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Research question:

The Civil War in Sudan has manifested itself in national, regional and localized conflicts,
and there are clear linkages between these. Are micro conflicts by products of national
conflict, or have localized conflicts provided the kindling which sparked and fuelled the
Civil War?
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Justification/Background

On January 9th 2005 through the facilitation of the Inter Governmental Authority on
Development (IGAD), the Government of Sudan (GoS) and the Sudan People’s Liberation
Movement (SPLM/A), the two main parties to North South conflict in Sudan, signed a
‘comprehensive peace agreement’ purposing to end the longest running Civil War in Africa.

The conflict in Sudan is multi dimensional and has operated at several different levels; this is
particularly evident in the South where the Civil War landscape has been superimposed with
intra regional and localized micro conflicts. These south-south conflicts may well constitute
the greatest challenge to a sustainable peace in southern Sudan. This paper will examine the
linkages between the different levels of conflict, and aims to present the argument that micro
conflicts are not by-products of the Civil War but provide the kindling that fuels regional and
national conflict, and indeed that the roots of the Civil War can be traced back to local
conflicts. If this is the case it will have far reaching implications on the post conflict peace
building environment, and on the IGAD peace process as a whole, which has already
received criticism for not addressing regional and micro conflict at least at the political level
(Sudan Mirror 2004).
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Methodology:
This paper will essentially be a desktop exercise relying almost exclusively on secondary
data. This will include a comparative review of key literature relating to conflict in Sudan.
Other supporting literature may well be reviewed if deemed relevant. Expert consultation
will be held with Sudan scholars and experts at the Fletcher School, the Feinstein Famine
Center and the Kennedy School (Carr Center). Unpublished Grey literature from recent
meetings with the SPLM/A in South Sudan may be used as a resource.

With the aim of contextualizing conflict in Sudan, this paper will provide an overview of the
Civil War and existing intra regional and micro conflicts in south Sudan. The main body of
analysis will attempt to deconstruct the conflict, by presenting a broad range of views on the
causes of the conflict from the perspectives of a number of prominent yet diverse Sudan
scholars.

The main argument of the thesis will be presented using Darfur as a case study example of
micro conflict fuelling national war. Linkages between micro, meso, and macro conflict in
Southern Sudan will be identified and placed within the argument.

Essentially the research question requires an understanding of the nature of south-south
conflict in Sudan, in terms of causes, triggers and linkages with the civil war. By
understanding these relationships, patterns that represent either a top down (macro-micro
conflict) or bottom up (micro-macro conflict) model of Civil War influences will be
identified.
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The nature of conflict is such that much of the inquiry is based on perception. Perceptions on
causes of conflict vary depending on the individual and the context. For the purpose of this
study the analysis will be based on the perceptions of different stakeholders, including
affected communities. These perceptions will be drawn from the (filtered) representations of
the authors of the resource materials used.
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Acronyms & Abbreviations

CSIS
DDR
DPKO
EC
EDF
EPLF
GoS
IDP
IGAD
IPF
ISS
JAM
JEM
JMC
LRA
MoHE
NDA
NGO
NIF
NSCC
OLF
PDF
PfP
SAF
SARP
SPCRP
SPF (USAID)
SLA
SPLM/A
STAR (USAID)
SSIM
Umma Party
UNDP
USAID

Center for Strategic and International Studies
Disarmament Demobilization and Reintegration
(UN) Department of Peace Keeping Operations
European Commission
Equatoria Defense Force
Eritrean people’s Liberation Front
Government of Sudan
Internally Displaced Person
Inter Governmental Authority on Development
IGAD Partners Forum
Institute of Security Studies
Joint Assessment Mission
Justice and Equality Movement (Darfur)
Joint Military Commission
Lords Resistance Army
Ministry of Higher Education
National Democratic Alliance
Non Governmental Organization
National Islamic Front
New Sudan Council of Churches
Oromo Liberation Front
Popular Defense Force
Planning for Peace
Sudan Alliance Forces (northern opposition)
Sudan Agricultural Recovery Program
Sudan Productive Capacity Recovery Program
Sudan Peace Fund
Sudan Liberation Army (Darfur)
Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army
Sudan Transitional Assistance and Relief Program
South Sudan Independence Movement
Northern Opposition Party (Ansar Sect)
United Nations Development Programme
United States Agency for International Development
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Definitions
Micro and localized conflict, and meso and regional conflict are used interchangeably in the
text. These are loose definitions, broadly representing the scale and magnitude of the
different types or manifestations of conflict in Sudan. Micro conflict may represent any form
of organized conflict at a local or clan level, in the context of south Sudan this might operate
anywhere from the village to payam1 to county level. Regional conflict would cover
anywhere from several counties to an entire sub-region. Unless otherwise indicated regional
conflicts refer to internal conflicts within Sudan, not to trans-border regional conflicts. As
mentioned these are imprecise definitions, and arguably the linkages between the different
levels of conflict does to some extent render them arbitrary. Macro or national conflict refers
to the “north south” Civil War between the GoS and the SPLM/A, and their proxy militias
and factions.

Throughout this paper “the south” (or southerner) generally refers to the three regions (or
inhabitants) of Bhar el Ghazal, Upper Nile and Equatoria. Unless specified it does not
include the Nuba Mountains, and Blue Nile State, although these are considered by many as
being part of “the south”.

1

The boma is the smallest administrative unit in south Sudan roughly representing a small village or settlement,
a payam is the administrative level above the boma and will typically include several clusters of small
settlements or villages.
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Map: Sudan Political and Regional Administrative Boundaries 2004

Source: http://www.un.org/Depts?Cartographic/map/profile/sudan.pdf (2004)
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Introduction
Peace negotiations between the GoS and the SPLM/A began in 2002 under the facilitation of
the Inter Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD2) with the signing of the
Machakos Protocol, the first of eight such protocols which make up a comprehensive peace
agreement. In its entirety the peace accord defines a framework and the modalities to address
the key issues of power and wealth sharing, and security arrangements for an initial six-year
interim period. Thereafter based on the outcome of a national referendum Southerners may
reserve the right to secession and self-determination (SPLM, 20043). In addition, certain
protocols elaborate and clarify the status of the contested areas of Southern Kordofan (Nuba
Mountains), Blue Nile State and Abyei. In June 2004, the Sudanese Vice president H.E. Ali
Osman Mohamed Taha, and SPLM Chairman Dr John Garang De Mabior signed a
declaration in Nairobi which marked the final phase of the peace agreement. This declaration
confirmed a commitment to previous protocols and signified a commitment by both parties to
end the war. On January 9, 2005 a comprehensive peace agreement was signed in Nairobi
finalizing the official peace process.

The Civil War has been plagued by failed ceasefires and failed peace agreements. The first
north-south war started in 1956 shortly after independence. The Addis (Ababa) Accord
brought peace under president Numeiri’s rule in 1972, although in 1983 the war resumed
until July 2002 when peace talks were initiated in Kenya. Certainly a comprehensive
agreement and commitment between the SPLM and the GoS is a necessary precondition to
2
3

Formerly the Inter Governmental Authority on Drought and Development (IGADD).
SPLM today official website of the SPLM
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peace, however, there are significant challenges ahead if the peace is to be secured,
consolidated and sustained. Conflict in Sudan has operated at several different levels and like
the war peace will have to be won at different levels. Recognizing this, the USAID funded
Sudan Peace Fund (SPF) and the IGAD planning for peace (PfP) initiative advocate for an
inclusive holistic participatory oriented strategy that links peace initiatives at various levels
(Deng, D. 2004). However, as reflected in the IGAD process, the framework for addressing
peace at these different levels appears to operate on the assumption that the civil war has
sparked and fuelled regional and micro conflicts, not the other way around.

There are several dimensions to the conflict in Sudan, the most prominent aspect being the
civil war between the GoS and the SPLM/A. This clearly operates at a national and regional
level. The war has also manifested itself in a number of major (intra) regional conflicts,
perceived to be direct and indirect by-products of the civil war. The most visible of these is
the ongoing insurgency in Darfur. Dormant conflict exists in the Nuba Mountains. Discontent
militias and former rebel factions and splinter groups are still operational in parts of Upper
Nile, and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) continues to terrorize large parts of Equatoria.
Less noticeable, but no less important, is the micro conflict component of the wars. In the
context of Sudan, micro conflict usually manifests itself in clan based violence associated
with livestock raiding. This is particularly apparent amongst the pastoralist tribes of the
Karamajong cluster, but is also widespread elsewhere in the country. The prevalence of these
localized conflicts suggests the possibility that the Civil War has its roots, in part, in micro
conflicts; that it is indeed a manifestation of these conflicts, and that ultimately it is micro
conflict that has fuelled the national war.
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In considering the interfaces and links between the different types of conflict, and the
disparities in the scale and manifestation of these conflicts does appear to require a multi
leveled and integrated approach to peace (Deng, D, 2004). This paper aims to unravel the
complexities and linkages among the civil war, regional and micro conflicts in the south, in
order to illustrate that it is not just macro influences that triggered and sparked the Civil War.
The overall objective is to reveal that the underlying causes and protracted nature of the war
can best be explained by the influence of localized conflicts. Ultimately this will imply a
revised framework for peace building where a far greater emphasis is placed on local conflict
resolution and grassroots peace building processes.

National Conflict
This section of the paper provides an overview of the Civil War in Sudan with the objective
of framing and contextualizing conflict in Sudan, and introducing some of the key players
and events that helped to shape the course of the war and, thus, Sudan’s recent history. It is
by no means an exhaustive or comprehensive account, and does not intend to capture every
significant incident or actor that influenced the war. Rather it seeks to highlight key turning
points and trends in the national conflict.

The (1995-2004) war in Sudan has survived peace talks, peace agreements and countless
ceasefires. This remarkable resilience attests to the complexity of the challenges and issues
that this conflict has conjured up over the past half a century. The Civil War dates back to the
transition period approaching and immediately following independence in 1955. Rather than
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embracing Sudan’s multi ethnic diversity in exercising their majority, northern Islamic
politicians virtually excluded southerners from the political transition process (Mosley Lesch,
1998). A garrison mutiny in Equatoria Province triggered a violent civilian uprising in the
south targeting northern civilians (Taisier Ali, & Mathews, 1999). This unleashed a chain of
events which led to a more formalized uprising of southern separatists in 1955 which became
known as the Anya Nya movement. This phase of the war ended in 1972 with the signing of
the Addis Ababa Accord initiated by President Nimeiri and the commander of the Anyanya
movement Joseph Lagu (Suliman, 2004).

The peace following the Addis Accord was short lived and fraught with grievances and
exclusion at several different levels. A number of significant events culminated in and
triggered the second phase of the civil war. First, was the construction of the Jonglei canal
which if completed would have diverted the waters of the Sud4 into the Nile and ultimately
threaten the livelihood of tens of thousands of Southerners.5 Second, the redrawing of northsouth boundaries to include the newly discovered Bentiu oil fields in the north. Third, in
1983, in classic Machiavellian style, President Numeiri divided the south into three regions
to exploit divisions amongst ethnically divided southern politicians, and in doing so he
undermined the regional autonomy held by the majority Monyjang6. In addition to this, in
1983, Numeiri imposed Islamic Sharia law on both Muslims and non-Muslims. This included
the enforcement of the strict and controversial hudud punishment for certain crimes7 (Mosley
4

Massive swamp (Nile Basin Floodplain).
In particular the Monyjang of Bor County.
6
The Dinka speaking people of Sudan. “Dinka” is believed to be an English corruption of the common
Monyjang name Deng meaning rain (tbc). The Dinka Speaking peoples refer to themselves as Jien or Monyjang
roughly translated as men of men (Perner, C, 1983).
7
Hudud punishment included whippings for liquor related offenses, amputations for theft, and hangings for
theft and adultery (Mosley Lesch, 1998).
5
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Lesch, 1998). It is unclear why exactly Numeiri chose to implement the Sharia code at this
time. Mosley Lesch (1998) speculates that it was politically motivated to ensure the
allegiance of Muslim citizens. Ultimately these events galvanized southern opposition to
Numeiri, and a mutiny by the garrison in Bor provided the prelude to round two of the war,
and the creation of the SPLM/A under the leadership of Col. John Garang (Suliman, 2004).
The combination of the two conflicts has resulted in the longest running civil war in Africa; a
protracted conflict which since 1983 alone “has claimed an estimated two million lives and
displaced as many as four million” people (Connel, 2002. NP). Since 1956 the conflict in
Sudan has survived every form of rule from multi party parliamentary democracy to military
dictatorship (Taisier Ali, & Mathews, 1999, 1). During the early years of the conflict Garang
claimed the vision of a pluralist (socialist) democracy embracing the religious, cultural and
ethnic differences of Sudan. Importantly, he did not advocate for southern secession and in
part this ideological distinction later caused major splits within the movement (Mosely
Lesch. 1998).

By 1989, with significant military and logistical assistance from Ethiopian premier Mengistu
and Uganda’s President Museveni, the SPLA had made impressive gains and a planned
offensive looked as though it would provide them with a comprehensive victory that would
oust President Omer al Bashir’s regime from power.8 At the same time, Ethiopian premier
Mengistu was actively involved in conflicts with the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front
(EPLF) and the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF). The EPLF had been using Sudan as a
launching base for attacks into Ethiopia (with Khartoum’s consent) providing Mengistu with
a motive for supporting the SPLM/A. In return, the SPLA fought alongside the Ethiopian
8

Brigadier Omer al Bashir came to power by a military coup in June 1989
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army against the OLF (DeWaal, 2004). Bashir’s regime was extremely vulnerable and
DeWaal (2004) conjectures that an ultimatum from Mengistu to Khartoum to terminate all
support to the EPLF may have inspired an EPLF counter offensive against the SPLA. This
counter offensive coordinated by the Sudanese army and supported by the OLF caught the
SPLA unprepared, and resulted in their “worst defeat to date”; it also marked the beginnings
of dissent within the movement (DeWaal, 2004, 188). Many within the SPLM/A had been
frustrated by Garang’s insistence on maintaining a close relationship with a weakening
Mengistu regime and the conditionality attached to his support. Mengistu demanded, “loyalty
and sympathy for his socialist ideology, above all he was opposed to southern secession.”
(DeWaal, 2004, 185) SPLA commanders such as Riek Machar, Lam Akol and Kerobino
Kuanyin, opposed these conditions and instead wanted greater self reliance (DeWaal, 2004).
Moreover, many southerners had a deep mistrust of (so called) Arab9 Northerners and would
have preferred secession.

Both Machar and Akol believed that a unified Sudan was an unrealistic goal (Mosley Lesch,
1998) and disillusioned by Garang’s continued and costly support to Mengistu against the
EPLF, they attempted to overthrow Garang. These moves ultimately split the SPLM/A into
two factions: SPLA United (Nasir Faction) under Machar, and the SPLA Mainstream (Torit
Faction) under Garang. This proved to be mutually destructive undermining the power of
both factions, and providing an entry point for northern Machiavellian style manipulation
which resulted in parallel south-south and north-south conflicts. This split and its subsequent

9

I use this term with caution since in the Sudanese context the word Arab has different and misleading
meanings, often used as a general reference to nomadic pastoralists.
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manifestations, represents perhaps the most visible linkage between the civil war, regional
(and intra regional) conflict in the south.

Machar and Akol were joined by another senior SPLM/A commander Gordon Kong Chuol
who had always favored secession. Machar's United (Nasir) faction called for a secular state
claiming that the North was ‘determined to impose an Islamic system of government on the
country, and predicting a perpetual war unless the north and south separate (Mosley Lesch,
1998, 132). Meanwhile Garang was endorsed by eight senior commanders in the SPLM/A,
including Cdr Yusuf Kuwa of the Nuba Mountains, the significance being that southern
secession would isolate the Nuba Mountains in an Arab/Islamic north (Mosely Lesch, 1998).

In anticipation of Nigerian (Abuja) hosted Peace talks with Khartoum in June 1992, Garang
convened a landmark meeting in Torit that same year to review the goals and structures of
the SPLM/A10. The meeting proposed a number of options including secession, which by
inference could be seen as an appeal for reconciliation with the United faction. In any case,
it undermined any ideological high ground the United faction might have retained, in that the
secession option was the fundamental distinction that separated the two groups (Mosley
Lesch, 1998). Evidently Garang appeared to be willing to compromise his original vision of a
unified Sudan and accept at least in principle the concept of secession. Although this would
have obvious implications for the Nuba Mountains, it should be mentioned that at this point
Garang was under no (strategic) obligation to yield any ideological loyalty to Mengistu.

10

In part this was to establish modalities for civilian governance and reconcile the authority of SPLM
commanders with that of traditional leaders. This may have been in response to allegations by Machar’s faction
of a poor human rights record.
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The SPLM/A split played into the hands of President Omer el Bashir, who later was to
provide logistical support and arms to Machar’s predominantly Naath (Nuer) faction. In
1993, SPLM/A United orchestrated attacks on the SPLM/A Mainstream in Bor and Kongor.
Supported by thousand of Nuer tribesmen the attacks targeted Monyjang (Dinka) villages,
“destroying crops, stealing livestock and abducting women and children and displacing as
many as 200,000 people” (Mosley Lesch, 1998, 133). In retaliation Garang’s forces attacked
Kongor killing sixty civilian and military leaders. In many ways these episodes may well
have contained elements of historic Monyjang (Dinka)/Naath (Nuer) rivalries. Clashes
between the two factions continued. Instead of fighting Khartoum, Machar accepted
President Bashir's support and attacked SPLM/A Mainstream. This undermined his
credibility even amongst his own troops, many of whom defected, accusing Machar and Akol
of fostering tribal warfare. Ironically it was Machar who had originally accused Garang of
human rights violations (Mosely Lesch, 1998). The GoS strategy of arming factions and
militias to oppose the SPLM/A Mainstream continued throughout the war possibly creating
and certainly promoting and fuelling south-south conflict.

In 1990 the Umma party and National Democratic Alliance, opposition parties to President
Bashir’s National Islamic Front (NIF), signed an agreement with Garang to rid Sudan of
Bashir’s military dictatorship. They were never really able to coordinate this opposition
effectively until 1996, mainly due to disagreements over Islamic law and the right to self determination, although on most other democratic principles they did agree.
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Khartoum eventually managed to sign agreements with SPLM/A United leaders Machar,
Kerebino and Akol. The Frankfurt Accord signed by Lam Akol in 1992 appeared to discard
the secession option further undermining the credibility of the SPLA United, as this was the
key principle that distinguished them from SPLM/A Mainstream. In essence the agreements
offered the eventual possibility of a compromised autonomy to a south subservient to an
Islamic north, and granted SPLM/A United would receive military assistance from
Khartoum. From a strategic point of view this had far reaching implications as ”government
troops could freely attack SPLM/A Mainstream from areas held by SPLM/A United’
(Mosely Lesch, 1998, 134).

Following this the GoS launched a major offensive in the South capturing the Unity oil
fields, Juba and a number of other strategic towns. They also managed in part to cut off
SPLM/A supply lines into Ethiopia and Kenya. However, the cost and intensity of this
offensive was unsustainable “they suffered 20,000 casualties in five months as... recruits
were placed in isolated garrisons and cut off from supplies during the summer rains”
(Mosely Lesch, 1998, 134). Unable to train new recruits fast enough the government
resorted to using Popular Defense Force (PDF) supported by Arab militias commonly
known as Murahaliin. Ann Mosley Lesch (1998) categorizes the PDF into four components:
1) Preexisting Arab tribal militias, 2) National Islamic Front (NIF) volunteers, 3) drafted
students and civil servants, and 4) forcibly enrolled teenagers. The first group consisted of
Arab tribal militias and southern units opposed to the SPLM/A. The PDF commander
distributed arms and ammunition to those cavalry and foot units, called on the Arabs to
defend the cultural and religious purity of the north, and coordinated their raids with the GoS
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army. As unpaid auxiliaries, they kept their booty, including captured people, cattle, and
grain (Mosley Lesch, 1998, 113).

The arming and use of tribal militias as an instrument of the GoS would have certainly
promoted localized conflicts, however, many of these conflicts already existed, and provided
an entry point for manipulation by the powers to be. Salient examples of this include the
historical resource-based competition between the Malual, Twic and Ngok Monyjang
(Dinka) clans, and the Misseriya and Bagara (Arab) groups in Northern Bahr el Ghazal and
became heavily politicized proxy conflicts of the civil war. The Monyjang (Dinka) fought on
the rebel side and the Misseriya and Bagara fought on the government side (Savage, 2003).

The southern offensive coincided with attacks on civilians of African heritage in Nuba
Darfur, and the Shilluk Kingdom, the objective of which was to create a cordon sanitaire
between the pure religion and culture of the north and the southern infidels (Mosley Lesch,
1998). This move motivated the non-Arab Nuba tribes to become involved in the civil war on
the side of the rebels. The GoS use of ethnicity and religion as an ideological weapon to
mobilize and provoke local conflicts is clearly illustrated here.

During the same period the civil war was playing out in Equatoria, the SPLM/A Mainstream
was attacking and overrunning bases of the anti-Museveni Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA).
Uganda’s President Yoweri Museveni in return was supporting the SPLM/A and Khartoum
was supporting the LRA. Thus, in part, the war in Northern Uganda can be seen as a proxy
conflict of the civil war in Sudan.
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In 1994 Garang signed a short-lived peace accord with Machar, which created splits in the
SPLM/A United. Machar renamed his splinter faction the South Sudan Independence
Movement (SSIM). In 1995 Garang signed ceasefire agreements with both Machar and
SPLM/A United Cdr Nyuon. Garang skillfully played off the different factions against each
other, Nyuon was killed, and Machar lost Nasir to the GoS. The outcome resulted in intra
Naath (Nuer) fighting between the factions, which weakened both the SPLM/A United and
the SSIM (Mosely Lesch, 1998). These tensions have never really been resolved and possibly
account for the collapse of the SSIM and the existing insecurity in the Upper Nile region to
the present day. This represents an example of the SPLM/A Mainstream strategically
manipulating tensions between different Naath (Nuer) clans to promote conflict.

In 1995 a protracted offensive by the SPLM/A Mainstream enabled them to regain control
over much of the South, surrounding Juba and establishing a stronghold in Equatoria. In 1996
they entered the transition zone of Bhar el Ghazal (Mosley Lesch 1998). The GoS responded
with a number of all out offensives but with limited strategic impact. Cdr Kuwa (SPLM/A
Mainstream) managed to some extent to repel the GoS attacks in the Nuba Mountains. At this
point the Northern opposition to Bashirs’ NIF really began to take effect. An alliance with
the SPLM/A Mainstream in Blue Nile region resulted in the capture of key strategic garrison
towns, including Pochalla and Kurmuk. The Northern Opposition (now including NDA/SAF,
Beja Congress) also opened a front along the Eritrean border (Mosely Lesch, 1998).
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Meanwhile splits within the SPLM/A United became more apparent as Kerebino Kuanyin’s
forces dwindled down to five hundred men “who survived by raiding villages near Gogrial”
(Mosley Lesch, 1998, 138) with devastating consequences for the civilian population.

In 1996 Bashir proposed a one-sided Political Charter with the SSIM and SPLM/A United
factions. In desperation, Kerebino and Machar signed the Charter with the GoS “pledging to
end the conflict through political and peaceful means” (Mosley Lesch, 1998, 138). They
agreed on the existing borders with oil, gum arabic and copper resources falling under
northern control, they agreed to Sharia law, and to fight the SPLM/A Mainstream and any
other factions that refused to sign the charter (Mosley Lesch 1998).
Essentially the GoS hoped to pit Kerebino and Machar against each other and wear them
both out in operations against Lam Akol (United) who had refused to sign the charter, and
the SPLM/A Mainstream (Mosley Lesch, 1998). This tactic reflects the strategic
manipulation of south-south differences by the GoS in order to achieve a military objective.
Arguably these same tactics were used in exploiting existing localized conflicts to serve their
war effort.

During this period the GoS held garrison towns of Aweil and Wau were supplied by a
railway line running through the heart of Bhar el Ghazal (SPLM/A Mainstream held area).
The military escort for the supply train comprised of mounted Murahaliin/PDF militias who
launched attacks on the civilian population living in close proximity to the railway. As
mentioned the PDF consisted of tribal militias who raided livestock and other assets in lieu of
payment (Mosley Lesch, 1998), and were largely drawn from the Misseriya and Bagara
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(Arab) tribes from the area. Again the manipulation and hijacking of local conflicts is evident
in this strategy. Paul Savage (2003, NP) points out that “ethnic confrontations between the
Dinka and Bagara/Misseriya in which the distinction between historic rivalries and current
civil war has become blurred”. The impact of these PDF raids has been extremely significant,
comparable to those conducted by the Janjawiid in Darfur and cannot be understated11.

In 1997 the SPLM/A Mainstream had consolidated their position in Bhar el Ghazal. Their
aim was to establish an entry point into the Nuba Mountains. They also hoped to counter the
raids of the PDF13 (Mosley Lesch 1998).

Meanwhile tensions erupted between the various commanders of the SPLA United
(coalition) in the Upper Nile region vying for power in the “Council for the South” outlined
in the GoS Political Charter Proposal (The Sudan Peace Accord). Both inter and intra ethnic
tensions exacerbated these rivalries with Machar and Paulino Matip being Naath (Nuer),
Kerebino being Monyjang (Dinka) and Lam Akol, being Shilluk This allowed the GoS to
continue their divide and rule policies by appointing Machar as chair of the council, which
served to exacerbate power, rivalries and ethnic cleavages (Mosley Lesch, 1998).
Disillusioned at playing second fiddle to Machar, Kerebino began negotiating with the
SPLM/A Mainstream, and defected in January 1998, attacking the GoS garrisons of Wau and
Aweil (Mosley Lesch 1998).

11

The impact of Kerebino and PDF raids combined was a major contributing factor towards the famine deaths
in the 1998 Bhar el Ghazal famine. The raids displaced tens of thousands of people and devastated livelihoods
and coping strategies
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Due to their successes in 1997 the SPLM/A/NDA “alliance emerged as a serious movement
that challenged the regime both politically and militarily” (Mosley Lesch, 1998, 175). As a
result Bashir called for direct talks with Garang, in an attempt to sidestep the inevitable
IGAD14 peace process—as the IGAD framework emphasized secularism and selfdetermination (Mosley Lesch 1998). Eventually Bashir had little choice but to accept the
Declaration of Principles (DOP) set out by IGAD in 1997 (Mosley Lesch 1998). This
initiated a sequence of meetings and talks that culminated in the signing of the Machakos
Protocol in 2002 which marked the beginning of the IGAD Peace process.

In summary, the north-south Civil War has dominated all aspects of life in southern Sudan
and has created a culture of conflict. At the same time, it has fostered and had a profound
direct and indirect affect on regional conflicts. The factional splits within the SPLM/A best
represent the magnitude of this influence at the intra regional level. The GoS strategy of
promoting and exploiting historical ethnic tensions has reinforced factional cleavages and
allegiances in south-south conflict. The government’s use of PDF and Murahaliin militias has
exploited and politicized traditional resource based conflict, and added ethnic and religious
dimensions to localized conflicts. By-products of the Civil War include arms proliferation,
erosion of traditional governance structures, rule of law and an absence of economic
development. These in turn have arguably created a fertile environment for the emergence
and or escalation of regional and localized conflicts.

14

Formerly IGADD (Inter Governmental Authority on Drought and Development)
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While the top down influences between macro meso and micro conflicts appear to be fairly
evident, it is important to unravel the complexities of these linkages. If indeed the national
war has fuelled south-south conflicts then the peace agreement between the GoS and
SPLM/A should at least moderate the scale and intensity of localized conflict. While this
might be a desirable outcome, it excludes the possibility that certain south-south conflicts
actually fuel national conflict, or that they are independent from the influence of the Civil
War. If this is the case then there is a distinct possibility that intra regional and localized
conflicts could potentially undermine the entire peace process.

Regional and Localized Conflict
Regional and micro conflicts in the southern (SPLM/A15) areas may prove to be an even
greater challenge to peace than ending the civil war. In the Upper Nile Region alone a Sudan
Peace Fund (SPF) conflict mapping exercise identified over twenty-five armed militia groups
representing a variety of political agendas (Deng, D., 2004). Situated in the north-south
transition zone, and containing the Bentiu and Unity oil fields, has made this one of the most
contested regions in the civil war. The SPF exercise identified several different categories of
conflict in this region. These include politicized ethnic clashes between the SPLM/A
(United) and proxy GoS factions (Savage, 2003, Deng, D 2004). Yet the conflicts also
include politicized (allegiance based) and non-politicized conflicts over resources such as
grazing, land, water and livestock (Savage, 2003). Socio cultural practice based micro
conflict in the form of cattle raiding, abducting of women and children, and killing also takes
place and is usually conducted by discontent and or GoS backed militias (Savage, 2003).
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The transition zone of Northern Bhar el Ghazal has been devastated by front line fighting and
sporadic attacks by GoS backed militias (PDF/Murahaliin) and troops. Traditional resource
based ethnic conflicts between northern (so called Arab) Misseriya, Bagara and southern
(Nilotic) Monyjang (Dinka) has become highly politicized (Savage, 2003). The main issue
has been the contested grazing areas of the Gok. Massive displacement caused by Kerebino
and PDF militias has created tensions and competition over resources between IDP's and host
communities. Inter clan and inter ethnic socio cultural and resource based conflicts and
violent crime also exists in the sub region, as a result of war fatigue and the associated
breakdown of social norms, disregard for the law, and weak or biased/negligent governance
systems (Savage, 2003).

In the Equatoria region non-political resource based conflicts dominate. However, many of
these are perceived to be politicized due to weak governance, poor representation and lack of
accountability, indeed these factors are considered to be a main contributors to these conflicts
(Savage, 2003). The heavy presence of Monyjang (agro pastoralist) IDP's in the
predominantly agricultural green belt region of Western Equatoria has created serious land
issues (Deng, 2004, FAO, 2004). In the Eastern part of the Province structural causes of
conflict include competition over “scarce resources, traditional pastoral cultural values and
an increased frequency of drought” and general poverty (Halderman, 2002, 5). Insecurity in
the region has been compounded by a proliferation of arms (Savage, 2003) supplied to
various militias by the GoS16. The LRA is still operational in the region mostly launching
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attacks into Northern Uganda and their presence signifies a potential, yet currently
unspecified, threat to peace in the Province.17

The Nuba Mountains of South Kordofan has been another highly contested area between the
SPLM and the GoS. The region is home to an estimated 1.4 million people from about fifty
different ethnic groups (NMPACT, 2002). Conflict in the Nuba Mountains is primarily a
manifestation of the civil war, the issue is self determination; there exists, however, the
potential for a resumption of historical micro conflict between the Nuba and the Nomadic
Pastoralist Bagara (Savage, 2003). According to a UN conflict survey (2002), the deliberate
arming of Arab militias may have provided the incentive for the non-Arab tribes of the Nuba
Mountains to become involved in the conflict on the side of Garang’s SPLM/A. Although
there was no existing micro conflict as such in the Nuba Mountains, the strategy of arming
one group to provoke or threaten another is typical of the GoS strategy of manipulation.
Where existing localized tensions or conflicts were present this strategy was all the more
effective in escalating south-south conflicts into larger more politicized components of the
Civil War.

Based on the SPF analysis south-south conflicts can be loosely classified as either politicized
or non-politicized. Essentially the politicized conflicts can be linked directly to the civil war.
In any case it would be reasonable to argue that the non-politicized conflicts are either
compounded by, or are direct by-products of, the war. Many of the conflicts appear to have
an ethnic identity component, and most appear to be resource driven. The issue of IDP’s is a
17
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contentious one especially in regard to competition over resources. Furthermore, the
existence of a war culture is symbolized by inadequate rule of law, poor governance, and the
widespread availability of arms in the hands of unaccountable militias and criminal elements.

Localized conflicts appear to be motivated by access to resources, grazing, land, water,
livestock and political power. These resource based conflicts do not operate exclusively at
the material level, but contain symbolic elements of identity which may explain why many
revolve around ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic divisions (UN, 2002).
Many of these conflicts involve pastoralist communities and a common manifestation of this
is livestock raiding. This practice pre-dates the Civil War, but it may have become more
violent partly as a result of the war. “For centuries raiding has been a traditional method of
replenishing herds in the wake of drought and disease. In some respects it can be seen as a
quasi-legitimate sharing of resources, permitting groups on the verge of ruin to reestablish
systems of food production and natural resource management. The proliferation of automatic
weapons has, however, exacerbated the consequences of cattle raiding” (Halderman, 2002,
2). Furthermore the civil war has almost certainly intensified competition over grazing and
water, as war related insecurity has restricted movement and access of nomadic communities
(UN, 2002).

Pastoral conflict in the Karamojong cluster stems from both structural and proximate causes
(Halderman, 2002) that can be applied to resource based conflicts elsewhere in Sudan. The
structural causes include a combination of competition over scarce resources, traditional
pastoral values, decreasing and erratic rainfall, and poverty. Competition for resources
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(pasture, water, etc.) is, as Halderman (2002) suggests, a consequence of other structural
causes of conflict. Traditional values include the significance of livestock in marriage dowry
payments, and the cultural acceptance of livestock raiding. Changing rainfall patterns,
marginal pasture, and declining per capita livestock holdings all work in concert to increase
the risk of competition based conflict. When poverty is added to the equation, specifically the
lack of access to education and health services, and food insecurity rises, these risks are
exacerbated.

Proximate causes of conflict include, “government neglect, politicization of conflict, lack of
suitable livelihood opportunities, interference by political leaders, weakened traditional
authority, increase in non traditional nature of violence, and arms proliferation” (Halderman,
2002, 44). Some of these proxy causes can be more directly attributable to the civil war than
others. What is clear is that all these causes (structural and proximate) mutually reinforce
each other, perpetuating poverty, and creating a vicious cycle of violence.

These causes have arguably contributed to, and given rise to new forms of structural
violence, such as armed banditry. The availability of weapons, loss of livelihoods, and
limited opportunities provides an incentive for young men to engage in violent criminal
activity (Halderman, 2002). Furthermore the nature of conflict has become more pronounced
and brutal, as a consequence of modern weaponry. Unlike traditional cattle raiding, and
warfare, random acts of violence are commonplace, and women and children are often
specifically targeted. This has “led to increased animosity and hatred, and a strong desire for
revenge” (Halderman, 2002, 3).
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The scale and nature of localized conflicts is no doubt as destructive to Sudanese
communities as the more traditional elements of the civil war. Even where the motivations
for these conflicts are resource driven and non-politicized, the presence of civil war related
proximate causes is undeniable. Indeed some of the structural causes such as poverty may be
a consequence of protracted national conflict. What is clear is that linkages do exist between
localized, regional and national conflict. Some local conflicts have become politicized and
appear to be fuelled by the civil war. Others may have emerged, as an indirect result, of the
civil war and the conditions or opportunities that the war has created. Due to the sociocultural, political, and economic environment created by the civil war, it would be unlikely at
this juncture that any local conflicts are entirely independent from civil war influences. These
influences, direct and indirect, suggest very much a top down model with civil war fuelling
local conflicts. What might be interesting to consider is the possibility that localized conflicts
supply the kindling that fuels the national conflict.

Perceptions and Perspectives of the Conflict
The next section of this paper explores some of the proposed and perceived causes, triggers
and perpetuating forces behind the conflicts in Sudan. This is done to clarify the influences
between national, regional and localized conflicts, and underscore the complex realities of
conflict in Sudan.

The most common explanation for the civil war in Sudan is that it is an ethno religious
freedom struggle between the African Christian south and the Arab Muslim north. As one
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would expect in a country the size of Western Europe the reality is far more complex. The
more dichotomous facile explanation has no doubt benefited the leaders on both sides in
mobilizing supporters and in procuring funds from the Christian right and the Arab league
respectively.

Slave raiding into the south by Jellaba mercenaries’ pre dates western imperialism in the
region, and some argue that this may well have fostered animosities and southern resistance
towards Islam (Suliman, 2004). It might also have provided the precursor to the construct of
the common supposition that the civil war is an ethno religious conflict, Arab Muslim north
against African Christian south. The reality is that all Sudanese are African and many
southerners are not Christian. It could well be argued that the ongoing Darfur conflict is
inextricably linked to the north south war, and this has Muslims pitted against Muslims.
Douglas Johnson maintains that no one single factor can account for the cause of the conflict,
and suggests that there is little consensus on the root causes of the civil war in Sudan
(Johnson, 2003)

A CSIS report summarizes the key factors fueling the conflict: These include conflict over
resources, religious freedom, power sharing, and human rights (Esposito et al., 2004). This
view probably best represents the perspective of the international humanitarian community
and the western media.

In their examination of northern and southern perceptions of the war Taisier Ali and
Mathews (1999) suggest a self-perpetuating cycle of violence, when they claim that the civil
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war is an effect of, and not a cause of, the conflict. Implicit in this assumption is the role of
structural violence in the form of prejudice, exclusion, as well as political and economic
marginalization. Paul Savage elaborates on this theme: “The history of oppression and
marginalization by the centre over the periphery has created a high degree of structural
conflict in Sudan. The fall into armed rebellion by the south was a predictable consequence
and response to that oppression” (Savage, 2003, 1).

The civil war itself dates back to the transition period following independence. It is unlikely
that the transition process itself was the cause of the war, although it was almost definitely a
trigger. The processes of structural exclusion and marginalization of the south by the colonial
administration may have played a more important role, however, not necessarily in isolation
from other causal factors and variables.

Interestingly, Taisier Ali and Mathews (1999) suggest that the ruling elite in the north never
really acknowledged or recognized the conflict as a civil war, but rather as a regional mutiny
instigated by external influences such as, “imperialism and colonial policies, Christian
churches, communist plots, racist conspiracies, and envious neighbors” (Taisier Ali and
Mathews, 1999, 2). The policies of the colonial Anglo Egyptian Condominium attempted to
separate the south from the north, as a means of keeping Islamic influences out of East Africa
where they hoped to impose English values and Christianity. The enforcement of this policy
included the expulsion of indigenous Muslims from the north-south transition zones (Mosley
Lesch, 1998). This may well have ignited or intensified localized inter tribal conflicts such as
those between the Monyjang, Misseriya and Bagara in northern Bahr el Ghazal. The British
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authorities systematically undermined all Arab and Muslim cultural influences in the south,
as well as traditional southern tribal customs and authority (Mosley Lesch, 1998). The
northern political figure Hasan al-Tarabi claims that without the forced separation of the
south a natural process of Islamization would have occurred. In general the northern
Sudanese resented the British policy of separation and argue that the British (and
missionaries) aimed to create an anti Islamic culture and taught the southern elite to hate the
north (Mosley Lesch, 1998). The GoS has continued to blame the conflict on foreign
conspiracies and “enemies of Islam” aimed at undermining Islam (Taisier Ali, and Mathews,
1999, 2).

Although perceptions from the south naturally differ quite considerably from the north,
southerners tend to agree that British intervention played a significant part in promoting
national conflict19. A Planning for Peace (PfP) assessment of local grassroots perspectives
revealed the following recommendation, which supports this view; “The British need to be
part of the peace process: they know our secret from the start since they helped to create it”
(Murphy, 2001, NP).

Many scholars (in particular Deng, F, 1995; Mosley, Lesch, 1998; Deng, D, 2004; Suliman,
2004 and others) explore the issue of identity and the ethnic cultural divide between the north
and the south. The Carnegie commission (1997) rejects ethnicity as a cause of conflict as
simplistic and misguided and scholars such as Duffield (1998) and Deng (2004) concur.
However many accept the relevance of identity in fueling the civil war. From a southern
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perspective identity certainly plays an ideological role. Dr John Garang acknowledges the
centrality of identity to Sudan’s conflict in the following statement:

“Our major problem is that the Sudan is still looking for its soul, for its true identity. Failing
to find it ….some take refuge in Arabism, and failing in this, they find refuge in Islam as a
uniting factor. Others opt for separatism, since they are neither Arab nor Muslim. Instead,
just as the African kingdoms of Funj and Fur fostered Arab-Islamic culture while
maintaining their special characteristics, so can a New Sudan blend the languages and
cultures into a unique pattern in which no single element has hegemony and the specificities
of each culture are respected by all” (from Mosley, Lesch, 1998, 77).

This proclamation served as a direct threat to the Government elite, “for whom Islam and the
Arabic language are not only ideological weapons, but the foundation of their claim to
legitimacy” (Taisier Ali, and Mathews, 1999, 5). This perhaps gives some credibility to the
instrumentalist view, whereby the elites promoted conflict as a means of maintaining power.

The southern scholar Francis Mading Deng, (1995) claims that Sudanese society is not
divided, but that the Government has tried to impose a single common identity on Sudan,
something which the south continues to resist. His compatriot Daniel Deng (2004) also
considers the importance of identity, referring to the war as a “crisis of identity”, that “has
been fuelled by perceived systematic injustices, national policies of Arabization and
Islamization, and the historic exploitation, and neglect of the south” (Deng, D, 2004, 9). He
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does acknowledge that in Sudan there exists elements of both identity and interest based
conflict.

If the roots of the conflict could be traced back to predatory slave traders it would certainly
give credence to the theory that conflict stems from the rational pursuit of wealth and power.
Outside of the security arrangements, the key components of the IGAD peace process
involved the issue of wealth and power sharing which tends to support this argument. The
presence of oil and other natural resources has undoubtedly played a role in fuelling the war,
both as an incentive (SPLM/A & GoS) and as a funding mechanism (GoS). However at the
local level the war has been fought over livestock, land (grazing) and water, as well as
political power. The influence of resources in the conflict is significant and undeniable.

Duffield (2001) argues that war enables leaders to tap into outside markets, and create
monopolies, he proposes that shadow war economies are more profitable than legitimate
trade and provide entrepreneurs with a powerful motive to promote and perpetuate conflicts
(Duffield, 2001). DeWaal (2004, NP) suggests that many of the top military officials in the
GoS certainly benefited financially from the war. Additionally the evidence suggests that
arms trafficking, looting, and embezzlement has benefited high-ranking SPLM/A (and LRA)
commanders in Western Equatoria (HURIPEC, 2003) and no doubt elsewhere in the south.
To some extent David Keen (1995, 214) supports this hypothesis in his analysis of conflict
and famine in Sudan:
“A war which, in turn, has tended to be portrayed solely as a geographical-cum-ethnicreligious conflict between supposedly homogeneous Muslim Arabs from the desert
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scrublands of northern Sudan and Christian black Africans in the high rainfall savannah of
the South. More accurately, the civil war and associated famines can be regarded as a
continuation and reinforcement of long-standing conflicts between competing economic and
political groups - who have different regional, tribal and class-based loyalties - over Sudan's
resources, notably cattle, grain, labour, land and oil.”
To some degree Suliman (2004) supports the competition over resources argument. He
contends that conflicts are processes not events and that in its original manifestation the civil
war was an ethno religious war that evolved into a resource based conflict brought on by the
economic and environmental crisis in the north. This theory is quite popular and is supported
by evidence of environmental decline and desertification in the region. It is also consistent
with Haldermans (2002) argument that decreasing rainfall patterns have intensified
competition and conflict amongst pastoralists20. Alternatively it could be argued that
conflicts over resources evolved and escalated taking on the political dimensions of an ethno
religious war. The evidence to support this comes from the fact that resource based micro
conflict predates the Civil War. Certainly these conflicts may have intensified in part from
environmental factors, and in part from political manipulation.

Standing alone these models may be somewhat reductionist but valid nonetheless. If viewed
holistically they may help to explain the motivations for the conflict at different levels. Issues
of identity perceived or otherwise cannot be ignored. Neither can the political and economic
motivations and actions of the different parties to the conflict, and the impact of these on the
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different societies. One also cannot ignore the colonial legacy or the role of the elites, and the
structural exclusion, exploitation and marginalization of the south. Indeed it is this structural
violence that appears to predate the civil war, and supports the premise that the war is an
effect of, and not a cause of, the conflict (Taisier Ali, & Mathews 1999).

Douglas Johnson (2003) argues that there are in fact many civil wars in Sudan, and
underlying these is a pre-colonial legacy of expansion and exploitation of existing and
emerging ‘nations’ within the geographical entity that came to be defined as Sudan. This
manifested itself in organized livestock and slave raiding along the periphery of these
growing ‘States’. He contends that, “the patterns of Governance which developed in the
Sudanic states before the nineteenth century, establishing an exploitive relationship between
the centralizing power of the state and its hinterlands..... mainly through the institutions of
slavery and slave raiding, creating groups of peoples with a lastingly ambiguous status in
relation to the state” (Johnson, 2003, xviii).

Johnson (2003, 151) also contends that outside of the broader political and military
objectives the war on the ground has been fought over resources. The colonial and post
colonial regimes effectively exploited this situation through the use of divide and rule tactics.
Johnson (2003) suggests that the failure to achieve a federal constitution after independence
created the preconditions for the emergence of the southern rebellions which formed the
basis of the Civil War. Johnson (2003) does acknowledge other influences and perpetuating
factors to the conflict, these include the role of militant Islam, resources, international
politics, political, economic and educational inequality to name a few. However, his
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historical analysis helps to redefine the contextual preconditions and root causes of the civil
war. It also explains the prolific presence of regional and micro conflict in Sudan (Johnson,
2003), conflicts which might potentially represent the underlying kindling that sparked and
fuelled the Civil War.

The next section explores my hypothesis that localized conflicts are not simply by-products
of the civil war but that micro conflict is indeed fuelling regional and even national conflict.

Micro-Conflict: The Kindling Model
When examining the civil war in Sudan it is easy to make the assumption that it is
perpetrated from the top down. The IGAD peace process was certainly implemented at the
highest political level, involving the GoS and the SPLM/A (arguably the de facto government
of the South). Considering this it might be easy to accept that regional and localized conflicts
in Sudan are by-products of the civil war, which are fuelled by the various outcomes of a
protracted national conflict. There is no denying that the political and macro agendas and
processes surrounding the civil war have influenced and politicized regional and local
conflicts. Having said this, little attention has been given to the role of existing local and
regional conflicts fuelling national conflicts. Furthermore, it could be argued that many of the
regional conflicts emerged from local disputes over land and livestock. The current
insurgency in Darfur illustrates this and provides a compelling example of how localized
conflicts can escalate into regional conflict and arguably provide the kindling to fuel a
national war, as discussed below.
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The north-south Civil War started out as a regional protest against the structural processes of
political and economic marginalization, and cultural domination, and evolved into a “clash of
visions and competing definitions not just of the south but of the whole country” (Taisier Ali
& Mathews, 1999, 16). What has always been defined as a north-south conflict has come to
include a strong northern opposition to Bashir’s NIF government. The latest chapter in this
conflict is the ongoing insurgency in Darfur. Like the north-south Civil War the conflict in
Darfur has been portrayed as an Arab African conflict. Like the north south Civil War it has
elements of a liberation struggle, a counter insurgency fuelled by GoS policies of
marginalization, and arming of (Arab) militias. Additionally, in similar fashion to Numeiri’s
division of the south in a plan of divide and rule, in 1994, the GoS divided Darfur into three
states at the expense of the “African” tribes (ICG, 2004). Alex DeWaal (2004) conjectures
that “Darfur’s crisis can trace its roots to conflicts over resources, as communities armed
themselves in their struggle for survival” (DeWaal, 2004, NP). This struggle for survival was
partly brought about by the severe drought and famines of the 1980’s, along with economic
neglect from Khartoum. The combined impact of these events (environmental, political, and
economic,) resulted in increased socio-economic tension over scarce resources, between
nomadic pastoralists and agriculturalists (DeWaal, 2004). In particular, “conflicts were
breaking out across the central farming belt of Darfur, principally between impoverished
former nomads seeking land to farm and established villagers who sought to keep the best
land for themselves” (DeWaal, 2004, NP).
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These “nomadic” tribes happened to belong to the Reizegat (Arab) speaking tribes, and the
“farmers” to the so called “African” Fur and Massaliet tribes21. As DeWaal (200422)
explains, the use of the word Arab in Darfur is ambiguous and has archaic associations with
nomadic, pastoralists, desert dwellers or Bedouin. The current insurgency in Darfur could
arguably be (roughly) classified as between pastoralists and agriculturalist, as opposed to
Arab and Africans. Although this conflict has become extremely politicized and has no
doubt taken on an ethno religious identity, it started out as a localized conflict over resources,
and has escalated into a regional-cum-national conflict. The Darfur crisis is an excellent
example of how micro conflicts spark and fuel larger conflicts in Sudan.

Like many of the localized conflicts in the south, the structural causes of the conflict in
Darfur can be linked to environmental degradation, and impoverishment. Essentially the
traditional pastoral livelihood of Darfur’s nomads has become unsustainable. The
militarization of this group can be seen as a distress mechanism; or perhaps even a livelihood
option as DeWaal (2004, NP) points out “a struggle for survival”.
In some ways it could be argued that the individual and collective reasons for engaging in
conflict tend to distil down to opportunities and risks. In many ways the changing political
landscape in northern Sudan offered the “Arab” pastoralists of Darfur opportunities for
survival. Like the Darfur “Arabs” the GoS was also struggling to survive. Under threat from
their political opponents in the north, and on the verge of handing over much of its wealth
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and power to the SPLM/A, it is not surprising then that they might have sought to hijack
localized conflicts in Darfur to serve a larger political agenda.
DeWaal (2004, NP) suggests that “a cabal of security officers have run both the Sudanese
Islamist movement and the Sudanese state as a private but collegial enterprise for the last 15
years”. This would support the analysis of scholars such as Duffield (2001) and Keen (1995)
and would explain the incentive behind maintaining instability within the country, and
possibly even derailing the IGAD peace process. The war in western Sudan provides a good
example of localized conflicts escalating into regional and national conflict, but what is
interesting is that similar patterns can be seen in the south. As Johnson (2003) points out
there are many civil wars in Sudan, it could be argued that these have their roots in, or are
fuelled by, micro conflicts.
The GoS and the SPLM/A (factions) have exploited micro conflicts in the south, forming
alliances with various groups and at various points in time, and have engaged in armed
hostilities with them (sometimes with former allies). The GoS strategy of arming ”tribal
militias” such as the PDF, the Toposa, Murle, Mundari, and the Naath/Nuer (factions) has
capitalized on localized tensions, disputes and conflicts, mostly over livestock, land (grazing)
and water (for livestock). In doing so the GoS tried to argue that the war in the south was
about southern tribalism (Johnson, 2004). The fact that the GoS was arming these militias
certainly undermines this argument, however there is certainly truth in that south-south
conflicts existed alongside the north-south civil war, and indeed pre-dated it. This is
supported by Keen’s (1995) statement that conflicts in Sudan are a continuation of longstanding disputes over resources.
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The SPLM/A also exploited inter tribal and inter clan conflicts, forming alliances based on
expediency including with the Toposa, Acholi, Boya and Mundari (Johnson, 2003). The
Toposa were perhaps the most mercenary of these groups fighting for whichever side paid
them more in arms and food. Indeed, the Toposa alliance with the GoS may well have
accounted for the strategically significant capture of Torit in 1992 (Johnson, 2003). This
underscores the influence that local militias had over the outcomes of the civil war.
It should also be noted that the SPLM/A did not always have the widespread southern
support it claims to enjoy today. The movement has long been regarded as an elite Monyjang
(Bor Dinka) entity. The factional divisions and splits within the SPLM/A along more or less
Monyjang/Naath (Dika/Nuer) lines reinforced this allegation. From the outset the SPLM/A
faced strong opposition by a number of minority tribes in western Equatoria which prompted
the emergence of a movement for Equatorian secession (Johnson, 2003) which may
ultimately have led to the creation of the Equatoria Defense Force (EDF). Johnson (2003)
indicates that this coincided with anti-Nilotic racism in western Equatoria. Even among the
Dinka speaking people, the Monyjang of Bhar el Ghazal felt somewhat excluded from what
they regarded as a movement dominated by a Bor Monyjang elite (Johnson, 2003). Clearly
the SPLM/A did not have, and today does not have, universal support in the south. The
human rights violations and atrocities committed against civilians in Upper Nile and
Equatoria by the SPLM/A (Johnson, 2003) strongly suggests that fear and terror was used to
win the compliance of minority groups. Indeed, the SPLM/A spent a considerable amount of
time and resources fighting southern opposition, in other words fighting parallel north-south
and south-south civil wars. Such fighting supports Johnson’s (2003) historical analysis that
expanding states within the region had unresolved issues prior to imperial intervention. If one
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were to accept this hypothesis then it could logically be concluded that south-south (local and
regional) conflicts are, in part, a continuation of these historical processes, and not merely
by-products of the Civil War. At the same time, as I have argued throughout this paper, the
north-south Civil War and regional wars (Ethiopia and Uganda) have fed into and altered the
dynamics of south-south conflict in Sudan.
CONCLUSION
The Dinka speaking peoples of Sudan (Monyjang) form the largest linguistic grouping in the
south, and are made up of over twenty five tribal units (Johnson, 2003). The Monyjang
(Dinka) do not form one single tribe, and Johnson (2003, 51) argues that they have never
shown any tendency to “unite politically or militarily in either regional or national politics”
(Johnson, 2003, 51). The kinship ties and networks established through marriage and the
associated livestock dowry demand far greater allegiance and obligations (Harrigan & Chol
1998) than would a political or military alliance outside of the extended family/clan network.
On the other hand the Naath (Nuer), the second largest linguistic group in the south, are
roughly subdivided into tribes and sub-tribes based on lineage, and the social and political
organization of Naath (Nuer) society is largely constructed around these lineages (Perner,
1993). Both the Monyjang (Dinka) and Naath (Nuer) are Nilotic people, and the centrality of
livestock in every aspect of life defines the culture and politics of these territories. Arguably
the same would apply to other “pastoralist” communities in the south, which accounts for just
about every community living outside of western Equatoria24. The importance of livestock in
the south cannot be overemphasized; they represent wealth, status and power, and the
cultural reverence attached to them cannot easily be measured. Aside from being the most
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valuable material asset within a pastoral community, the role of cattle in marriage (dowry)
based kinship alliances, reinforces the cultural significance of livestock, and arguably
provides the ultimate incentive and motivation for conflict in the south.
An SPF conflict mapping exercise (2003) identified fifty-nine key conflicts in the South
(including the Nuba Mountains). Of these contributing factors were identified for fifty-five
conflicts, and twenty-nine of these included cattle, grazing, or water-related influences. In
other words, over half the existing conflicts in the south have a livestock component.
Furthermore, the SPF exercise did not capture the incessant cattle raiding practices of the
Karamajong (Toposa, Jie, Didinga, Nyangatom) in eastern Equatoria. Is it possible then that
localized armed conflicts, specifically cattle wars, have destabilized the region and
underpinned and created the conditions for regional and national conflict?
The history of cattle wars in Sudan pre-dates the Civil War and its associated political and
ideological dimensions. It also pre-dates the significance of oil, globalization, relief aid and a
host of other factors that later contributed towards, fuelled and perpetuated the war in Sudan.
Some of the structural causes of pastoral conflict specifically increased competition over
scarce resources, traditional values, and poverty (Halderman, 2002), can also be seen in the
structural causes that led to the Civil War. The evidence presented by Johnson (2003) is that
the roots of the many civil wars that emerged can be traced to the historical expansion of, and
competition between, Sudanic states. Clearly this thesis challenges the dominant ideology
that the war in Sudan is simply a north-south war. Rather, I concur with Johnson that what
we are seeing is a “network of internal wars within sub-regions or among specific peoples”
(Johnson, 2003, 127). This theory better reflects the prevalence of localized-cum-regional
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conflicts afflicting the south. Indeed, the lack of a cohesive and unified southern opposition
to the GoS until recently supports this premise.
If the existing agro ecology, cultures, and livelihood practices are representative of the past,
then the economic and cultural foundations of Johnson’s (2002) expanding Sudanic states
were almost certainly based on livestock. A likely scenario is that these states emerged from
alliances of necessity and common interest forged out of pastoral conflict. Similarly, the
network of internal wars and regional proxy conflicts associated with the Civil War most
likely grew out of, and continued to be fuelled in part by, localized resource based conflicts.
As Johnson (2003) suggests, these conflicts represent multiple civil wars, which to some
extent explains the intractable nature of conflict in Sudan. The hijacking of micro conflicts
by military, political, and economic opportunists at several different levels undoubtedly
blurred the linkages between micro, meso, and macro conflict, and created the impression
that the destabilization and other consequences of the national war was in fact what
intensified local conflicts. The myriad actors in conflict at various levels further served to
obscure the distinction between the causes and perpetuating factors behind the north south
Civil War.
While there is no doubt that macro influences have had a significant impact on local
conflicts, I contend that the reality is that regional and national conflict would not have
emerged without the existence of micro conflicts. That these were hijacked, politicized and
inflated in no way diminishes the significance of these conflicts in fuelling the north-south
Civil War. Indeed, it is more likely that smoldering local conflicts existed at the time of
independence and that the instability and structural violence associated with these conflicts
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destabilized the region, creating the necessary preconditions to spark a national war.
Consequently, it was only because of the presence of these south-south conflicts that the
north-south Civil War erupted and manifested itself as it did while at the same time
transforming the existing micro-conflicts.
The IGAD peace process has largely focused on securing peace at the highest political level
between the GoS and the SPLM/A. If as discussed in this paper, the Civil War has been
fuelled by localized micro conflicts, then there is an immense risk that the peace process has
excluded any number of major parties to the conflict, and potential spoilers. Although the
IGAD Planning for Peace framework acknowledges the importance of addressing micro
conflicts and linking up grassroots peace building initiatives with the political process, more
emphasis should be placed on linking the political process with localized ones - not the other
way round. To date it can hardly be said that this has been done. The exclusion of the
NDA/SAF, SLA, JEM, and even the LRA to name just a few major (and most visible)
spoilers illustrates this and the consequences have at times been deadly in their respective
areas of operation.
As micro conflicts have sparked and fuelled regional and national conflict in the past, likely
they will continue to do so, regardless of the signing of a peace agreement unless a sincere
and concerted effort is made by the new government to acknowledge and include local actors
in the political processes of peace making and peace-building. This will imply a complete
turn around in attitude and policy by the GoS/SPLM, given that historically both institutions
have enjoyed and expected relative autonomy. The prolific incidence of micro conflict in
Sudan suggests not a top down but an overwhelmingly bottom up influence on national
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conflict. Unless every effort is given to prioritizing this issue, local conflicts will continue to
be hijacked, manipulated and exploited by ambitious political and economic opportunists at
all levels. As illustrated, these conflicts have the potential to escalate into larger ones and
influence national level dynamics. The ongoing insurgency in Darfur should be seen as a
stark reminder that micro conflicts in the south have the potential to unravel at an
extraordinary pace with devastating consequences. If once and for all the Civil War is to be
relegated to Sudan’s tragic past, national peace will have to be achieved and secured at the
local level.
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