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A criticAL AnALysis of cULtUrAL 
expLAnAtions for the vioLence  
in JongLei stAte, soUth sUdAn
By ØYSTEIN	H.	RoLANdSEN	ANd	INGRId	MARIE	BREIdLId

Introduction:	Local	Violence	in	Independent	South	

Sudan	

The declaration of independence on 9 July 2011 did not 

end widespread violence and insecurity in South Sudan. This 

violence stems from a combination of armed uprisings against 

the regime in Juba and an escalation of local-level violence 

throughout the countryside, as well as related counter-

insurgency operations by the Sudan People’s Liberation Army 

(SPLA). youth – in particular young men from rural areas – 

are assumed to play a prominent role in the violence. While 

local violence is of serious concern throughout South Sudan, 

the State of Jonglei made international headlines following 

mass killings and the large-scale displacement of the civilian 

population in Pibor County in December 2011.

Government officials, representatives of the international 

community and journalists tend to explain local-level violence 

in Jonglei with reference to a mélange of cultural factors. In 

Jonglei a number of myths related to the Murle people such 

as that they abduct children to compensate for their low 

fertility rate, have added extra flavour to the argument. Some 

of these factors cannot be ruled out in the overall analysis, but 

when they are not properly contextualised and supplemented 

Above:	 In	 an	 effort	 to	 stem	 the	 cycle	 of	 attacks	 and	
killings	 the	United	Nations	Mission	 in	 the	Republic	of	
South	Sudan	(UNMISS)	deployed	peacekeepers	to	conflict-
stricken	Jonglei	State	(September	2011).
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with other more important factors, cultural explanations of 

violence in Jonglei State by themselves are inadequate and 

misleading. The causes of local violence are more complex 

and multi-layered, and need to be seen in relation to the 

dynamic social structures and political economy of South 

Sudanese society in the aftermath of the civil war (1983-2005). 

Efforts by the government and the international 

community to mitigate local-level violence have proven 

largely unsuccessful. Instead of addressing the underlying 

causes of the violence and focusing on conflict prevention, 

these initiatives have tended to be ad hoc and short lived. 

In many cases, youth involved in violence are not included 

in peace processes, and there is limited knowledge on the 

complex dynamics, including the causes and role of youth 

in this violence. This article is a critical examination of four 

often-cited explanations for local violence in South Sudan, 

namely that: 

1. Violence is a result of South Sudan’s secession. 

2. The ‘tribes’ have always fought and killed each other, but 

the severity of current attacks is a result of a shift from 

spears to modern military weapons.

3. Due to inflated bridewealth, cattle raids and related 

local violence have increased drastically since the 

signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA). 

4. Infertility among the Murle is causing child abductions 

and related local violence.

The article concludes with policy recommendations on 

the way forward for the government of South Sudan and the 

international community. 

Assumption	1:	Violence	in	Jonglei	is	a	Result	of	South	

Sudan’s	Secession		

The recent large-scale violence and mass killings in 

Jonglei State are often portrayed as a consequence of 

South Sudan’s independence from Sudan. In the absence 

of a common enemy, South Sudan is expected to implode 

as a result of internal fighting and ethnic fragmentation. 

This is a faulty assumption. During the post-war period 

(since 2005), Jonglei has been riddled with widespread 

insecurity and violence. Local violence in Jonglei has often 

been attributed to disputes over grazing land, water and 

cattle. 2009, however, was marked by a significant shift from 

cattle raiding and clashes between armed youth in cattle 

camps to the targeting of women, children and elders in 

villages. In 2009 more than 1 200 civilians were killed and  

26 000 people displaced as a result of armed violence  

in Jonglei.1 
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There have been three intermeshed sources of violence 

in Jonglei since 2009, all of which are rooted in the prevailing 

governance vacuum and legacies of the civil war. The first 

and most significant is the local violence between groups of 

‘civilians’ (mainly youth) with both weapons and experience 

to conduct co-ordinated operations on a significant scale. The 

most spectacular among these groups has been the so-called 

‘White Army’. This was originally a loosely organised Nuer 

youth ‘militia’ which at times served as an auxiliary force to 

rebel factions during the second civil war. Although the White 

Army was officially dissolved in 2006 following a forceful and 

violent disarmament campaign led by the government,2 its 

youth members were not integrated into the regular forces 

or civil service. Rumours regarding the alleged ‘revival’ of the 

White Army were reinforced when 8 000 heavily armed people 

from the Lou Nuer areas attacked multiple Murle settlements 

in Pibor County in December 2011, causing widespread 

killings and displacement of the civilian population. The attack 

was a continuation of a cycle of revenge attacks in the region 

since 2009. Members of the South Sudanese diaspora in the 

United States claim to speak on behalf of the group, but it is 

difficult to ascertain the strength of their link with the rural 

youth in Jonglei.3   

Second, following their defeat in the general elections in 

April 2010, David yau yau and General George Athor, a former 

SPLA Commander, took up arms against the government 

in Juba. Pigi County in northern Jonglei has since become 

the scene of fierce battles. The ongoing armed rebellions in 

Jonglei state may also be partly related to the recent youth 

violence outlined above. Until his death in December 2011, 

George Athor, with external backing, was allegedly supplying 

youth with arms and ammunition in an attempt to destabilise 

the region.4 It is, however, unclear what level of influence 

Athor had over the youth and their operations. Recent 

accounts are instead pointing in the direction of a powerful 

Lou Nuer prophet in Uror county, assumed to be in control of 

the youth.

Third and finally, by forcefully disarming the civilian 

population in some areas and in combating local rebellions, 

the government of South Sudan has become a perpetrator of 

violence and source of insecurity in Jonglei State. An array 

of international organisations has attempted to assist the 

government of South Sudan in stabilising Jonglei state.5  

These actors have focused their attention and funding on 

activities intended to improve government control over its 

territory and population. Initiatives in support of the security 

The	causes	of	local	violence	in	Jonglei	state	are	complex	and	multi-layered	and	must	be	seen	in	relation	to	dynamic	social	
structures	and	the	political	economy	of	the	South	Sudanese	post-war	society.
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sector include professionalising, demobilising, disarming 

and reintegrating military personnel; expanding, equipping 

and training the civilian police force; and disarming a highly 

militarised ‘civilian’ population. Various schemes to provide 

youth with alternative sources of income and employment 

are also included in the community security programmes.6 

Peace negotiations and conflict mitigation have been pursued 

at different levels, for example, between the government and 

armed rebels, as well as third party mediation between groups 

of civilians with hostile relations. The United Nations Mission 

in Sudan/South Sudan (UNMIS/S), church representatives 

and local politicians have been active in the latter type 

of mitigation. Patrolling, pre-emptive deployment and 

information gathering also form part of the United Nations 

(UN) mission’s early warning and stabilisation efforts.7 

In sum, South Sudan’s secession has not yet dramatically 

altered the security situation in Jonglei but, for better or 

worse, local violence receives more attention now than 

previously when (foreign) eyes were on the momentous 

national processes of peace negotiations, the referendum  

and secession.    

Assumption	2:	The	‘Tribes’	have	always	Fought	and	

killed	Each	other,	but	the	Severity	of	Current	Attacks	

is	a	Result	of	a	Shift	from	Spears	to	Modern	Military	

weapons

The ‘modernisation of tribal warfare’ explanation is 

fundamentally flawed. Firstly, the notion of ‘tribes’ or ‘ethnic 

groups’ in South Sudan is largely a colonial construct forged 

from a plethora of local socio-political relations. What in 

the media is referred to as ‘tribal warfare’ is a more recent 

phenomenon. Since the independence of Sudan in 1956, war 

and partisan politics have strengthened mutually exclusive 

identities, severed ties between local groups and exacerbated 

animosity. The words ‘tribe’ and ‘ethnic group’ mask a 

sometimes overlapping set of identities which are mobilised 

for different purposes. Examples include the South Sudanese 

against the government of Sudan, the Dinka against the Nuer, 

the Jikany Nuer against the Lou Nuer, and section against 

section. The assumption further fails to acknowledge the 

diversity within each group. ‘Civilians’ mobilised for local 

clashes may include government soldiers, while ‘civilians’ can 

form part of a militia or rebel group, and may even accompany 

government troops in their operations. Moreover, rural 

societies in most of South Sudan are organised according to 

generations which are commonly referred to as ‘age sets’. It is 

first and foremost the ‘youth’ (15–30 years) that constitute the 

main fighting force in the local clashes.8  

Internally	displaced	Sudanese	wait	for	food,	water,	and	health	care	at	Akobo	camp	in	South	Sudan’s	Jonglei	State		
(May	2009).
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Secondly, the last civil war’s militarisation of society and 

distortion of politics rather than the availability of modern 

small arms per se are the reasons for so many people having 

been killed in Jonglei since 2009. Fewer people were killed in 

local confrontations before the civil war because warfare was 

an integrated part of the moral economy and had a strong 

ritualistic aspect. Upon death a blood bond was instantly 

forged between the killer and victim, and in most cases the 

family of the deceased received compensation in the form 

of bloodwealth.9 While there were regional variations, the 

code of fighting ethics also prevented large-scale killings of 

women and children in inter-communal conflicts. With the 

proliferation of modern weapons it became more difficult to 

identify killers, and people instituted new rituals and moral 

codes to deal with the change. The brutality of the civil war 

and the SPLM administration’s redefinition of the social and 

spiritual consequences of homicide, including the moral 

obligations of the killer, further contributed to the erosion 

of local conflict resolution mechanisms.10 An assumed 

weakening of the chiefs’ courts combined with a rise in 

competing authorities, may have made it more difficult to 

regulate and enforce social control mechanisms and fuelled 

today’s violent spiral of revenge attacks in Jonglei.11 

Finally, apart from lengthy sieges of garrison towns, the 

civil war had few fixed front lines or permanent safe-zones. 

Local communities in different parts of South Sudan thus 

formed various irregular protection forces.12 Moreover, a 

considerable share of the violence and insecurity during the 

civil war was not directly related to the conflict between the 

official warring parties. The 1991 split of the SPLA/M and 

the government in Khartoum’s divide and rule strategy of 

buying off and arming southern militias further fragmented 

the civilian population and made Jonglei the scene of intense 

battles during the civil war.13 The flawed integration of former 

militias into SPLA or Sudan Armed Forces following the 

2006 Juba declaration needs to be taken into account when 

analysing the complex conflict dynamics in Jonglei state and 

the wider Upper Nile region. 

Assumption	3:	due	to	Inflated	Bridewealth,	Cattle	

Raids	and	Related	Local	Violence	have	Increased	

drastically	since	the	CPA	

Cattle rustling is regarded as the main motive for engaging 

in local violence in Jonglei and the increase in violence is 

commonly attributed to the inflation of bridewealth (dowry) 

paid in cattle. Although cattle are looted during local violence 

and young men face challenges when planning to marry, 

the correlation of these factors requires a more nuanced 

analysis. The vast majority of the population in Jonglei are 

agro-pastoralists combining agriculture with cattle-keeping 

An	aerial	view	of	the	village	of	Fertait	in	South	Sudan’s	Jonglei	State,	which	was	burned	to	the	ground	in	clashes	
between	the	Lou	Nuer,	Murle	and	other	people	(January	2012).
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based on seasonal migration. Marriage is a concern for the 

extended family with the groom usually receiving assistance 

from his father and relatives when collecting cattle and cash 

for bridewealth. As many lost their parents and paternal 

relatives during the war, this could have reduced their capacity 

to mobilise adequate resources for marriage. Concomitantly, 

an influx of oil money into the South Sudanese economy has 

increased the demand for cattle and there are indications 

that the cost of marriage for young men has increased 

significantly.14 However, while cattle remain the preferred 

bridewealth currency throughout the countryside of South 

Sudan, the number of cows required varies widely between 

the different communities. In some areas, especially in urban 

centres, it is not uncommon to pay part of the bridewealth in 

goats and cash. 

Undeniably, young men have engaged in small-scale 

cattle rustling for generations, but the post- 2009 violence in 

Jonglei appears to be driven by more complex factors. The 

attacks on settlements and the widespread killings of women, 

children and elders suggest that neighbouring communities 

are the main targets and not the cattle per se. Large numbers 

of cattle are usually also stolen following these attacks, but 

the cattle may be regarded as part of the loot or the retrieval 

of previously stolen cattle. While the youth who engage in 

such violence may be primarily motivated by revenge, various 

actors behind the scenes could be mobilising the youth for 

very different reasons such as the pursuance of their own 

political and economic interests. youth do not only participate 

in ad hoc raiding parties, but are also current and former 

members of militias, rebel groups and official military units. 

Additionally, organised criminal gangs conducting raids for 

profit form a part of the complex conflict dynamics. 

The share of looted cattle in South Sudan’s limited barter 

and monetised economy is yet to be determined. In the cattle 

markets in larger towns the seller needs to prove his rightful 

ownership of the cattle, but it is likely that people find ways 

of circumventing these regulations. Furthermore, looted cattle 

are in some cases destined for meat-markets within South 

Sudan and across the international border. Through sales 

of cattle in exchange for weapons and ammunition, looted 

cattle may facilitate large scale violence and contribute to 

prolonging and escalating local conflicts. 

There is, however, limited knowledge of the various 

actors involved in these raids, including their perceived 

agenda and status within the community. While looting of 

civilian property, including livestock seems to be part of 

the armed groups’ modus operandi, the causes and drivers 

of cattle rustling must be seen in relation to the changing 

post-war context and the current political economy of 

violence. Inflated bridewealth therefore does not provide 

a satisfactory explanation for the increase of violence  

in Jonglei.  

Members	of	the	United	Nations	Security	Council	delegation	visiting	South	Sudan	watch	a	demonstration	by	the	Livestock	
Protection	Unit	of	the	South	Sudan	Police	Service	in	Malau,	Jonglei	State	(24	May	2011).
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Furthermore, motives for violence are of less importance 

than the lack of regulating local institutions and state capacity 

to stop the cycles of violence. The main challenge in Jonglei 

is not that people want to use violence to solve problems 

and disputes, but that the opportunity to use mass-violence 

with impunity exists. Due to its weak security and justice 

institutions and low capacity, the government has been 

unable to provide security in the rural areas, hence ‘allowing’ 

the lawlessness to continue unabated. The violent ‘counter-

insurgency’ interventions carried out by undisciplined state 

security forces tend to further exacerbate state-society friction 

and spawn more violence. Combined with the absence 

of state authority, this may also have encouraged youth 

recruitment into armed groups and the formation of village 

protection units.15 

Assumption	4:	Infertility	among	the	Murle	is	Causing	

Child	Abductions	and	Related	Local	Violence

Reputedly notorious for its war culture, including 

systematic and violent attacks on neighbouring tribes, the 

Murle community of Pibor County has long been used as a 

scapegoat for the troubles in Jonglei state. Child abductions, 

seen as a major cause of insecurity in the state, have further 

commonly been attributed to the Murle. It is believed that 

the kidnappings are motivated by their alleged low fertility 

rate which is assumed to be caused by widespread sexually 

transmitted diseases (STDs) within the community. Although 

some studies indicate a relatively low population growth in 

the Murle society, there is no proven correlation with STDs.16 

Murle areas are among the most marginalised in South 

Sudan and a low population growth is likely to be attributed 

to livelihood related factors. Moreover, no one has so far 

been able to document a causal relationship between the 

alleged low fertility among the Murle community and child 

abductions. Individuals belonging to the Murle community are 

not the only people involved in the kidnapping of children and 

women in South Sudan. Several communities, including the 

Baggara Arab raiding parties from Sudan, have been engaged 

in such crimes.17. Hence, these kinds of abductions have been 

a particularly sad part of the political economy of Sudan and 

should not be seen as a ‘tribal characteristic’ of the Murle 

communities.

The stigmatisation of the Murle and their alleged 

reputation have antagonised local communities, as well as 

exacerbated the Murle people’s perceptions of themselves as 

being politically and economically marginalised. Reinforced 

by the geographical isolation of Pibor County, this has resulted 

in a sense of insecurity and defensiveness among the Murle, 

who appear to have limited trust in government authorities 

and security apparatus. Finally, the negative sentiments 

towards the Murle community are arguably rooted in the 

civil war, when elements of the Murle youth were mobilised 

under the leadership of Ismael Konye into a Khartoum backed 

militia, called Pibor Defence Forces (PDF). This fought against 

the SPLA and other militia factions as part of Khartoum’s 

divide and rule strategy. 

Conclusion	and	Policy	Recommendations

The myths and exoticism surrounding most accounts 

of local violence in Jonglei State overshadow the more 

important but less tantalising factors. These are related to 

the combination of weak government structures and deeply 

ingrained destructive state-society relations: the social 

contract is broken. The situation in Jonglei State illustrates 

this point clearly. The causes of local violence in Jonglei are 

complex and multi-layered and must be seen in relation to 

dynamic social structures and the political economy of the 

South Sudanese post-war society. The motives for engaging 

in violence must further be distinguished from the structural 

factors facilitating violence. The on-going spiral of violence 

is related to the legacies of the civil war and the failure by 

the government to provide security and justice in the rural 

areas, hence allowing lawlessness and widespread violence 

with impunity. youth are perceived to be important players 

in the State violence, but there is limited knowledge on the 

causes and drivers of such violence. As a result, government 

and international actors base many of their policies and 

plans on received wisdom and anecdotal evidence. This has 

far-reaching implications for on-going peace and conflict 

prevention efforts in Jonglei.  

Given their poor track record, both the government and 

international community need to rethink their strategies and 

approaches in addressing local violence in Jonglei State. 

These actors must move away from relying solely on crisis 

management and ‘quick fix’ solutions. Mediation initiatives 

and peace conferences need to be integrated into a long-

term strategy and approach which can only succeed if all 

the relevant actors, but particularly the youth, are involved. 

Projects and initiatives which engage the youth directly, such 

as vocational training or livelihood programmes, should 

also be integrated into a broader peace and development 

process.18 The plan to have UNMIS/S present in a number 

of counties and the strengthening of the ‘protection of 

civilians’ mandate might have a positive impact on reducing 

local conflict. This strategy could create a direct interaction 

between local communities and peacekeeping personnel and 

SINCE THE INDEPENDENCE OF SUDAN IN 1956, WAR AND PARTISAN POLITICS HAVE 

STRENGTHENED MUTUALLy ExCLUSIVE IDENTITIES, SEVERED TIES BETWEEN LOCAL 

GROUPS AND ExACERBATED ANIMOSITy
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could thus increase the potential for timely and constructive engagement. There is, however, 

the lurking danger that the mission could be drawn into the local conflict dynamics, hence 

compromising its perceived impartiality and legitimacy. UN and donor representatives should 

advise the government strongly against embarking on a coercive civilian disarmament campaign 

in Jonglei, as this could well result in an escalation of violence and further polarisation of – and 

between – local communities. 

To address the wide-reaching security problems in Jonglei State, the government and 

international community need to obtain context specific research-based knowledge on both the 

youth population and the risk factors involved, including the impact of the civil war on social, 

political and economic structures. Without such knowledge, violence in Jonglei will continue 

unabated while journalists and commentators futilely squabble over whether it is the Murle 

infertility or the Lou Nuer need for dowry that causes the violence.  

dr.	Øystein	H.	Rolandsen	is	a	Senior	Researcher	at	the	Peace	Research	Institute	oslo	
(PRIo),	Norway.

Ingrid	Marie	Breidlid	 is	an	Advisor	 in	 the	department	of	Security	and	Conflict	
Management	at	the	Norwegian	Institute	of	International	Affairs	(NUPI).	
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