three 

died in that war and two are in the village with no education and are not even in the 

army. My brothers cannot be in the national army like Salva Kiir because they 

understood shooting at the enemy and how to manage the guns, but that is not what 

qualifies you to be in the professional military; that's not enough to be a soldier in the 

post-CPA era. But that is what most rebel fighters had in their minds in the regime of 

Garang during the 1983-2005 war. But for me, and some other chiefs’ sons who went 

to the military college, we took our parents' advice more seriously; that is why I am in 

the national army, for instance.”   

Until the 1990s, chiefs’ positions were inherited, and that is how leadership in the land was 

passed down the line. But in came Garang, emerging from the lower ranks of society to become 

the top seed in the new political economy, and he received services from the sons of the chief, 

not the other way around.  

The processes highlighted throughout this section challenge prevalent representation of state 

formation/state-building as the expansion of human progress; as the transformation of 
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ungoverned space into territories or “landscapes under jurisdiction’”. On the contrary, as the 

work of Peluso and Lund (2011) demonstrates, 

“…new frontiers of land control are being actively created, through struggles involving 

varied actors, contexts, and dynamics. Consequently …frontiers are not sites where 

‘development’ and ‘progress’ meet ‘wilderness’ or ‘traditional lands and people. They 

are sites where authorities, sovereignties, and hegemonies of the recent past have been 

or are currently being challenged by new enclosures, territorialisation, and property 

regimes.” (Peluso and Lund, 2011, p. 668) 

This chapter reveals emergence of a new social order, characterised by power and resource 

(land and cattle) grabbing by rebel and political elites as well as new social values and meaning 

attributed to violence, new mode of exchange and accumulation, and new labour processes. To 

complement the emerging social order is a new “…legal and practical instruments for 

possessing, expropriating, or challenging previous” (Peluso and Lund, 2011, p. 668) ownership 

and controls. 

5.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined some of the processes by which the South Sudanese state is 

reproducing itself at the margins of society. The chapter triangulated the three dimensions of 

power, resources, and institutional arrangements, which also double as pillars of “political 

settlement analysis”. It then argues that the reshaping and redefinition of the ways in which 

politics, identities and social relationships are conceived and articulated in South Sudan are to 

do with central-state and rebel elites’ manipulation of the pre-existing sociocultural coping 

mechanisms. The chapter also finds that the institutional arrangements and the socio-economic 

systems that underpin them are equally important, as is also what Cormack (2014) and Pendle 

(2017) depict as the manipulation of space and physical landscape.  These findings differ from 
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the view of others who present the emerging social order as driven by some kind of ancient 

ethnic hatred (Castells, 1996; Kaldor, 2013; Pinaud, 2021). 

Different governments in South Sudan have, with varying degree of success,  targeted the use 

and imagination of space and physical landscape in different ways and times; introduced 

administrative boundaries; initiated border Courts and prohibited violence, and at other times, 

generated and facilitated violence and perpetrated wars (Pendle, 2017, p. 67; Thomas, 2015, p. 

54). Yet amidst all efforts, there is, as Leonardi notes, a persistence in the manner in which 

state government has been historically perceived as fundamentally distinct and alien, 

occupying a position outside of society (Leonardi, 2015).  

Scholars like Leonardi (2015 and 2007) argue that the SPLA’s origins in, and continued strong 

linkages with, the home sphere, not only challenge earlier society – state, home – hakuma 

dichotomies but also make these distinctions increasingly blurred. However, the chapter 

illustrates how the SPLA’s position, and its relationship with the population, emanate from a 

source quite deeply embedded within the social fabric, and thus surpass any previous 

governments in invoking different conceptualisations; to understand how this influences the 

process of state formation requires substantial unpacking.  

Nevertheless, the difference in the way the state is perceived, or presents itself, at the margins 

of society in South Sudan offers a critical point to locate explanations in response to the 

principal research question underpinning this dissertation: “How are the contradictions in 

different peoples’ vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South 

Sudan?” The dissertation reveals how, at the margins of society, the state is seen both as 

predatory and abusive, to be avoided as much as possible on the one hand, and on the other, as 

a highly desired and longed for power, particularly regarding the provision of public goods and 

services.  
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Since the signing of the CPA, the South Sudanese elite and foreign actors have primarily 

focused on the construction and establishment of a centralised all-controlling state in the capital 

Juba. However, the chapter highlights that the distinction between rural areas and urban 

centres, or the home and hakuma spheres is not being blurred, but rather, getting sharper and 

more pronounced than ever before. It argues that the divide between home and hakuma was 

never to do with the actors and their performative acts, whose intermingling or shift in 

positionality influences these divisions. Rather, it is in the constructive relationship between 

the rural areas and the state where such distinctions are situated.   

The perceived or real barrier between the two spheres of rural areas and government or urban 

centres, was clear, and reinforced disparities in levels of infrastructural investment and public 

service availability between the two spheres. In other words, whilst actors such as the SPLA/M 

political and military elites have swapped positions they previously occupied in the home 

sphere to the hakuma, it does not retrospectively blur the divide between rural and urban areas. 

This is because the material characteristics that distinguished the two spheres are still 

flourishing and growing stronger as newer complexities are introduced by the performance of 

the SPLA/M political and military elites in recent waves of violence and conflicts.  

Some of the complexities which the chapter examines can be observed in action at the margins 

with changes in the usage and meanings associated with, and the (re)imagination of, territory 

and borderland, resources and property rights, violence, and power.  From the institutional 

dimension, the SPLA targeted and systemically appropriated existing sociocultural governance 

and economic systems by targeting and recruiting members of age-set groups. In most 

communities in South Sudan, age-set’s primary roles were the provision of communal security, 

protection and defence of territory and resources, and people and property rights. By SPLA 

detaching age-sets from their social duties and responsibilities, these duties and responsibilities 
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were shifted to women and children. The increase in domestic and social responsibilities for 

women has not translated into a corresponding increase in decision-making or an improvement 

in their social status.   

On the resource dimension, Pendle (2017, pp. 73-74) and Cormack (2014, pp. 231-258) 

describe how local populations’ relationships and perception of territories were “turned on their 

heads” as landscapes that previously provided refuge, protection or passage to safety for many 

became places of danger. In response, communities adopted a new coping mechanism, in which 

guns were utilised to define and shape the political economy of these spaces. Consequently, 

people were forced into abandoning previously habited spaces through mass displacement, 

which has not only turned these places into wilderness but also brought down existing social 

coping infrastructures attributed to these places. 

In addition, the SPLA civil war changed the sociocultural and socio-economic meanings, 

values and roles associated with cattle as a fundamental resource in communal and family life. 

Livestock (cattle) occupied a fundamental place in the day-to-day running of sociocultural 

governance and economic institutions, from the judicial, marriage, peace-making and conflict 

resolutions to religious sacrifices. Interviews highlight how military and political elites have 

redefined the sociocultural and socio-economic meanings, values and roles communities 

historically attributed to cattle. Cattle found new meanings and purpose, acquiring a status 

participant routinely referred to as the Bank of Garang.  Control of cattle changed hands, from 

elders to very powerful political and military elites. In other words, cattle, rather than oil or 

gold, became the resource symbolising state-making and elites’ power 

This change compounded the loss of youth or age-set organisation, distorted the meaning and 

use of landscape and led to the unprecedented collapse of sociocultural governance institutions 
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and economic systems that relied on cattle, such as marriage.  This however contrasts the 

underlying thinking that regards political settlement as key to state-formation in the country. 

This chapter’s contribution towards answering the main research question lies in its challenge 

to the prevalent representation of recent conflicts such as that of South Sudan as simply a form 

of barbarianism or state disintegration and failure,  driven by ancient ethnic hatreds (Castells, 

1996; Kaldor, 2013; Pinaud, 2021). As discussed, and as Duffield (2001, 2007) critically 

contends, these conflicts do have logic, but the types of social relations and structures of 

authority they are creating are very different from the kinds of states and economic systems in 

previous epochs.   

Duffield suggests that the South Sudanese state is being formed at a time of sustained decline 

of the centrality of state as a relevant unit of economic and political organisation in a globalised 

world governed by networks of multi-national capitalists and global-local linkages that 

transcend national borders; state as an organisation seems to be ill-suited to govern these 

(Duffield, 2001a). In other words, power and wealth are no longer about centralisation and 

central state monopoly but rather about control over such networks. The failure of the South 

Sudanese government to transition into a centralised monopolising organisation, and the 

current violence and conflict in the country, should not be simply viewed as anarchic or 

indicative of social breakdown, as scholars like Pinaud (2021), Idris (2018), Nyaba (2018) and 

Kaldor (2013) suggest, but should rather personify new forms of social, political, and economic 

reality. 
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Chapter 6 State-Construction in a Complex and Fast Changing 

Landscape 

“…Africans are angered by injustices and frustrated by their rulers, but their institutions 

do not function to right wrongs and bring inspiring leaders to power.” (de Waal, 2009, 

p. 101) 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter highlights how current approaches for understanding and constructing the South 

Sudanese state are happening too far away from the messy day-to-day local realities of the 

country. It argues that the conceptual and analytical materials that have been routinely deployed 

in recent years, such as “political marketplace”, “political settlement” and the “good 

governance agenda”, or the liberal peace theory, for instance, place little attention on these 

messy everyday realities. Instead, the focus has squarely been on the dominant players, and the 

institutional apparatus needed to facilitate coalition building, in order to lure them away from 

resorting to violence as the chief mechanism for accessing, and gaining control of, state 

resources and power.   

Duffield (2001, p. 13) convincingly argues that since the end of the Cold War, wars and 

conflicts and strategic complexes “…are based on increasingly privatised networks of state-

non-state actors working beyond the conventional competence of territorially defined 

governments. Through such flows and networks each is learning how to project power in new 

non-territorial ways” (Duffield, 2001, p. 13).   

Because recent wars are fought “beyond the regulatory regimes formally associated with nation 

states” (Duffield, 2001, p. 13), a different approach for mobilising societies, a different 

structure and reward system, is required to realise equal capacity and to enable distribution of 

resources, promote socio-economic benefits, and ensure the protection and promotion of the 
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rights and freedom of citizens. However, empirical data attributed to the newness of the South 

Sudanese state and that of pre-independence political structures highlight that even arguments 

as convincing as that of Duffield do not address the messy day-to-day local realities, the kind 

of experiences which this research engages with.     

This dissertation highlights how current state-making and conflict interventions in the region 

have not demonstrated that they are an inherently better means of generating more positive 

outcomes for much of the population than their predecessors. This chapter asserts that unless 

current approaches to state-making in the country and the Sub-Saharan African region more 

broadly take the day-to-day realities of local populations seriously to move beyond state-centric 

institutional and bureaucratic expansion, the super structure seen in the CPA, the 2015 

ARCSS116 and the 2018 R-ARCSS117  will be of limited use. 

The chapter begins with a reflection on the different ways in which the state is experienced and 

perceived by different groups in the country, followed by a discussion of contradictions in these 

visions, and their implications for state-making. It then plots this within the academic debate 

and existing literature on state formation and concludes. 

                                                 

 

 

116  Agreement on the resolution of conflict in South Sudan (ARCSS). 
117  Revitalised agreement on the resolution of conflict in South Sudan (RARCSS). 
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6.2 From “New Sudan” to “Taking Town to the People”: South Sudanese Experiences 

with State Formation 

During the interviews, South Sudanese participants were asked what the indicators were that 

the state was or was not present in their area. Nearly, if not all, pointed to the constructive 

aspect of government, in the form of public goods and services, such as schools, hospitals, 

access roads, functional judicial institutions, the security and safety of persons and property, 

and good political leadership. Like most participants, one male respondent in his late 20s from 

Aweil State pointed out during an interview in Kampala that  

“…in Aweil, everyone had an expectation of a quick and fast development trajectory 

towards infrastructure, clean roads everywhere to ease the movement of goods and 

services and people, good communication networks. But now it is a different case; there 

are like two tarmac roads in the whole country.” 118 

Having spent his teenage years in Kakuma Refugee Camp in northern Kenya before the 2005 

CPA, since December 2013, just two years into South Sudan’s independence, a young male 

interviewee in his early 30s, found himself back in the same establishment in Kakuma, together 

with his entire community, as violence and conflict raged in their home.  With great sadness in 

his face, he began to recollect his experience:  

“The place I and my people call home is actually in Lopit – north of Torit Town, which 

is the capital of former Equatoria State and currently the capital of Imatong State…” 

                                                 

 

 

118  Inerview_DB_1_25102017, Kampala. 
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With just this brief introduction, his face lit up and something that looked like pride could be 

seen in his expression. It was quite intriguing to see that even with all that he and his community 

were going through, this participant could still find pride in memories of the good times in the 

short period of peace between 2005 and 2013. He continued:  

“I went to Kakuma camp in 1997 at the age of 13 and by the time the CPA was signed 

in 2005, I was in form 3 of my secondary education. Once news broke in the camp that 

a peace agreement had been signed between the government in Khartoum and the 

SPLM/A which would ensure a return to peace to southern Sudan, we marched along 

the streets singing songs of freedom. With a return to peace and regional autonomy, our 

expectation was that the state would finally invest in socio-economic development, 

particularly infrastructure – that is roads, good schools, and good health facilities.   

We were expecting a country where transition of power would be peaceful and 

democratic, based on fair and credible electoral processes, and the population given 

equal freedom and opportunity to participate in choosing their leaders and determining 

how they would be governed henceforth. 

We were also hoping child and maternal mortality rates would drop significantly, where 

women and young girls dying while giving birth, or the death of children, would be at 

a similar level as our regional neighbours or even better. But at the same time, we 

understood perfectly well that the semi-autonomous government handed over to 

southern Sudan in 2005 by the CPA, although trying to push, was still a small child and 

was not independent or mature enough. So, we were patient, not blaming it for some of 
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the failures of the state at the time because we knew there was only so much it had 

control over.” 119  

Independence in 2011 changed everything.  Much to the disappointment of most South 

Sudanese, the state that showed up was not even a distant relative to the one that they had 

envisaged. A man in his early 30s from Dongotono, Imatong State, during an interview said: 

“From the very beginning, you already saw that there were South Sudanese who were 

considered first class citizens, and some of us who fell into the second-class category. 

Our country is being run by a very small tribe of people who tend to think they are 

superior because they command the power and resources of the state.  That is why some 

of us who could not bear seeing what was unfolding have decided to opt out.”120   

In other words, his migration to Uganda was not driven directly by the violence and conflict in 

the country but rather by the failure of the state to transition into what he had imagined. This 

was particularly common among South Sudanese who participated in the first round of this 

research in and around Kampala, for most of them did not perceive themselves as refugees or 

displaced. Most of them frequently travelled between Kampala and Juba and made as visits to 

their relatives in the refugee settlement in the north, a position afforded to them by their 

economic situation and Uganda’s border and refugee response policy.  

On the business and investment side, one private investment firm called Maris Capital offered 

a perspective into the private sector’s experience with the state. Maris is a diversified 

                                                 

 

 

119  Interview_AA_6_08112017, Kampala 
120  Interview_AKD_7_08112017, Kampala. 
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investment holding company operating across East and Southern Africa. It actively invests in 

four key strategic domains: Property Services, Business Services, Mining and Agriculture, 

Forestry. Maris is headquartered in Mauritius and supports its investments from offices in 

Nairobi, Maputo and London (Maris Ltd, 2017).   

Maris first went to South Sudan in 2006, lured by the promise of the CPA. In addition, the 

clarity of vision of the then self-governed southern Sudan leader and Sudan First Vice President 

Dr John Garang, as the CEO of Maris recalls, was central to their decision to expand their 

operations into South Sudan. While there were few investment opportunities at the start of the 

transition period in 2005, there were promises for improvement and a better future from the 

founding father of the Republic, Dr John Garang.   The vision of the South Sudan government 

at the beginning – “Taking Town to the People” – was accompanied by a plan for the country’s 

capital to be established in Lakes State. Like several other businesses and organisations, 

following this vision, Maris about constructed a modern office block in Lakes State. 

 However, Garang passed away in mid-2005, and the new leader, Salva Kiir Mayardit (here 

after, Kiir), changed his mind on the move to make Lakes State the capital of the new nation, 

and preferring Juba instead. Consequently, the company found itself having to sell its modern 

office block, which had just been furnished, to the state government and relocate to Juba. This 

was partly a response to the community’s hostility as the population of Lakes reacted to the 

national government’s move to retain Juba as the capital.  

Even before independence, there were alarm bells ringing and growing concern among the 

business community, academics, and citizens alike, because of a lack of strategic vision and 

statesmanship, together with growing dictatorial tendencies among the political leadership (H. 

Johnson, 2016; Jok, 2018, 2012; Nyaba, 2001, 2018). As Nyaba (2018) puts it, the liberation 

struggles which culminated in the country’s independence were expected to fulfil the 
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conditions for simultaneous processes of state formation and state building. These processes 

entailed an ideology and a political programme that placed the country’s population at the 

centre of the state's social, economic and political engineering  (Nyaba, 2018, p. 26).  The CEO 

of Maris pointed out: 

“The abandonment of the plan to set up the country’s capital in Lakes State, together 

with other state formation/building values and programmes such as democracy, justice 

and infrastructure projects, did not make for good reading on the part of investors and 

citizens. The impacts were felt differently and at different times, but every business’s 

investment in the country was being impacted by SPLM/A actions and decision-making 

on an almost daily basis.”   

The company quickly adapted to life under Kiir’s leadership, diversifying its investments by 

setting up hotels in Juba and establishing telecommunication services. In 2012 it acquired a 

controlling interest of over 80 per cent in the teak industry, becoming Africa’s second largest 

teak dealer. According to the company’s CEO, in an interview in Nairobi, their teak operations 

employed at the time around 560 staff, both directly and indirectly through a local 

subcontractor network. Equatoria Teak Company and Central Equatoria Teak Company have 

concessions of over 58,000 hectares of highly productive land and over 3,000 hectares of 

mature and immature teak plantations. The mature trees are believed to average between 45-
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60 years old, producing a fine grain, high density, well coloured timber suitable for multiple 

applications.121  

Whereas some foreign investors and multinational companies such  as in the case of South 

Sudan’s only brewing plant owned by SABMiller were forced to close down their multimillion 

pound investment due to the conflict (Jones, 2016; Reuters, 2016), others, like Maris and other 

mining and extractive corporations simply drifted away from the centre to the margins of the 

state where the government’s authority and constructive roles were at its minimum.  

The picture that the current crisis in South Sudan paints is of the possible demise of what was 

already a fragile state. The violence and atrocities committed by the two warring parties, the 

government’s Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army, led by President Kiir, and Riek 

Machar's opposition SPLM/A-IO, are viewed by international community as reflecting 

political grievances between the two parties.  

In other words, the current crisis in the country is of a state that has not been able to realise the 

political and economic aspirations of its citizens or devise a viable vision to address pivotal 

historical challenges since political independence in 2011 (Idris, 2018b). That is, a state 

founded on principles of unity and values of justice, democracy, good governance, respect for 

                                                 

 

 

121  Some readers may feel I should be more critical and question how the company is managing all 

these assets/resources. However, the nature of data collected, where they were collected and the 

lack of on-the-ground research means I do not have enough data/information to go beyond what I 

have presented without any risk of misrepresentation. 
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fundamental rights and freedoms of the individual, mutual understanding and tolerance of 

diversity (GoS and SPLA/M, 2005), as promised by the CPA, has failed to materialise. 

Alternatively, one could view the crisis as the result  of flaws inherent in the political settlement 

approach to peace making and nation building in the first place: in other words, the difference 

between the CPA vision of the state and its relationship to society,  and the realities of the local 

population in the periphery (Migdal, 2001). Or better still, the conflict should be viewed as site 

of innovation, and social, economic and political reordering resulting in the creation of new 

types of legitimacy and authority (Duffield, 2001; Peluso and Lund, 2011). 

6.3 The Struggle for Legitimacy:  South Sudan Elites’ Search for Hegemony and 

Legitimacy  

In August 2015, following months of negotiation between the GoSS and different rebel 

opposition movements (although predominantly the SPLM/A-IO, mediated by IGAD under the 

auspices of the international community), an agreement on the resolution of conflict in South 

Sudan (ARCSS) was signed(IGAD, 2015). The guns’ silence however was short-lived as 

fighting resumed less than a year later. Following the resumption of hostilities in South Sudan, 

as in July 2016 the main opposition leader abandoned the TGoNU, the government established 

by the ARCSS to end the conflict which began in December 2013, President Kiir announced a 

national dialogue (ND) programme.  

The ND was presented as an alternative approach to the failed peace settlements, which had 

been internationally and regionally driven. , The National Dialogue would enable citizens to 

collectively deliberate the future of their country (Mayardit, 2016). Among the issues to be 

deliberated were political and ethnic violence and conflict; the humanitarian crisis; institutional 

and governance issues; the politics of unity and exclusion; issues of poverty and widening 
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economic disparities – all of which would amount to discussing the future of the country (The 

Sudd Institute, 2017). 

The President, who would double as patron of the national dialogue, seems to have come to the 

realisation that the violence and conflict raging across the country were an indication that the 

country had faltered in its state-making and nation building project, and that the violence and 

conflict had no end in sight. This was not an option desired by most South Sudanese people 

(Mayardit, 2016).  One of the main questions during the Uganda ND meetings was, “What is 

the South Sudan you want?”, and responses began, “The South Sudan I want…”  

Within the ND initiative was recognition of the central argument of this research, namely   that 

contradictions exist in the ways in which different groups and individuals in the country 

imagine and understand the state, how it should look, what it should or should not be doing, 

and how to realise these different visions. In addition, there also seemed to be recognition that 

these contradictions, in one way or another, were the main fuel to the current crisis in the 

country, and there was need to reconcile and harmonise these conflicting visions of the state in 

a manner that facilitated progress rather than regression in the process of state-making. 

The call for ND triggered a range of reactions, with one side positively embracing the initiative 

as the only available opportunity for the country to forge a home-grown template for addressing 

its current crisis.  On the other hand, there were groups of South Sudanese political and military 

elites that comprised a significant number of opposition movements, such as a faction of the 

SPLA/M-IO who had earlier abandoned the TGoNU. They also included the former political 

detainees who were detained in the wake of the civil war in 2013 and later released, who then 

formed a separate political party, the Democratic Change Movement, plus the People’s 

Democratic Movement, and others, all of whom were strongly sceptical about the ND. 
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Whereas the still operational TGoNU, turned to the local population through the ND to redefine 

the kind of national unity they wanted and, in the process, shape the state, the opposition groups 

still engaged in armed combat with the government, arguing that while the ND was a good 

initiative and an opportunity to engage the South Sudanese population, it was not their priority 

at the time122. They argued that the call for dialogue and the timing of it was nothing more than 

a time-buying gimmick by the president and those in the TGoNU to prolong their tenure.  

The opposition groups had their eyes set on the international and regional bodies’ proposed 

revitalisation of the 2015 ARCSS to renegotiate the terms, conditions, and composition of the 

2015 coalition pact, which, they argued, was the only way to end the conflict and violence.  

The groups knew that renegotiating the conditions set up by ARCSS in the TGoNU (see Figure 

12 below) would guarantee them a stake in the state’s resources and power, something 

apparently not very clear in the proposed ND initiative.  

In addition, the structure or nature of the state that would result from the national dialogue was 

vague, as it was to be an outcome of the dialogue rather than being pre-determined, as was the 

case with what they are accustomed to in a “political settlement” approach. However, 

revitalisation would still exclude the wider South Sudanese population from participating in 

the process, and in discussions of issues that directly impact them, just like all the previous 

peace agreements. It became a question of which groups had the loudest actors, but 

                                                 

 

 

122  Interview_TA_5_28102017, Kampala 
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unfortunately, in this case, those with the means and control over the use of force, and not the 

unarmed civilian population, were the loudest. 

Figure 12:  The size and structure of the South Sudanese central government (TGoNU) as 

established by the 2015 ARCSS political settlement 

 

Source:  Based on Chapter 1 of the 2015 Agreement on the Resolution of Conflict in 

South Sudan (IGAD, 2015, pp. 5–20).  

Against all the odds, in late 2017, nearly a year after the announcement by the president, and 

following several negotiations with different powerful groups and key individuals in South 

Sudan, the ND’s activities kicked off (GoSS, 2017; Manibe, 2017).  During these meetings, 

there emerged a pattern reflecting a sense of frustration amongst the more than 2.1 million 

South Sudanese refugees in the region (UNHCR Regional Service Centre Nairobi, 2017). The 

pattern highlight how foreign bodies in the country were viewed as failing the population.  

Several participants pointed out that the foreign bodies in the country seemed not to put the 

country’s national interests at the heart of their interventions. There was a recurring concern 

amongst participants in the ND meetings, and in interviews and focus group discussions, that 

the interventions of foreign actors in the country were not translating into the protection of the 
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population, and   neither was the interventions delivering on the socio-economic aspirations of 

the country as initially promised by the CPA. 

In other words, the actions of foreign organisations – regional and international based actors in 

the country - were not translating into public institutions  capable of effectively serving all 

members of South Sudan without discrimination (Idris, 2018a). Rather, interventions were 

merely seen as interested in providing protection to Juba as the centre for domination rather 

than for the coordination and distribution of public goods and state services.  One participant 

for instance could not hold back his frustration: 

“…I see here123, there is only one government, but in South Sudan there are the tanks124 

of IGAD, the tanks of UNMISS, tanks of what and tanks of what. So, our country has 

become a war zone where everyone takes their guns. This has become a mechanism for 

losing our citizenship because those who have that mind set of killing, they are coming 

from all directions, leaving us with no option but to run for our dear lives. This we 

really need to understand”125 

As highlighted earlier, interlocutors’ concerns do not come as a surprise at all, because 

interventions in South Sudan, as in many parts within the region, seem not to be driven towards 

meeting the needs of the local population. Instead, they seem to focus on building what Kofi 

                                                 

 

 

123  He means in Uganda, where they are being hosted as refugees from South Sudan. 
124  A heavy armoured fighting vehicle carrying guns. 
125  National Dialogue consultation meeting in Kampala, Presenter 52, November 2017. 
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Annan referred to as a “…broad-based institutional set-up capable of facilitating…” elite 

coalition building (UNSC, 2001).   

As a process towards the revitalisation of the ARCSS, IGAD, with support from the 

international community, set out to conduct a targeted stakeholders' consultation with selected 

South Sudan elites. This was happening simultaneously with the ND consultation meetings, 

which also, incidentally, took place at the same time as the first round of this research 

fieldwork. Upon completion of the stakeholder consultation, the recommendation, and findings 

were intended to form the basis of a high-level revitalisation of the ARCSS meeting, and this 

was held in December 2017.   

However, there were already issues both within the GoSS and the general population with 

regard to this initiative.  For example, the TGoNU argued that IGAD’s move to consult with 

individual members of each group, including the TGoNU rather than organisationally was a 

clear indication that they did not consider the TGoNU as a legitimate government and saw the 

ARCSS as a collapsed agreement.  

In this regard, the South Sudan’s government’s position was that IGAD’s moves failed to put 

the interests of South Sudan as a nation at the heart of their interventions. The government’s 

argument was that if the aim of the revitalisation was to stop the fighting, it wasn’t those in the 

TGoNU who were fighting each other.  

Secondly, questions could be raised as to where and who was the government in South Sudan 

in the understanding or perspective of IGAD and its backers. Most importantly, on which side 

of the table should the government sit during mediation? Since it was an IGAD’s member state 

with equal rights and privileges. and given the fact that IGAD was the chief mediator to the 

conflict, the TGoNU wanted to meet IGAD’s team as the Government of the Republic of South 
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Sudan on the day and called upon IGAD to respect the country’s sovereignty and not treat all 

South Sudanese leaders as rebels. So, whereas the government negotiated its position at the 

negotiation table as IGAD’s member state, there were concerns from a section of civil society 

and opposition groups as to the GoSS’ position during the negotiation (Jok, 2018).   

The battle for control and legitimacy between South Sudan elites and the international actors 

was therefore evident. However, relegated to the margins throughout this whole process were 

the local population of South Sudan. Jok (2018) for instance points out the tragedy of African 

political settlements, where conflicts driven by local grievances are settled at the national and 

regional levels, often in favour of elites. In the case of South Sudan, more often than not, 

negotiation takes place at regional levels in one or several of the IGAD member countries – 

mostly Ethiopia or Kenya.  

The position of this research is that this problem is not necessarily an IGAD generated problem; 

rather it is inherited from a conceptual framework developed and pursued by Western powers 

in the form of “political settlements”, incorporating the good governance agenda, conflict 

interventions for violence and conflict resolution, and state-making in developing countries. 

6.3.1 Cracking the code: “Put South Sudan on life support” 

Since the onset of the December 2013 conflict in South Sudan, international perceptions of and 

attitudes towards the crisis are well documented in the existing literature, which sees it as 

fuelled by political and economic grievances among the country’s elites. Consequently, their 

interventions to address the crisis have primarily targeted elite individuals, thus focussing 

squarely on Salva Kiir, the president, Riek Machar, the leader of the SPLM/A-IO, and a handful 

of other members of the political and military elites.  
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But as is evident from their neglect of more localised and alternative approaches to conflict 

resolution and state-making in the country, chief negotiators IGAD and the international 

community, particularly the Troika, gave very little attention to the ND. Opposition groups 

viewed the ND as more or less a rival initiative and distraction tactics by the GoSS in their 

push for the revitalisation of the ARCSS. Rather than providing support to the ND meetings, 

and viewing them as supplementing and complementing efforts at national and regional levels 

towards addressing the current crisis, instead the ND was left to the local population and the 

financial and technical backing of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).  

 

Figure 13:  National Dialogue steering committee sub-committee on refugees and 

international outreach, consultations with stakeholders in November 2017, 

Kampala, Uganda.  

 
Source: Taken by author on 15 November 2017 at Imperial Royale Hotel, Kampala, Uganda. 

It was therefore clear from the beginning that whatever would come out of the ND as 

recommendations or proposed measures to redress the national crisis of state-making was 

unlikely to be of any significance to mediators and international players in the country. With 

the most dominant and powerful actors withholding their backing and limiting their association 
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with the ND, this ensured that its outcomes would be of minimal significance in the political 

and power dynamics underpinning the country.  

The military and political elites and other powerful actors in the country had their eyes set on 

negotiating changes in the terms of the ARCSS because to them, that was the Holy Grail.   

Mushtaq Khan authoritatively argued in ODI (2017) that the actors involved in negotiating a 

political settlement such as the revitalisation of the ARCSS did not really know:  

“…. what kinds of interventions will shuffle the organisational distributional powers in 

the societies in ways that are to the benefits of the excluded groups such as the poor and 

so on, who in themselves are not the players directly” (What institutions do countries 

really need - keynote and panel discussion, 2017).  

To Khan, even when issues of inclusion and exclusions are discussed in such forums, it is only 

limited to inclusion and exclusion between intermediary groups and the elites who are shuffling 

for power and demanding more inclusion through mechanisms that precipitate violence and 

conflict.  Consequently, due to the heavy opposition to the ND initiative, not just from the 

South Sudanese elite, but regionally and internationally, its committee’s initial plan to start the 

consultation with the South Sudanese in displacement in the Gambela region of Ethiopia was 

sternly opposed by IGAD.  

It was rejected because at the time, if allowed to proceed, the ND consultation meeting would 

have coincided with IGAD’s own consultation meeting with South Sudanese elites on the 

ARCSS revitalisation in Addis Ababa. Although the ND would be happening some 848 

kilometres (527 miles) away from Addis Ababa, in Gambela region (see Error! Reference s

ource not found. below), the mediators and their backers could not withstand the impact of 

the ND taking place in the same country at the same time.  
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Figure 14: Location of Gambela region of Ethiopia 

 
Source: WorldAtlas: States of Ethiopia Map (February 2021). 

There have been flurries of calls to place South Sudan under UN trusteeship because of the 

extreme degree of state failure. This line is driven by the US, though there are also a few 
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supporters within the national fora, with the Hon. Kate Almquist Knopf126 being a strong 

advocate, even testifying to this effect before the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. 

This group argues that given the South Sudan government’s failure to perform key state 

functions due to lack of legitimate power, and its failure to create basic state institutions, the 

solution is to: 

“…put South Sudan on 'life support' by establishing an executive mandate for the UN 

and the AU to administer the country until institutions exist to manage politics non-

violently and break up the patronage networks underlying the conflict.” (Lyman and 

Knopf, 2016) 

For this to happen, the proponents of this initiative call for South Sudanese key leaders and 

elites such as President Kiir, Vice President Taban Deng Gai, and opposition leader First Vice 

President Machar, among others, to be removed from the public and political scene of the 

country (Idris, 2018b; Lyman and Knopf, 2016). The call for both Kiir and Machar to step 

down from their roles to give the South Sudan peace process a chance was also very loud 

among a section of participants in the ND meetings in Uganda. The difference between the call 

from South Sudanese citizens and that led by Knopf is that the South Sudanese are not calling 

for an externally administered government run by foreigners.  

                                                 

 

 

126  Kate Almquist Knopf is director of the Africa Centre for Strategic Studies and served as director 

of USAID in Sudan and South Sudan from 2006 to 2007. 

https://africacenter.org/experts/kate-almquist-knopf/
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Nevertheless, the call for external administration, as voiced by Lyman and Knopf (2016) and 

their supporters, continues to miss out the fundamental point that the current conflict is 

essentially a manifestation of much bigger state-making and nation-building issues than simply 

political grievances or institutional failures.   

During the ND, a group of participants who were opposed to the idea of Kiir and Machar 

stepping aside, argued that, 

“…for free and fair dialogue to happen, we do not need to assume a moral high ground 

and declare any leaders or groups as unwanted to participate. In other words, the 

committee has a responsibility to make the dialogue as inclusive as possible and engage 

every South Sudanese in the process, including the opposition faction of the SPLM/A-

IO of Riek Machar”127 

The calls for trusteeship in South Sudan’s state formation and nation building crisis is, from 

the perspective of this research, a manifestation of an understanding and vision of the state 

primarily in neoliberal terms, which understand violence and conflict as connoting 

development in reverse, and entirely confined within the physical geographical boundary of a 

country. However, Cramer (2006, p. 51) argues that such a perspective “…deflects attention 

from other dimensions of a conflict, from other ways of understanding and responding to that 

conflict”.  The trusteeship proponents will still have to deal with the issue of how the sovereign 

                                                 

 

 

127  South Sudan National Dialogue Consultative Meeting with South Sudanese refugee and diaspora 

population in Uganda (Kampala, Arua and Adjumani District respectively) in October – 

November 2017. 
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equality rule of  UN member states (United Nations, 2016, p. Article 78) would be navigated 

in the case of South Sudan. Most important though is what it would mean for other member 

states, particularly countries currently experiencing some form of instability and fragility and 

whose own fragility or security are intertwined with South Sudan’s current conflict.  

Another issue is that many African leaders have historically blamed their political and 

governance crises on Western interference, accusing the Western powers of  paternalism or 

neo-colonialism, rather than taking responsibility themselves, for example in Kenya and 

Uganda (Jok, 2018). Presidents Museveni of Uganda and Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya, and other 

African leaders, have in the past years been relentless in their accusations against  the 

International Criminal Court (ICC), accusing it of witch-hunting African leaders (Allen, 2016; 

BBC News, 2007; Miriri, 2014; Olewe, 2016). Currently, leaders tend to take the side of the 

government in a country at war, in the name of sovereignty or due to claims of Pan-African 

solidarity.  

For instance, in the case of the ICC versus Sudan’s then President Omar Hassan Ahmad Al 

Bashir on charges of genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and aggression in the 

Darfur region of Sudan (ICC, 2020), the implementation of the court’s indictment remained 

quite challenging, due to a lack of cooperation from African governments with the ICC. So 

even with an arrest warrant issued for al Bashir by the court, Bashir continued to travel to many 

African countries (Muhumuza, 2019; Noueihed and Noureldin, 2016; van den Berg, 2017; 

White, 2018).  

As African governments are unwilling to challenge leaders such as Bashir and Kiir on their 

failure to prioritise peace, it is almost impossible to imagine the call for a UN trusteeship 

receiving any support among African leaders. Furthermore, framing the country’s current state 

formation crisis purely through an institutional lens, for example the provision of essential 



293 | P a g e  

goods and services, risks obstructing efforts towards the sustainable and organic emergence of 

localised solutions to localised state-making and nation building problems in South Sudan. 

On one hand, IGAD and its backers, such as the Troika, view the country’s current state-

formation crisis as connoting some form of political and economic grievance among a handful 

of belligerents in the country. This is believed to be solvable through a politically negotiated 

peace settlement which assigns power and economic benefit to the belligerents, hence enticing 

them away from warmongering (de Waal, 2009, p. 99; UNSC, 2001). This, it is argued, would 

help channel belligerents’ efforts and energies towards building the institutional and 

bureaucratic apparatus required to facilitate and maximise their gains. In his 2001 report to the 

UNSC on exit strategies for peacekeeping operations, Kofi Annan argued that,  

“…to facilitate such a transition, a mission’s mandate should include peacebuilding and 

incorporate such elements as institution-building and the promotion of good 

governance and the rule of law, by assisting the parties to develop legitimate and broad-

based institutions” (UNSC, 2001, p. 2). 

The highly centralised state structure proposed and set up by the provisions of the 2015 ARCSS 

leading to the establishment of the TGoNU, reflected in Figure 1, demonstrates this thinking. 

However, this approach still side-lines issues that are fundamental in the day-to-day lived 

realities of local people. These issues were the focus of discussion in the national dialogue 

meetings, but with zero attendance by or involvement from the most powerful actors in the 

country’s peace and state making processes. Consequently, intentionally or otherwise, this 

process relegates the population to the margins of debate on matters that concern them.  

The continued failure of the IGAD-led political settlement in South Sudan has been rightly 

viewed, by both the population and other equally frustrated groups in the country, as 

demonstrating the leaders' lack of commitment to prioritising peace and preventing the 
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suffering of their population. Some academics point to international actors’ failure to explore 

or sufficiently examine whether or not the collapse of the political settlement in the country is 

also a product of their failure to hold the parties to the political settlement and assist them in 

its implementation  (Awolich et al., 2017; Idris, 2018a, 2018b; Jok, 2018).  

However, throughout this thesis I argue that the flaws in IGAD’s and South Sudan’s state 

formation processes are to a greater extent to do with flaws inherent in the conceptual materials 

driving the initiative rather than the country’s leaders’ willingness to prioritise peace in the first 

place. Flaws, that is, deriving from concepts such as “political settlement”, “the good 

governance agenda”, “political marketplace” and other equally neoliberal driven 

understandings of the modern state (Pansters, 2012a, 2012b). These concepts however ignore 

concerted and systematic study and understanding of violence and coercion which in most 

cases are more active not in the capital in Juba but at the margins where most of the country’s 

population reside.  

At the heart of these concepts, is the neoliberal interpretation of places experiencing violent 

conflict and wars, such as South Sudan, which sees them as symbolising social regression 

(development in reverse), as “fragile” or “failing”, ungoverned places of danger, anomalous 

spaces of criminality and lawlessness and insecurity (Duffield, 2007).  

For instance, responding to Kofi Annan’s speech to the UNSC where he said that the success 

of international engagement in peacekeeping was dependent on functioning state institutions 

that manage political disputes (UNSC, 2001), De Waal argued that, 

“…many of the world’s most difficult conflicts occur in countries where any such state 

institutions are subordinate to social affinities and patronage networks and are likely to 

remain so for the foreseeable future. People still care about political issues and fight 

over them but can neither organize their political allegiances through rule governed 
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organizations nor resolve them through state institutions according to the rule of law” 

(de Waal, 2009, p. 99). 

Violence, coercion and insecurity, as idioms of relationship in the view of this research, are 

realities for those faced with them in their daily lives, yet these realities are far removed from 

the interventions of international actors in South Sudan, because these interventions neglect 

the local context.  Zoë Marriage documents in the case of the DRC, systematic neglect of 

localised issues, particularly their everyday realities of the local population at the margins of 

the state, but with severe consequence for both local population and state-building efforts 

(Marriage, 2016). 

6.3.2 Distorted Bureaucracy and Institutions 

In an interview with a prominent South Sudanese academic in London in December 2017, the 

academic noted: 

“…remember in most, if not all, countries in Africa, if there is no public order or it is 

grossly threatened and the police are struggling or failing to restore or ensure order, 

then you rely on the national army to do so. But in our South Sudan, we do not have a 

national army that is commanded and disciplined through a competent command chain 

to perform that task…” 128 

In the national dialogue meetings in Uganda, in FGDs and interviews, there was general 

concern among research participants that the system of government or bureaucratic institutions 

had been distorted (functionally and structurally), which had not only led to the collapse of the 

                                                 

 

 

128  Interview_JMJ_13_30112017, London 
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economy but also become a major force driving the country’s crisis. They pointed to the 

fragmented national army and other security organisations as examples of a completely 

dysfunctional bureaucratic arm of government, the impact of which easily and rapidly trickled 

down to the local population’s everyday life.  The faulty chain of command and discipline 

within the army was attributed by most to the state formation processes being undertaken, 

particularly the negotiated political settlement.  

For instance, the CPA, which led to the creation of a sovereign South Sudan state in 2011, had, 

within its provisions, a security arrangement which established two rival armies as separate 

national armies, that is, the SPLA for southern Sudan and the Sudan Defence Forces (SDF) as 

the national army. Equally, in 2015, the ARCSS called for a similar arrangement as the CPA, 

putting two rival armies in Juba. However, in both cases, the political settlements have been 

heavily criticised by academics for their lack of attention to the communal issues that continued 

to propel violence and coercion across communities in spite of the existing peace agreement 

(Jok, 2018, 2011, 2012; Rolandsen, 2015, 2013, 2010).  

Some research interlocutors attributed the deficiencies in the bureaucratic institutions in South 

Sudan to the negative role being played by foreign bodies through their attempts and 

approaches to negotiating the “political settlement” of conflict in the country. The international 

community is accused of providing safe havens for criminals with selfish interests who are 

contrary to the social and institutional values of South Sudan. For instance, participants pointed 

out that in South Sudan,  

“…if someone rebelled and took up arms against the government and goes on social 

media and makes claims that I have for example 200 soldiers, the international 

community will run after this individual to pursue them to make peace. Should the 

government through its army pursue the rebel with the aim of disciplining, it is always 
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these foreign bodies preventing the government from taking such action or attacking 

the rebels currently creating more mess in the country.” 129 

Research for this thesis substantiates this claim. On taking up arms and taking to the bush, 

rebels will assign themselves military ranks and positions that would not normally be assigned 

in the national army structure. Under the terms of the international communities’ mediated 

peace settlement, government absorbs these rebel groups into the national army with all their 

positions unchanged, as it was in the bush. This distorts not only the chain of command within 

the national army (as private or unqualified and junior subordinates then become the superiors 

of their previous commanders who are well trained and qualified) but also the entire 

government payroll system. Government is forced to direct all its resources to financing the 

heavily inflated military payroll at the expense of other sectors like education, health, transport, 

and communications.  

Rohman et al. (2018) argue that under normal bureaucratic and organisational practices, 

promotions into higher positions in organisations are based on two fundamental principles. 

Firstly, promotion is merit based – the promotion takes place based on 

an employee's performance in the current job in line with personal skills, knowledge, and 

abilities. Or promotion is based on seniority; an employee who has given long service to the 

organisation gets promoted.  

                                                 

 

 

129  Interview_AK_12_16112017, Kampala 
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However, in South Sudan, particularly at the upper levels of the state, since independence, 

violence has been heavily deployed by elites as a means of accessing and gaining promotion. 

This process, as participants illustrate in this section, has been worsened by the political 

settlement approach to peace and state making by the regional and international bodies in the 

country. This has great consequences, not just on the processes of state formation but also on 

groups, families and individuals at all levels of the state. Those at the upper end are faced with 

the vicious cycle of war-to-peace and back to war-to-peace negotiations, without any 

substantive benefits for the population in terms of stability or public service delivery and 

economic development.  

For instance, in August 2018, concurrently with the acutely underfunded and severely 

neglected National Dialogue process, a revitalised agreement on the resolution of conflict in 

South Sudan (R-ARCSS) was signed, marking the cessation of hostilities between forces loyal 

to the TGoNU and the rebel groups fighting them (IGAD, 2018). But of significance was Riek 

Machar’s coalition in South Sudan. As earlier noted in this chapter, the South Sudanese 

political and military elites and international and regional actors who were focused on 

renegotiating the terms of the ARCSS secured a deal which reinstated Machar as First Vice 

President.   It also created several other positions, as Error! Reference source not found. b

elow demonstrates.  

While this delivered what the political and military elites and the regional and international 

community wanted, for the local population, confidence in the success of the R-ARCSS 

remained feeble, as twelve ceasefires had been signed since the outbreak of fighting in 2013, 

none of which resulted in resolution or lasting peace (IOM, 2019).  

As depicted in Figure 16Error! Reference source not found. below, with regard to mass 

population displacement, the cumulative effects of conflict since the ARCSS signing in 2015 
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are reported to have left more than seven million people (two thirds of the country’s population) 

in need of humanitarian assistance (IOM, 2019; UNHCR Regional Service Centre Nairobi, 

2020). It is worth noting that information on displacement in South Sudan is scarce, due to 

decades of poor state investment in infrastructure, communication networks and security.  

Figure 15: The size and structure of the South Sudanese central government as provided 

by the 2018 R-ARCSS  

 

Source:  Based on Chapter 1 of the 2018 Revitalised Agreement on the Resolution of Conflict 

in South Sudan (IGAD, 2018).  

 

Figure 16:  Estimates of population displacement between 2016 and 2020   
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Source: UNHCR Operational Portal: Regional Dashboard, Regional Bureau for East, Horn and the 

Great Lakes: Refugees, asylum-seekers, refugee returnees and IDPs (2017 – 2020). 

This chapter highlights that local communities are often left without any space to express their 

views in peace deals. As neglect of the South Sudanese ND has exposed, it has never been 

clearer that the domestic legitimacy stressed by Annan to the UNSC in 2001 is not achieved or 

measured in terms of how the state government treats its population but rather how it is seen to 

adhere to the demands of external actors. 
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6.4 Forced to Flee: From political and economic independence to Refugee, and IDP 

Camps. 

“We voted in a referendum in 2011 with the strongest of hopes that we would come to 

a country we called home, our home. But the referendum has only brought us exile and 

worse suffering”130 

There were general concerns among research participants, but also among academics, that there 

might not be such a thing as a state in South Sudan due to incomplete processes of 

transformation (Idris, 2018b; Nyaba, 2018).  Like the ND participant quoted above, another 

participant expressed his frustration with what   independence had brought:  

“Since independence, instead of gaining and enjoying more freedoms and rights, 

unfortunately, the more we talk, the more we lose our freedoms and the space to enjoy 

and exercise these freedoms. But when freedom of movement and freedom of 

expression becomes an object of oppression by the government, opposition becomes 

our default position.”131 

Some academics argue that the failed process of transformation of the South Sudanese state 

can be explained through historical lenses. That is, the legacy of enslavement, the British 

colonial policy of indirect rule, and the politics of nationalism and national liberation wars, all 

contributed to the production of ethnicised and despotic politics of exclusion (Idris, 2018a, 

2018b).   

                                                 

 

 

130  National Dialogue meeting in Kampala, November 2017. 
131  Interview_AK_12_16112017, Kampala 
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While others blame the failed process of transformation purely on ethnicity, arguing that at a 

practical level, spatial and social inequalities and hierarchies tend to be experienced in ethnic 

terms, and that the government’s principal means of redistributing wealth and mitigating these 

inequalities has been the state payroll (Thomas, 2015, p. 129). On the one hand, “in everyday 

experience, people’s ethnic affiliations generally provide them with language, cultural 

resources and social networks and the means to produce and share wealth” (Thomas, 2015, p. 

129).  

Yet on the other hand, as noted by Santschi (2008, p. 638) “southern Sudanese often refer to 

ethnicity in connection with nepotism and the feeling of not getting ‘their’ share of power and 

resources as members of a specific ethnic group.”  In other words, at the margins of the state, 

at the lower levels of the state, ethnicity emerges as the means by which one can access or be 

denied the state and its wealth and privileges. 

Recent studies increasingly challenge the often simplistic and polarised scholarly debates on 

identity as the straightforward cause and centre of violence and conflict in the country (Da 

Costa, 2017, 2013; Thomas, 2015). Identity, these scholars argue, should instead be viewed as 

something malleable that can be  a source of insecurity as well as of protection (Deng and 

M.D., 2010; Deng, 2017).  In other words, ethnicity is constantly being re-made, is fluid, 

temporary and reversible, and negotiated in relation to the dynamics of violence in the state in 

question.   

It is fitting to point out, regarding the above perception, that understanding the historical 

dynamics of South Sudan is vital for addressing state formation and the nation building crisis. 

Particularly when it comes to the vital role that ethnicity played not just in the construction of 

the colonial state and the distribution of state resources and services in post-colonial 



303 | P a g e  

independence from 1956, but also in the war of liberation from 1983 to the CPA in 2005 (D. 

Johnson, 2017, 2016, 2011, 1988; Deng, 1984; LeRiche and Arnold, 2012; Rolandsen, 2005).  

Had the CPA put into consideration, the historical dynamics of South Sudan for the above 

reasons, as many scholars have argued, the agreement could have potentially addressed the 

issues which it has received heavy criticism for ignoring (Haslie and Borchgrevink, 2007; 

Hirblinger, 2015; Rolandsen, 2015, 2011, 2010; Thomas, 2015). However, this chapter points 

out that undemocratic states such as the Republic of Cuba under the Castro brothers, Iraq under 

Saddam Hussein and the Balkan states in south-eastern Europe which are well established 

statehood, challenge the notion that despotic politics and ethnicity cause failure to transition 

into statehood.  

In other words, while history presents us with important perspectives, particularly those from 

which we can gain a better understanding of South Sudan’s state formation dilemmas, it is in 

the processes of everyday life at the margins that the state, and people’s expectations of it, are 

made and reconfigured. One place to start, as these research findings highlight, could be at the 

physical and political margins or borderlands, which are seemingly “sites of disorder, where 

the state has been unable to impose its order” (Da Costa, 2017, pp. 26–27). In addition, physical 

and political margins  is also where the actions of the state attempting to exert its authority and 

produce order can best be witnessed (Goodhand et al., 2017).  

It is evident that state powers are always unstable, something best witnessed when one moves 

away from the centre (Cramer, 2006; Goodhand, 2006; Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010; 

Heathershaw, 2009; Nugent, 2010), both in terms of their presence and absence. Studying 

places that seemingly lie at the edge of the state geographically, politically, and economically, 

but also socially, is key to witnessing how state laws and order are constantly re-established 

and negotiated.  Nevertheless, as the research highlights, these are the aspects that are least 
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captured and represented in current materials used for understanding and projecting state and 

nation building processes in South Sudan.  

As the state searches for ways “to make society legible” (Scott, 1998, p. 2), to gain its 

dominance and prescribe new identities for its population , so too do its subjects, as discussed 

in Chapter 3, and as reflected earlier. At this point, the social innovators and the people both 

imagine an idea of state, and  form part of the construction of the state (Boone, 2003; Migdal, 

2001, 1988; Nugent, 2010).  

Da Costa (2017, p. 27) points out that “legibility”, which James Scott (1998) defines as the 

efforts by a state to settle or “sedentarise” populations, and in the process shape and control 

them, is said to take a non-linear and dual process.  The non-linearity comes from the fact that 

the non-state social institutions at the margins progressively strengthen, attracting the same 

kinds of resources consumed by the state at the centre and lowering the threshold between the 

two, bringing them closer together to a point where they are most likely to become one 

(Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Walker et al., 2004; Westley et al., 2011).  

In the case of Maris discussed earlier in the chapter, despite the current crisis in South Sudan 

which has forced hundreds of companies (domestic and foreign alike) to flee, Maris and a 

handful of other national and multi-national capitalists have devised other ways to continue to 

operate. These companies continue to operate and even prosper in one of the most hostile 

environments in the world where other companies, that rely on effective and proper functioning 

of the controlling and centralising functions of the state and its ability to monopolise the use of 

force, have failed.   

During the interview, Maris’ CEO argued that as an investment company that has primarily 

specialised and focused its operations and investments in some of the world’s least developed 
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markets and most unsettled environments, it is key for them to find the right balance between 

social and corporate responsibility. In other words,  

“…the company has evolved and is able to understand that the success and the survival 

of its operation in the most unsettled, least developed markets, like South Sudan, are 

highly dependent on how it relates with the local people, the community and the 

environment in which it operates, as opposed to the government.”132   

Even before the 2013 conflict, the poor infrastructure and acute shortage of state services across 

rural areas had already forced the company into adopting an operational strategy in which local 

communities in the areas in which it operates were assisted by its investments. The company 

is said to have developed a wide range of community programmes, ranging from the 

construction of primary and secondary schools, development of boreholes, building of 

infrastructure such as power lines and roads, and the sponsorship of community events.  

The CEO noted that, 

“…by dealing directly with the communities, we learnt and understood not just the 

working and structures of the traditional institutions at the grassroots but also their 

powers and relationship with the state.”133 

However, government at national and local levels is continually changing. The implication of 

this constant change for businesses, as the Maris CEO explains, is that they had to (re)negotiate 

                                                 

 

 

132  Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi 
133  Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi 



306 | P a g e  

contracts and new forms of engagement with each new governor, new tax regime or risk being 

forced out of business.  

“But these processes cost a lot of money, especially to the business, making it a very 

difficult environment to operate in, particularly due to the fact that you cannot tell or 

predict how long the current government will last after paying the monies being 

demanded”.134   

In an interview in November 2017 in Kampala with a high-ranking official in a diplomatic 

mission based in Juba, the official painted a picture of a government in South Sudan that did 

not control most, if not all, of the villages outside the state capitals and Juba. For example,  

“…if you leave Juba and just walk 5 kilometres outside the city, you might be killed or 

abducted by non-government armed forces because those areas are surrounded and 

controlled by the rebels and other militias groups.”135 

But even those in urban centres are not free from the predatory and coercive behaviours of the 

state. The Maris CEO narrates that once, a new government in Yambio decided to terminate a 

contract the organisation had negotiated with the previous government, chasing them out of the 

state while confiscating all their equipment.  Although the company engaged in discussions 

with the central government in Juba regarding the status quo of their concession, there was not 

                                                 

 

 

134  Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi. 
135  Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi 
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much that came out of their engagement, since the entire government was also struggling to 

stay in place. 

Just like the local population who are forced to flee their homes due to the violence of the state, 

Maris was also forced to flee the government sphere, moving from Lakes State to Yambio and 

drifting further away from the reaches of the government into the rural areas, among Nzara136 

communities. However, equipped with knowledge and better understanding of the structural 

workings of sociocultural and communal governance institutions in the rural areas, in the 

absence of the state, Maris was able to redefine their operations in their new location.  

Key players in state-making processes in South Sudan, which include neoliberal institutions 

like the World Bank and USAID among others,  persist with their Weberian state-centric based 

understating of the state, viewing it as “a set of institutions that possess the means of legitimate 

coercion, exercised over a defined territory and its population, referred to as a society” (World 

Bank, 1997b, p. 20). They also assume the state has political, social and economic homogeneity in 

its territory.  

This view of the state would characterise the relocation of Maris from Yambio, the capital of 

Western Equatoria State, to Nzara, a marginal town, a borderland, a place with acute state 

deficiency, as essentially a move to an ungoverned space. Places where the state is “fragile” or 

                                                 

 

 

136  Nzara is a town in Western Equatoria State. It lies 25 miles to the northwest of Yambio (capital 

of Western Equatoria State) by road, under 20 miles from the border with the DRC, and over 275 

miles from Juba.  
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“failing” are typically presented by neoliberals like the World Bank as dangerous spaces, 

anomalous spaces of criminality, insecurity, and violence, where the social contract between 

state and population has broken down.  

The case of Maris presented here challenges this neoliberal understanding and perception of 

places such as Nzara as fragile, ungoverned spaces of danger and criminality. Because, once 

among the Nzara communities, Maris found that there was a stable and reliable communal 

governance system that was relied upon heavily by its population. This was through the 

traditional institutions of the chiefs and spiritual leaders, or rainmakers, whose authority was 

not bound by that of the state.   The Maris CEO noted: 

“…the traditional institutions, especially those at the farthest margins of the state, 

unlike the formal institutions and structures of state, are more stable, and we soon 

established an informal arrangement with these institutions.”137 

The arrangement with the traditional sociocultural institutions had significant implications for 

the company, as the CEO went on to explain: 

“…for us, the implication of this from the taxation and financial point was that once an 

arrangement is negotiated and an agreement reached with the traditional leaders, say 

chiefs, they do not need renegotiating anytime soon, as was the case with the state 

government in Yambio. It offered us security and longevity.”138   

                                                 

 

 

137  Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi 
138   Interview_CT_19_31012018, Nairobi 
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There has never been any historically established mechanism for state accountability, or for 

inclusion of the population’s efforts, in economic or political processes in South Sudan. State-

making processes continue to look like a mechanism for socio-political and economic 

exclusion, and increasingly a shadow of what the population had initially visioned upon the 

signing of the CPA.  

Describing what emerges from the interactions between an international company like Maris, 

or INGOs, and the traditional sociocultural leaders at the margins of the state, like in Nzara, 

Duffield (2001) offers a compelling explanation.  Duffield asserts that recent wars and strategic 

developments:  

“…are based on increasingly privatised networks of state-non-state actors working 

beyond the conventional competence of territorially defined governments. Through 

such flows and networks each is learning how to project powers in new non-territorial 

ways” (Duffield, 2001, p. 13).  

Chapter 5, section 5.7, discussed an example of chiefs recruiting their sons into the rebellion 

as a way of maintaining and protecting their position in the emerging political and economic 

order driven by the SPLA during its rebellion against the GoS. Participants discussed how, 

once the SPLM/A assumed power as the government of Southern Sudan, valuable resources of 

the state such as ammunition, were moved from the control of government to that of the chiefs 

in the rural areas.  This was, done by chiefs’ sons, who now held high political and military 

rank in the SPLM/A government.  

In places such as Nzara in Western Equatoria State, more than 270 miles away from Juba, 

traditional systems provide protection and stability to a multinational capitalist corporation like 

Maris. In return, these corporations and INGOs provide public goods and services, the 
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constructive relationship that the state has historically failed to establish within South Sudan, 

in the form of schools, health facilities, roads, and employment.   

Like Duffield, I refuse to view places experiencing the extreme violence and conflict driven by 

the state and militia groups, such as South Sudan, in the same light as proponents of the “new-

wars” thesis do. The “new-wars” discourse views conflict and wars as symbols of social 

regression, and places experiencing conflict as “fragile” or “failing”, ungoverned places of 

danger, anomalous spaces of criminality and insecurity, just because they are experiencing 

violence and conflict (Kaldor, 2013).  In other words, this thesis rejects the view of conflict 

and war as having “…causes that lead mechanically to forms of breakdown, as opposed to sites 

of innovation and re-ordering resulting in the creation of new types of legitimacy and authority” 

(Duffield, 2007, p. 11).  

6.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has argued that conceptual and analytical material that is routinely deployed in 

understanding the processes of state construction in South Sudan, such as “political 

settlement”, the “good governance agenda” and other neoliberal peace approaches for example, 

give little to no attention to the local population’s everyday realities. Instead, efforts are focused 

squarely on the dominant political and military elites, with the aim of facilitating their transition 

from the battlefield to institutional and coalition building. This, it is asserted, is achieved by 

“…enticing warring parties to move their political and economic struggles from the battlefield 

and into an institutional framework where a peaceful settlement process can be engaged and 

future disputes can be addressed in a similar fashion” (UNSC, 2001, p. 2).   

At the turn of the 20th and into the 21st century, there was an international campaign arguing 

that the success of international engagement in peacekeeping interventions was dependent on 
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functioning state institutions (existing or newly established) capable of managing political 

disputes (UNSC, 2001). To facilitate the transition of belligerents from the battlefield into 

institutions, the then Secretary General of the UN, Kofi Annan, argued that international 

peacekeeping missions ought to “…include peacebuilding and incorporate such elements as 

institution-building and the promotion of good governance and the rule of law, by assisting 

parties to develop legitimate and broad-based institutions” (UNSC, 2001, p. 2). 

Duffield (2001, p. 13) and Cramer (2006, p. 51) convincingly argue that recent wars are fought 

beyond the regulatory regimes formally associated with nation states or their framing, such as 

civil wars. These necessitate an entirely different approach to those currently in use in contexts 

such as South Sudan and the region more broadly.  

Empirical evidence posted by the CPA, the ARCSS and the R-ARCSS indicates that state-

construction actors in the country continue to insist on a traditional state-centric approach, with 

little success, and with scant attention to the messy everyday realities of the local population.   

This chapter also presents a discussion on the different ways in which the state is experienced 

and perceived by different groups, communities and individuals in the country. For instance, 

most South Sudanese research participants, if not all of them, expressed an understanding of 

the state based on the more constructive aspects of government, namely the provision of public 

goods and services.  

Following the resumption of hostilities as the main opposition leader abandoned the TGoNU 

after a brief period of ceasefire between August 2015 and July 2016, the government turned to 

its population in search of a solution to end the conflict through a national dialogue initiative. 

However, rather than participate in the national dialogue, the opposition groups’ attention was 

focused on renegotiating the terms of the 2015 ARCSS and the composition of the TGoNU, 

which, if successful, would reinstate these outcast political and military elites in government. 
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In August 2018, the R-ARCSS was signed, securing a deal which reinstated all the outcast 

military and political elites on the national stage but with limited popular engagement in the 

process. The R-ARCSS therefore failed to raise any optimism in the local population, who had 

already seen as many as twelve such ceasefires signed since the outbreak of conflict in 

December 2013, but with the same old result (IOM, 2019).  

Chapters 4 and 5 discussed the circumstances in which the local population were forced into 

levels of ingenuity second to none to cope with the violence and coercion of the state and the 

absence of its constructive aspects, on one hand, and the lack of capacity of the traditional 

institutions on the other. Like the local population, several international organisations, such as 

Maris, were forced to flee the government sphere in urban spaces, drifting further away from 

the reach of government. Due to their knowledge and better understanding of traditional 

sociocultural governance structures in the rural areas, organisations seem to utilise the absence 

of the state in these places to redefine their operations.  

The case of Maris presented in this chapter challenges the prevailing neoliberal understanding 

and perception of places such as Nzara as fragile, ungoverned spaces of danger and criminality. 

Because in places like Nzara in Western Equatoria State, several miles away from government, 

an alternative system, similar to the one Duffield suggests, is surely emerging. It is one in which 

international companies, INGOs and domestic businesses rely on traditional sociocultural 

systems for protection while providing the constructive relationship that the state has 

historically failed to establish in return.   

This chapter highlights how scholarly analysis and development interventions relating to 

African state formation and conflict studies seem to assign a much stronger weighting to the 

state as the most dominant social system than it perhaps has on the ground.  Violence is 
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assumed to happen where such an authoritarian state is weakened, with violence seen both as 

a cause and consequence of the breakdown (Kaldor, 2013, p. 2).  

Materials presented in this dissertation demonstrate that the current perspective of state-

formation and state building by powerful neoliberal actors, and conceptual analysis in the 

region, allow very little room for local context as well as the local population’s participation in 

(re)defining and shaping their own future. This perspective views places experiencing conflict 

and wars in Africa as symbols of social regression, ungoverned places of danger, of lawlessness 

and criminality. In this dissertation, I refuse to view places such as Nzara in Western Equatoria, 

Lopit in Eastern Equatoria or Jonglei as ungoverned places of danger, of criminality and 

lawlessness, symbolising social regression. Instead, violence and conflict are understood as an 

idiom of social relationships, as sites of social innovation and re-ordering and construction with 

the potential to create new types of legitimacy and authority.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

This dissertation has been concerned with examining contradictory visions of the South 

Sudanese state by different groups, and their implication for the process of state formation in 

the country and Sub-Saharan Africa more broadly. It is aimed at addressing the primary 

research question driving this dissertation, which is, “how are the contradictions in different 

peoples’ vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation within South Sudan?”  

Vision/image, as state formation scholars have argued here, implies perception of the state by 

those inside and outside its claimed boundaries. In the image,  numerous institutions are united 

in a single dominant, integrated, autonomous entity that controls, in a given territory, all rule 

making, either directly or indirectly, by sanctioning other authorised organisations such as 

businesses, families, clubs and others (Migdal, 2001, p. 16; North et al., 2007). Anderson 

(2006), North et al. (2007) and Migdal (2001, p. 6) present the state as a product of different 

peoples’ imagination whose contradictions are reconciled through either violent or non-violent 

means. 

The CPA has been taken to form the basis upon which this research is built because it is 

understood by this dissertation first, as an official and by far the most comprehensive 

documentation of the image of the state by the parties to the agreement, reflecting the kinds of 

definition offered by state formation scholars above. Secondly, the dissertation also 

understands the CPA as presenting a systematic roadmap for the implementation of the 

agreement or set of practices and procedures for realising this vision of the state.  

Yet the state as an organisation comprises several rule-abiding or rebellious and highly 

malleable entities whose behaviours are rather interdependent as well as independent and 
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interact over several networks. These relationships are complex and can produce equilibrium 

and predictable outcomes, but are also capable of producing long random sequences of 

disequilibrium and chaos.  Consequently, considering that the South Sudanese state is a far cry 

from the all-powerful entity currently assumed, elite actors in South Sudan have found 

themselves increasingly constrained by very complex systems, most of which interact outside 

the formal framework of the state. 

Throughout this dissertation, as its findings have highlighted, I have argued that the vision of 

a state of most South Sudanese cannot simply be understood from the perspective of the state-

formation scholars presented above. This is because interaction with interlocutors during this 

research fieldwork has shown that the local population paints a different picture, one that 

connotes their perspective of how they think the future will turn out for them. Whilst discussing 

their visions of the state, for instance, interlocutors’ testimonies contained some elements of 

positive connotation, some optimism and hope, which reflects people’s ability to continue to 

hope for better future, even when in difficult and challenging times and circumstances.   

Between 2013 and 2018, there were 13 failed ceasefires, and finally the R- ARCSS, which was 

signed between the warring parties mediated by IGAD, with backing from the international 

community. Some academics, NGOs and other actors have attributed the country’s failure to 

transition into statehood and nationhood to problems of ethnicity, identity politics, poor 

governance, and the failure of government to develop appropriate institutions and broad-based 

domestic legitimacy.  

This thesis however presents a much more complicated scenario. It argues that whereas the 

politics of identity and ethnicity, and the history of colonial violence and foreign oppression 

form part of the explanation for the current civil war and state-making crisis (Idris, 2018a, 

2018b; Nyaba, 2018), the messy day-to-day reality for most South Sudanese, and the chaotic 
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social order emerging in the aftermath of the CPA, are a consequence of overriding historical 

contradictions in the way different groups, communities and individuals in the country imagine  

and pursue their vision of the state in the first place.  

In answering the research question, this dissertation has argued that there exist strong 

contradictions in different peoples’ vision of the South Sudanese state as well as in the 

mechanisms they adopt to accomplish these visions. These contradictions are that on one side, 

there are the groups this dissertation has referred to as the “most powerful actors”, whose 

interests drove the CPA and subsequent peace agreements in the country, including the ARCSS 

and the R-ARCSS. Their expectation of the state, and the mechanism for realising it, are 

founded on the “political settlement” approach to conflict intervention, war-to-peace transition, 

and state-making, which means distributing ministries and vice-presidencies to stop violence 

and war.   

On the other hand, the research reveals broad popular concern among the powerless local South 

Sudanese population for whom the state should be providing public goods and services, 

security, and development at the local level (for example, community access roads, education, 

and health infrastructure). The local population primarily understand the state as a constructive 

agency providing public services and security.  

In contrast, the government, political and military elites, and foreign actors in the country have 

concentrated on the establishment of central state organs and formal institutions in the capital 

Juba, to facilitate the management of threats of violence over control of resources. It is 

important to note however that pursing the visions highlighted may or may not precipitate 

violence or threaten others or promote inter-group cooperation and peaceful coexistence.  
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Yet the CPA, informed and driven by “political settlement” and other peace and state-making 

concepts, continues to isolate the not-powerful groups, communities, and individuals in South 

Sudan from peace/state-making processes. It also means that the current crisis in South Sudan 

does not necessarily imply transformability deficiency for South Sudanese society but rather 

an inherent problem in the state-making approach undertaken in the country by the most 

powerful actors.   

At first glance, regardless of geographical specificity or ethnic orientation, the South Sudanese 

population appears to present comparable images, expectations and to some extent their history 

and experience of extreme violence, coercive and extortive actions of the state. This of course 

raises the obvious but fundamental issue that, logically at least, contradictions, which consist 

of incompatibility or incongruity between two or more propositions, are part and parcel of 

every society and its governance mechanism. Yet not all societies are at war, particularly those 

with strong and complex systems and institutional mechanisms dealing with contradictions to 

minimise negative outcomes.  

Indeed, Kofi Annan, the then Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN), writing to the UN Security 

Council (UNSC) in 2001, argued that: 

“…domestic peace … becomes sustainable, not when all conflicts are removed from 

society, but when the natural conflicts of society can be resolved peacefully through the 

exercise of State sovereignty and, generally, participatory governance” (UNSC, 2001, 

p. 1). 

But once you move beyond the peripheral layers of comparable image and expectation of the 

state onto, say, the violence and the local population’s everyday realities, one begins to 

decipher the complexities and the messiness of the situation in a country like South Sudan.  
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Although this thesis explores the local population’s experiences and taps into existing history 

and literature to build aspects of its discussion, it is a study that has focused on the particularly 

volatile and extremely violent period from 2005 to 2018. During this period southern Sudan 

went first from great hope of just and sustainable peace and stability towards the imagination 

of a renewed nation state (New Sudan), the world’s newest state; then returned to vicious civil 

war, with one of the worst humanitarian crises its local population and the entire region had 

witnessed. This dissertation has focused on tracing and examining how the South Sudanese 

local population at the margins of the state imagined and negotiated their relationship with and 

their experience of the state under these extremely violent circumstances.  

At the same time, this dissertation has wider implications for a variety of interconnected fields 

and the study of issues relating to violence and conflict, state-making and nation building in 

South Sudan and Sub-Saharan Africa more broadly. The thesis has looked to offer alternative 

insights into and understanding of recent experiences of the South Sudanese population and 

the processes of state formation. It offers fresh approaches for understanding the local 

population’s ideas about the state, and a critical perspective on the population’s everyday 

experience of political marginalisation within a modern state.  

Whereas there have been numerous studies conducted on the processes of state-formation and 

its accompanying violence in the country, this dissertation’s point of departure is firmly located 

in the position and the weighting it assigns in its analysis to the modern state. This dissertation 

also challenges the existing framing of violence, conflict and coercion within the liberal peace 

theory as simply causes that lead mechanically to forms of social breakdown or as an outcome 

of mechanical social breakdown. It adds to what has been Duffield’s longstanding argument 

with regard to state formation and security studies, that violence and conflict should be viewed 
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as an idiom of social relationship, as sites of innovation, re-ordering and construction, with the 

potential to result in the creation of new types of legitimacy and authority. 

The local population and their sociocultural institutions have been negatively represented by 

some academic and humanitarian development actors and frequently blamed, wrongly, for the 

failure of state-making and nation building policies and interventions such as the political 

settlement and good governance agenda. Yet most of these policies and interventions – 

negotiated and designed outside of the country – relegate the local population and their 

everyday context to the margins.   

The country’s geographical, ecological and historical specificity, and the population’s 

experience of violence related to state-making, have produced a unique socio-political and 

economic context, also enmeshed in the regional political economy, needing more and better 

understanding than the framing of phenomena such as “civil wars” allows (Cramer, 2006, p. 

51). This thesis offers various theoretical, empirical and methodological contributions.  

Empirically, the dissertation lays claim on violence as functional, as part and parcel of the 

equation of people’s everyday lives. I believe that taking this stance pushes the study of state-

formation and nation-building into placing violence, conflict and coercion at the centre of 

analysis and debate rather than their being seen as the cause or outcome of bad policies or 

actions.  Placing violence, conflict and coercion at the heart of analysis allows us to address 

the fundamental question of what role violence plays in the processes that build the kind of 

state we see coming out of Sub-Saharan African countries like South Sudan.  The dissertation 

shows how different forms of violence relate to each other and serve as a central element 

governing all forms of people’s experiences, their imagination and representation of 

themselves as well as in articulation of their relationships with others, including the state. 
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Another empirical contribution is the way in which it reveals how traditional sociocultural 

systems structure, organise and mobilise the local population’s daily lived realities; how then 

these cultural institutions influence the ways in which different groups imagine and pursue 

their relationship with the modern state and with non-state organisations such as international 

NGOs and corporations.  One major concern of this dissertation has been to show that 

conceptual materials and policy debates that have been routinely applied, for understanding as 

well as for informing the construction of the South Sudanese state, like in most parts of the 

region, are happening too far away from the messy everyday reality of the local population.  

The historical insights of, and the interviews conducted as part of, this research were a product 

of thorough ethnographic and other research techniques. This research had a methodological 

approach to conducting academic enquiry in the context of limited physical access to field sites. 

Of particular significance is how it navigated the limitations of ethnographic research terrains 

resulting from violence, conflict and mass population displacement by adapting research 

techniques, utilising flexible, corroborative and improvisational methods. It has been enriched 

by a decision to utilise recent works that have focused on the use of latest development in, and 

an ever-improving information and communication technologies as alternatives to 

ethnographic research fieldwork in specific physical geographical locations which were limited 

by intense political instability, violence and civil war.  

7.2 Reflection on Research Findings 

The findings of this dissertation have broader theoretical and methodological implications for 

a number of interconnected studies and research focusing on violence, conflict and state-

making in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa. Theoretically, this dissertation has shown how 

different groups, communities and individuals, particularly sociocultural institutions, construct, 

manage and organise their members’ everyday realities; how cultural institutions normalise 
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their members’ everyday experience of violence into their constructive institutional set up – 

something the formal state has historically failed to achieve in the country; and lastly, how 

traditional cultural institutions and the everyday experiences of violence influence the way in 

which individuals and groups imagine, as well as pursue their vision of the state.  

The dissertation has demonstrated that the continuing insecurity in the country, and the failure 

of the state to transform into what the majority in the country consider constructive statehood, 

are a consequence of overriding contradictions in how different groups imagine the state and 

how resources are mobilised, managed and utilised towards realising those visions. Whereas 

the local population, including displaced persons, present similar images of the state, their 

vision is most often excluded from the discussion on issues relating to state-making processes 

in the country and are at the same time blamed for the failure of interventions. 

Methodologically, this dissertation is a demonstration of the immense difficulty of conducting 

academic research in a highly volatile and constantly changing context by non-western or non-

white researchers studying in a western academic institution but who come from similar or 

even the same context that they are researching. 

Rather than trying to control the unpredictable and the unknown and make the research focus 

static and monolithic, I have sought to engage with and embrace the constant dynamism of 

social life, not as a conceptual and logistical challenge to be overcome, but as a finding in itself, 

part of the research encounter.  This certainly applies to all social research; however, studying 

the dynamics of social life in highly volatile places of continued insecurity intensifies the 

unpredictable nature of social research and illustrates the sheer importance of improvisation as 

a research process.  In my case, I had intended to undertake fieldwork on the ground in Juba, 

but this was vetoed by SOAS on the basis that there was an active civil war in the country. But 

they did approve fieldwork research in Nairobi and Uganda as an alternative.  
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This added another dimension to the challenges of conducting social research in violence and 

conflict context, since this judgement did not consider my background. As someone who grew 

up in northern Uganda during the LRA conflict, I am more familiar with a war context and the 

coping strategies of similar contexts, in comparison to the context of the urban violence of 

Nairobi city. Some of the most striking theoretical and empirical findings have all emerged 

from being responsive to the flux and engaging with improvisation and corroboration not only 

superficially but as key theoretical and methodological tools (Da Costa, 2017). 

7.3 The Dynamism of the Envisaged South Sudanese State 

As the foundation of this research, I take the 2005 CPA as this dissertation’s starting point of 

enquiry. I consider the political settlement that resulted in the CPA as the most fundamental 

and robust documented evidence of a specific kind of vision, not only of the state, but also of 

the modalities and tools for realising this vision. Furthermore, the CPA had within it a provision 

for the creation of an entirely new and independent state, and what and how that state would 

look like, should Sudan fail to transform into the “New Sudan” vision. I then looked at the 

implications of this tool for South Sudanese different peoples’ vision, as well as their 

relationship with the state.  

This provided fertile ground for the primary preoccupation of this dissertation, which is to 

examine and understand how a range of groups, communities and individuals expected their 

new nation of South Sudan to look post-referendum, and the reality of how it looks today. Of 

particular importance is my perspective which acknowledges that different groups, individuals 

and communities of people in the country imagine the state differently, and that these variations 

are influenced by factors ranging from physical geography to socio-political and economic 

markers.  These geopolitical, economic and social markers include gender, age-set, social status 

and wealth.  One aspect that seems to slip through the study of state and state-making processes 
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that form part of this research is that of displacement, both internally and across national 

boundaries, and the role it plays in influencing the way these groups perceive and interact with 

the state.139  

Despite these differences, there is strong evidence that diverse groups also have some shared 

characteristics which act as a unifying and organising principle shaping their collective identity. 

In turn, these organising principles shape their relationship to and vision and experience of the 

state. This is particularly visible and common in regard to ethnicity as an element that unifies 

groups across the country yet is also utilised by political and military elites to divide them as 

they seek to mobilise fighters and local support.  

There are multiple approaches to thinking about the “making of modern state”. In this 

dissertation though, I, like the majority of local South Sudanese population, am more inclined 

to a view of the state from a “constructive experience” perspective (Cormack, 2014a, p. 259; 

Da Costa, 2017, p. 255). That is, imagining and crafting the state as an intrinsically political, 

social and lived experience, made through constant negotiation and re-negotiation by state and 

non-state actors, individuals, and community groups (Da Costa, 2017).  In other words, what 

we call the state is a collection of communities of people and, as Anderson (2006) notes, 

community must first be imagined, then engaged in by people through processes encompassing 

                                                 

 

 

139  Beyond the “Social Engineering” of James C. Scott (1998, pp. 181-192) in “Seeing like a state: 

how certain schemes to improve the human condition have failed.” 



324 | P a g e  

both contestation and negotiation, but whose outcome results in something of Migdal’s (2001) 

state.  

However, as the research findings highlight, this understanding of the state falls short of 

capturing the messy day-to-day realities at play in South Sudan’s context, as indeed in most 

countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, including the DRC and the Central African Republic. That is, 

the current liberal understanding of “state making”, focuses attention on the distinction between 

state and non-state actors, or the dominant elites and their hegemonic powers over the society. 

Often, although the international and foreign actors in the country play a significant role in 

influencing and dictating the processes of bargaining and state-making, they do not consider 

themselves part of the process.  

However, academics such as Goodhand and Mansfield (2010) and De Waal (2009) argue that 

international aid agencies should be viewed as constituting an integral part of state-making 

rather than as external guarantors or facilitators. However, as these international liberal peace 

and state-building efforts become integrated into the “political marketplace” of that 

community, de Waal (2009, p. 100) asserts that they are usually at a disadvantage because they 

are neither well attuned to the local context and the rules of the marketplace, nor highly skilful 

in operating there. Consequently, liberal peace interventions distort rather than enhance the 

development of existing institutional arrangements.  

Chapters 3 and 4 expose the limitations of the institutionalism approach to state-making, 

currently, and routinely, deployed in conflict and post-conflict state-making interventions 

across Sub-Saharan Africa. The two chapters discuss the intricate interaction between state and 

society, particularly the way traditional sociocultural structures contribute towards the 

processes of state-making and people’s imagination of the state at the margins, and the 

sociocultural institutions’ delicate process of normalisation of violence. Yet recent civil wars, 
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particularly the 1983-2005 civil war, the brief period of peace during the CPA transition, and 

post-independence violence and civil war between the SPLA and different armed groups since 

2013, have accelerated shifts in the day-to-day realities and everyday experience of violence, 

and in how diverse forms of violence interact with each other.  

The focus on violence, coercion, insecurity, and impunity at the margins of state-making is 

vital, as earlier research indicates, because they speak of realities that have long been hidden 

from systematic scholarly attention (Pansters, 2012b; Taylor and Botea, 2008; Tilly, 1985b). 

As Pansters (2012a) notes, it is as if these coercive forces constituted aberration and were only 

relevant to issues confined to the fringes of traditional societies. It is against this 

conceptualisation of violence that Chapter 3 presents an argument that at the margins of 

communities in Eastern Equatoria, beyond the state’s controlling and extractive powers, where 

the state’s reach is most tenuous, communities’ everyday life is constructed as secure and 

peaceful, thanks to the sociocultural system of ‘monyomeji’ (an age-set based system of 

governance). 

Nonetheless, within these very settings, communities in Eastern Equatoria are forced into 

having to navigate between the violence and coercive tendency of the state and the absence of 

the constructive features of it on one hand, and on the other, between the safety offered by 

traditional sociocultural systems but also their limited capacity in terms of the kinds of services 

provided by the state. Similarly, Chapter 3 challenges the perception that ethnicity (together 

with several other demographic characteristics) is responsible for the country’s current failed 

processes of transformation. It argues that demographic characteristics such as ethnicity, whilst 

important in segregating the population and for analysing social relationships, do not in 

themselves offer an explanation for the local population’s everyday experience of communal 
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and state violence. This is highlighted through a discussion of similar processes as Chapter 4, 

but from the perspective and experiences of the Dinka ethnic group.  

The Dinka perspective and experience thus illuminate the ways in which a traditional social 

system constructs and organises people's day-to-day lives and self-imagination.  In other words, 

the chapter examines the growing contradiction between the moral norms and values produced 

by the traditional social system upheld by people, endorses the centrality of family, particularly 

children and women, on the one hand, and the emerging social order in the pre/post–CPA and 

post-independence era, with its formal bureaucratic institutions of the state, on the other.  

Chapters 3 and 4 help ascertain the different social outcomes of sociocultural systems and 

experience of violence, both in the everyday social construct and state-making processes.  The 

chapter’s findings highlight that at the initial stage of the SPLM/A’s rebellion in the 1980s, 

ethnicity was not the primary reason for the SPLA’s recruitment preference for Dinka youths.  

The primary reason was the difference in the arrangement and functioning of age-set based 

sociocultural systems between diverse ethnic communities.  

Most sociocultural systems in South Sudan function in a way that a person could only develop 

their life, rights, and duties, and realise their full potential, as part of a village under the 

protection of a militarised age-set structure. In contrast, the post-independence South Sudan 

state paints a grim picture of a society in which children and women have increasingly become 

exposed and targeted by pervasive acts of violence and exploitative relationships (UNMISS, 

2015, p. 3). 

This dissertation notes that the shifting pattern of violence reflects a newly evolving social 

order in the country, in which children, women, the elderly and other vulnerable people who 

previously enjoyed the collective insulation of the traditional sociocultural institutions no 
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longer enjoy this protection. Take the youth population for instance: youths previously 

experienced a process of initiation and were managed by a balanced and accountable communal 

structure. In the new social order in the post-CPA era, youths are dislodged from the traditional 

sociocultural system, but at the same time are not integrated into the new government system 

or any socially organising and accountable institution (Jok, 2004, 1998; Leonardi, 2007).  

Youths in the country are in unchartered and ungoverned terrain, situated somewhat between 

what Leonardi describes as the home and hakuma spheres, where the meanings of and rationale 

behind violence, to whom they are accountable, what is considered legal, moral sensibility, and 

accountability, are all skewed (Leonardi, 2007). In other words, SPLM/A conflicts have fuelled 

the rise of sub-cultures of violence in which violence is carried out within communities by 

members of armed groups who are members of those very communities. These forms of 

violence should therefore be studied in the context in which they occur (Jok, 2004).  

7.4 Rethinking Violence: meanings and management 

In Chapter 6, this dissertation argues that the reshaping and redefinition of the ways in which 

politics, identities and social relationships are conceived and articulated in South Sudan is to 

do with the manipulation of the pre-existing sociocultural coping mechanisms. The chapter 

also finds that the institutional arrangements and socio-economic systems that underpin them 

are as important as what Cormack (2014) and Pendle (2017) depict as the manipulation of space 

and physical landscape.  This differs from the view of other scholars, who present this as driven 

by ancient ethnic hatreds.   

The chapter examines some of the processes by which the South Sudanese state is reproducing 

itself at the margins of society by triangulating the three dimensions, of power, resources, and 

institutional arrangements, which also double as pillars of “political settlement analysis”. It 
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highlights how recent patterns of inter and intra-communal violence and civil wars in South 

Sudan have compromised the population’s capacity to navigate between violence, the coercive 

characteristics of the state and the absence of its constructive aspects on the one hand, but also 

the safety offered by traditional sociocultural systems and their limited capacity to provide 

public goods and services on the other.   

Different governments in South Sudan have, with varying degrees of success, targeted the use 

and imagination of space and physical geography in different ways at different times: 

introduced administrative boundaries; initiated border courts and prohibited violence at one 

time, and at another, generated and facilitated violence and perpetrated wars (Pendle, 2017, p. 

67). There is however, persistence in the manner in which state government has been 

historically perceived in South Sudan, that is, as fundamentally distinct and alien restricted to 

occupying a position outside of society (Leonardi, 2015).  

Scholars like Leonardi (2015 and 2007) argue that the SPLA’s origin, and continued strong 

linkages with the home sphere, not only challenge the earlier society –state, home – hakuma 

dichotomy, but also make these distinctions increasingly blurred. However, Chapter 5 explains 

how the SPLA’s position and its relationship with the South Sudanese population emanate from 

a source quite deeply embedded within the social fabric, which enables it to surpass any 

previous government in ways that invoke different conceptualisations to understand how it 

impacts on the process of state formation.  

Nevertheless, the difference in the way the state is perceived or presents itself at the margins 

of society in South Sudan offers a critical point to locate and observe explanations of the 

principal research question underpinning this dissertation. That is, “how are the contradictions 

in different peoples’ vision of the state connected to the processes of state formation in South 

Sudan?” This dissertation’s findings present evidence of existing contradictions in the different 
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peoples’ vision of the South Sudanese state and their strong links to state formation challenges 

in the country today.   

At the same time, it also finds evidence linking these contradictions to primary causes of 

violence in the country. This is because contradictions in visions are an inherent natural 

characteristic of every society and its governance mechanism. However, as is the case for South 

Sudan, it becomes a problem when governance mechanisms such as the limited access order 

presented by North et al. (2007), or what Duffield (2007) refers to as the liberal technologies 

required for funnelling contradictions into constructive processes of social relationships, or 

“legitimate and broad-based institutions” (UNSC, 2001, p. 2), are lacking.  

Nevertheless, to make sense of violence and conflict in the country, the thesis lays claim to 

violence as functional – an idiom of people’s everyday relationship with others, rather than it 

being external. Taking this stance requires state formation and nation building studies to place 

violence, conflict, and coercion into the centre of analysis and debate rather than their being 

seen as the causes or outcome of bad policy or actions. The dissertation highlights the problem 

with the continued insistence on a political settlement approach to ending violence and war, 

and the obsession with achieving a clear end to violence and civil war in South Sudan, by 

documenting the ways in which violence and conflict in the country reflect continuities rather 

than new events.  

That is, the signing of a ceasefire and peace agreement, which is aimed at silencing the guns, 

and is a strong component of the political settlement approach to liberal peace and conflict 

intervention, does not automatically imply an end to violence, including war. Throughout its 

chapters, the thesis shows how different forms of violence relate to each other in a very 

complex manner and serve as central elements governing all forms of people’s experience, 
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imagination, and representation of themselves as well as in articulations of their opportunities, 

risks, vulnerabilities, and relationships with others, including the state. 

For instance, the dissertation highlights how in South Sudan, people have suffered, and 

continue to suffer, appalling state-driven violence in recent years, which has been extensively 

documented in the existing literature. This includes government-driven mass population 

displacement, especially around the oil fields and the Jonglei canal, SPLA violence during the 

disarmament exercise in Jonglei, and several other examples.   The thesis also highlights 

several other forms and types of violence in the non-formal platform of the state, particularly 

the not so well documented violence embedded in traditional sociocultural institutions most 

influential in many people’s everyday lives.  

Since the 2013 outbreak of civil war in the country, there have also been reports of people 

targeted with acts of violence based on the markings on their foreheads or bodies, which are 

unique to every group. In other words, the same identity processes that afford individuals’ 

access to safety and security have also exposed them to threats of violence and exploitation. 

Yet, amidst all this turmoil, the local population experiencing continued displacement and 

violence and conflict becomes increasingly reliant on traditional forms of order as supportive 

mechanisms. 

However, since the signing of the CPA, the South Sudanese elite and foreign actors have 

primarily focused on the construction and establishment of centralised, all-controlling organs 

of state in the capital, Juba. The dissertation highlights that the distinction between rural areas 

and urban centres is not becoming blurred, but rather, getting sharper and more pronounced 

than ever before. It argues that the divide between the home and hakuma spheres was never to 

do with the actors and their performative acts, whose intermingling or shift in positionality 
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influence these divisions; rather, it is in the constructive relationship between the rural areas 

and the state where such distinctions are situated.   

The barrier between the two spheres of rural areas and government or urban centres, was clearly 

visible during this research and reinforced disparities in levels of infrastructural investment and 

public service availability between the two spheres. In other words, whilst actors such as the 

SPLA/M political and military elites have swapped positions they previously occupied in the 

home sphere for similar positions in the hakuma, this does not retrospectively blur the divide 

between rural and urban areas.  

This is because the material characteristics that distinguished the two spheres are still 

flourishing and growing stronger as newer complexities are introduced by the performance of 

the SPLA/M political and military elites in recent waves of violence and conflict. Some of 

these complexities, which the chapter examines, can be observed in action at the margins, with 

changes in the usage and meanings associated with, and the (re)imagination of, territory and 

borderland, resources and property rights, violence, and power.   

In the institutional dimension, the SPLA systemically distorted existing sociocultural 

governance and economic systems by targeting and recruiting members of age-set groups. In 

most communities in South Sudan, age-set’s primary roles were the provision of communal 

security, and protection and defence of territory, resources, people, and property rights. 

SPLM/A’s recruitment strategy however detached age-set groups from these social duties and 

responsibilities, but by doing so shifted the responsibility to women and children adding to the 

domestic responsibilities already shouldered by this group. The increase in domestic and social 

responsibilities for women did not translate into a corresponding increase in their decision-

making powers or improvement in their social status.   
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In the resource dimension, D. Johnson (2011, pp. 151-159), Pendle (2017, pp. 73-74) and 

Cormack (2014, pp. 231-258) describe how local populations’ relationships with and 

perception of territory were turned on their heads as landscapes that previously provided 

refuge, protection or passage to safety for many became places of danger. In response, 

communities adopted a new coping mechanism in which guns were utilised to define and shape 

the political economy of these spaces. Consequently, people were forced into mass 

displacement, abandoning previously inhabited spaces, which became wilderness, and whose 

existing social coping infrastructure collapsed with them. 

In addition, the SPLA civil war changed the sociocultural and socio-economic meanings, 

values and roles associated with cattle as a fundamental resource in communal and family life. 

Livestock (cattle) occupied a fundamental place in the day-to-day running of sociocultural 

governance and economic institutions, from judicial process, marriage, peace-making and 

conflict resolutions to religious sacrifice. Interviews highlight how military and political elites 

have redefined the sociocultural, religious and socio-economic meanings, values and roles 

communities have historically attributed to cattle.  

Cattle found new meanings and purpose, acquiring a status participant routinely referred to as 

the Bank of Garang; ownership changed hands from the elders to very powerful political and 

military elites. This change compounded the loss both of youths and the age-set organisation, 

and distorted the meaning and use of landscape, leading to an unprecedented collapse of the 

sociocultural governance and economic systems that relied on cattle as a resource, such as the 

institution of marriage.  The position of elders in communal governance was weakened 

(Delmet, 2013; Jok, 2004), as were the sociocultural judicial and peace and conflict resolution 

institutions.   
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However, the international community’s “political settlement” interventions have not worked 

to end violence in South Sudan but instead appear to be facilitating the re-allocation of violence 

rights and opening new frontiers and theatre of violence. The actions of state and rebel armies, 

and those of interventionists, significantly contribute to the erosion and appropriation of the 

traditional sociocultural governance and coping mechanisms that are historically attributed to 

the rural areas of South Sudan, where the majority of the population resides.  Traditional 

practices and institutions and ethnic identities should therefore not be seen simply as divisive 

or as causes of conflict and wars, but as dynamic loci of support which become even more 

important when people are displaced. 

This dissertation has highlighted that the conceptual and analytical material that is routinely 

deployed for understanding the processes of state-construction in South Sudan, such as 

“political settlement”, the “good governance agenda” and other neoliberal peace approaches, 

pay little pr no attention to the local population’s everyday realities. Instead, the focus has been 

squarely on the dominant political and military elites, with the aim of facilitating their transition 

from the battlefield to institutional and coalition building. This is achieved by “…enticing 

warring parties to move their political and economic struggles from the battlefield and into an 

institutional framework where a peaceful settlement process can be engaged and future disputes 

can be addressed in a similar fashion” (UNSC, 2001, p. 2).  

However, like Duffield, I refuse to view places experiencing the extreme violence and 

conflict/war such as Nzara in Western Equatoria and Lopit in Eastern Equatoria, as neoliberals 

do – a perspective which views places experiencing conflict and war as symbols of social 

regression, as ungoverned places of danger, lawlessness, and criminality.  Instead, violence and 

conflict need to be viewed as an idiom of social relationship, as sites of innovation and re-
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ordering and construction with the potential to result in the creation of new types of legitimacy 

and authority (Peluso and Lund, 2011).  
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Appendix 

Participant Consent Form for Postgraduate Research Study  

 
Ponsiano Bimeny 

Postgraduate Dissertation  

SOAS, University of London 

 
Title of Project: The Constructions of the State, Violence and Political Settlement in South 

Sudan 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you with information so you can decide whether to 

participate in this study. Any questions you may have will be answered by the researcher or by 

the other contact persons provided below. Once you are familiar with the information on the 

form and have asked any questions you may have, you can decide whether or not to participate. 

If you agree, please either sign this form or else provide verbal consent if you do not wish your 

name to be registered on the form. Please also indicate whether or not you are willing for your 

contribution to be audio recorded. Please note that this recording will not be made available to 

anyone other than the student and if necessary, the supervisor. It will only be used for the 

purposes of transcribing the material. 

Please note your participation is voluntary and you may decide to leave the study at any time. 

You may also refuse to answer specific questions you are uncomfortable with. You may 

withdraw permission for your data to be used, at any time up to September 2019 in which case 

notes, transcriptions and recordings will be destroyed. 

Purpose of the Study 
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You have been asked to participate in a research study about the state formation in South Sudan 

and how different groups carve their place within the new state of South Sudan. The purpose 

of the research is to understand the day-to-day lived realities of South Sudanese and to add 

their perspective to the existing mechanisms for understanding and studying the state in Sub 

Saharan Africa more broadly. 

Use of the data 

The findings will be used to form part of my dissertation and will potentially be published in 

Academic Journals yet to be identified. If you wish to receive a copy of the final dissertation 

once completed, I will be happy to provide you with an electronic copy. 

Procedures to be followed 

To assist my research, I am asking you to agree to participate in a personal interview/focus- 

group discussion/survey. We can arrange a time and date which is convenient to you once you 

have confirmed your consent. The interview/FGD/survey will take no longer than 2 hours to 

complete.  

Risks 

There are no foreseeable risks from participating in this study. 

Compensation 

You will not receive any type of payment for participating in this study. 

Statement of Privacy and Confidentiality 
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In any publication based on the findings of this study, the data presented will contain no 

identifying information that could associate it with you unless you specifically request to have 

your real name associated with your responses. 

Contact Information 

My telephone number is: +256 (0)774022824 (in Uganda) and +44 (0)7918319248 

My email address is: 615790@soas.ac.uk  

Alternatively, you may wish to contact my supervisor, Prof. Zoë Marriage at email: 

zm2@soas.ac.uk  office phone: +44 (0) 2078984437 

 Or My Ugandan Contact (Research Assistant(s): Ohide Johnson (+256782014477);  

Confirmation and consent 

I confirm that I have freely agreed to participate in the research project of Ponsiano Bimeny. I 

have been briefed on what this involves, and I agree to the use of the findings as described 

above. I give/ do not give permission for the interview to be recorded. The recording will be 

used only to ensure the correct transcription of the interview and will be heard by me alone. 

Participant  

Signature: ___________________________________________________________  
  
Name:______________________________________________________________  

 

Date:_______________________________________________________________  

 

I confirm that I agree to keep the undertakings in this contract.  

 
Researcher  

 

Signature:_______________________________________________________________  

 

Name:__________________________________________________________________  

mailto:615790@soas.ac.uk
mailto:zm2@soas.ac.uk
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Date:___________________________________________________________________ 

 
Please keep this form for future reference. 

 




