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Abstract  

This research was conducted to understand the conditions under which local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives can contribute to the national-level peace process in a way that is 

responsive to the needs of communities. Qualitative research was conducted through 

interviews with 14 respondents and an extensive desk study. The research analysis reveals that 

high-level peace processes (R-ARCSS) have not been able to create peace in South Sudan. 

Therefore, it is necessary to support bottom-up approaches to peacebuilding. From the 

research analysis, six key themes for successful local and subnational reconciliation have been 

identified: Dealing with the Past, Disarming the Mind, Development & Security, 

(Transitional) Justice Processes, Reconciliation as a Long-term Process, and Context-Specific 

& Local Ownership. The findings suggest that local and subnational initiatives addressing 

these key themes can contribute to sustainable peace in South Sudan that is responsive to the 

needs of the communities, if strategically linked to national efforts, through building a 

foundation for peace, advocacy work and interconnectedness with the national level conflict 

dynamics. For bottom-up approaches to truly contribute to peace in South Sudan, political 

will is needed for significant changes to occur at the top. Crucial to this is the implementation 

of the peace agreement.   
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1. Introduction 
 

In 2011, South Sudan became the “youngest nation in the world” (Nyadera, 2018, p. 60), 

following its independence from the ‘larger’ Sudan (Nyadera, 2018). The achievement of this 

independence was at the cost of many lives. Between 1955 and 2005, the Arab North and 

non-Arab South of Sudan fought two very bloody civil wars (Sefa-Nyarko, 2008). On January 

9, 2005, the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed. The CPA entailed that the 

South would be given autonomy for six years, after which there would be a referendum to 

decide whether the South would become fully independent (Sefa-Nyarko, 2008). This 

happened in 2011. However, this separation process failed to address several fundamental 

issues that contributed to the lack of trust between different groups in the non-Arab South. 

The focus was mainly on the relations between the North and the South and not so much on 

the “frozen and cold relations among different ethnicities in the South” (Nyadera, 2018, p. 

60).  

  Two years after independence, in December 2013, political struggles between 

President Salva Kiir and his former deputy, Riek Machar resulted in the emergence of a 

bloody civil war in South Sudan (Sefa-Nyarko, 2016). The Sudan People's Liberation 

Movement (SPLM), which played a crucial role in the country's struggle for independence, 

was divided along ethnic lines, supporting either Kiir (Dinka) or Machar (Nuer) (Sefa-

Nyarko, 2016). Vice President Riek Machar became the head of the SPLM-in Opposition 

(SPLM-IO) (De Vries & Schomerus, 2017). The outbreak of civil war in 2013 also created 

several local and subnational, including interethnic conflicts, resource conflicts over land and 

cattle, and inter-communal conflicts, making it a multilevel conflict (Van Leeuwen, 2009; 

Turunen, 2017). The South Sudanese government maintains that the outbreak of these local 

and subnational conflicts is unrelated to the civil war that began in 2013 (Chagutah, 2023). 

However, these conflicts at the local and subnational levels are mostly triggered by the 

"ethno-political wrangling and competition" (Chagutah, 2023, South Sudan Conflicts), which 

drives the political elite in their quest for power and financial resources. In 2015, the SPLM-

IG and SPLM-IO signed the Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of 

South Sudan (ARCSS) (Liaga, 2019). However, in 2016 there was a renewal of conflict 

between the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO. In 2018, the Revitalized Agreement on the 

Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan (R-ARCSS) was signed (Liaga, 

2019). This peace agreement has also been repeatedly violated and violence continues to 

spread in South Sudan (UNMISS HRD, 2023). In addition, a lot of the provisions stipulated in 
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the R-ARCSS such as “humanitarian assistance and reconstruction, financial and resource 

management and transitional justice” (Demissie, 2024, para. 5), have been poorly 

implemented or not implemented at all. This creates the paradox of a signed peace deal on the 

one hand and a deteriorating situation in the country on the other hand (De Vries & 

Schomerus, 2017). De Vries & Schomerus (2017) state that the conflict, which began in 2013, 

is explained as a competition for political leadership "fought along ethnic lines" (p. 334). Due 

to the conflict being framed as primarily between the Nuer and the Dinka, international peace 

efforts were also only focused on these two groups (De Vries & Schomerus, 2017). However, 

these high-level processes do not sufficiently take into account the complexities of the multi-

level conflict in South Sudan (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 

2024).  

  This peacebuilding approach in South Sudan is an example of the top-down approach 

that is inherent in liberal peacebuilding (Wight, 2021). Liberal peacebuilding aims to create 

"market-oriented democracies" (Mac Ginty & Firchow, 2016, p. 310), but this has been 

widely criticized. This is because it does not take into account the realities on the ground and 

only focuses on imposing the institutionalization of external models (Wight, 2021). For this 

reason, many scholars argue for a focus on bottom-up approaches to peacebuilding that 

involve local populations in peace processes and peacebuilding projects (Liaga & Wielenga, 

2020; Charbonneau & Parent, 2013). However, it is important to recognize that bottom-up 

peace efforts will not simply “‘add up’ and contribute to a broader peace” (Christian aid, 

2018, p. 16),  just as the high-level peace process will not simply ‘trickle down’ (Christian 

aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). This is why it is important to 

integrate bottom-up processes in peacebuilding in addition to top-down processes. The 

context in which peacebuilding takes place should be the starting point (Liaga, 2019), this can 

differ between countries but also within (Murithi, 2008). This is closely related to the concept 

of ‘adaptive peacebuilding’, which is informed by concepts of “complexity, resilience, and 

local ownership” (De Coning, 2018, p. 305). It is about enabling self-organization of the 

institutions within society, it is about the process of facilitation instead of direct leadership or 

control (De Coning, 2018).  

  Local and subnational peace processes are very important in context. It can help 

“challenge the very logic of power in the country and help create conditions in which a 

nationwide political transformation is possible” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 6). In South Sudan, 

numerous local and subnational reconciliation initiatives are integral to these peace processes. 

Reconciliation is about “(re)building and transforming relationships damaged by violent 
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conflict and oppression” (Clogg & Parlevliet, 2021, p. 4). However, reconciliation is a very 

difficult process, because it requires “new beliefs, attitudes, motivations, goals and emotions” 

(Bar-Tal & Bennink, 2004, p. 37). For this to happen, several conditions and stages have to be 

met (Leiner, 2018, Kelman, 2004 & Green, 2009). But when it succeeds it can really impact 

the national conflict dynamics in South Sudan and contribute to multi-level peace in South 

Sudan. For example, local and subnational reconciliation can minimize the disruptive effects 

of elite competition and reduce the military options available to the political elite; it can 

promote mutual accountability between communities and their leaders; and it can also help 

influence the national-level peace process traditional beliefs and practices (Christian Aid, 

2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). Therefore, this research will focus on 

how local and subnational reconciliation initiatives can contribute to a national-level peace 

process in a way that is responsive to the needs of communities.  

1.1 Societal Relevance 

While the separation from the ‘larger’ Sudan, gave the impression of unity in South Sudan, 

the opposite was true. The conflict that erupted in 2013 over political discord between Salva 

Kiir and Riek Machar showed that the nation-building process was proving more difficult 

than expected (Liaga, 2019; Christian Aid, 2018). The drivers of conflict had changed, but 

South Sudan was still experiencing “weak social cohesion and an unsustainable peace” 

(Liaga, 2019, p. 33). It became a multi-level conflict, with intercommunal violence at the 

local level alongside the violence associated with the conventional parties (Van Leeuwen, 

2009). This is also related to the overall context of deprivation, discrimination, and 

marginalization in South Sudan, which is driven by widespread poverty, insufficient 

infrastructure, limited market opportunities, and ongoing insecurity (Laudati, 2011). These 

challenges remain the case today. This has major implications for the people of South Sudan, 

who are facing violence, hunger and other severe challenges. The violence in the country has 

led to displacement and serious abuses, some of which may amount to war crimes (Human 

Rights Watch, 2023). The conflict has also far-reaching implications for the economic 

situation in South Sudan. According to Mawejje and McSharry (2021), the conflict has 

resulted in real GDP per capita in 2018 being only a third of what it would have been without 

the conflict. The situation in South Sudan is made worse by the fact that the country is highly 

vulnerable to climate change and natural disasters (World Bank, 2023). Additionally, the 

conflict in Sudan between the Sudanese Armed Forces and the Rapid Support Forces, which 

erupted in April 2023, has intensified increases the pressure on basic needs in South Sudan, 
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due to the arrival of over 630,000 refugees and returnees from Sudan (United Nations 

Security Council, 2024). All in all, this has led to an estimated 76% of South Sudan's 

population being in need of humanitarian assistance in 2023 (World Bank, 2023). 

  It is clear that peace agreements do not deliver the peace they promise. The human 

rights situation and increasingly closing civic space in South Sudan remains very worrying 

(PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). Civilians continue to be attacked by the 

parties to the conflict and by inter-communal clashes in various locations in the country. In 

2022, the UN documented 3,469 casualties: 1600 killed, 988 were injured, 501 were abducted 

and 380 were victims of conflict-related violence (UNMISS HRD, 2023). In addition, the 

conflict that broke out in 2013 resulted also in a rising number of internally displaced persons 

(IDPs) and refugees in the country (Iwuoha & Nwagu, 2019). As of June 2023, it was 

estimated that there were 2.3 million IDPs and 2.4 million displaced refugees from South 

Sudan (UNHCR, 2023). The majority of the IDPs and refugees are women and children. They 

are survivors of “violent attacks, sexual assault, and in many cases, children are travelling 

alone” (UNHCR, 2023, About the crisis in South Sudan). The peacekeeping mission in South 

Sudan, UNMISS, provided shelter to IDPs on its bases, leading to the establishment of 

Protection of Civilians (POC) sites (Munive, 2021). These sites sheltered more than 200,000 

people in 2021 (Munive, 2021). Iwuoha & Nwagu (2019) explain that there was a lot of 

insecurity in these POC sites, caused by various rebel and militia groups. However, there was 

no effective reintegration strategy for IDPs who had to leave the POC sites because of this 

insecurity. This resulted in second-level displacement or re-displacement (Iwuoha & Nwagu, 

2019). The poor reintegration of IDPs has led to the disruption of the livelihoods of many 

IDPs (Iwuoha & Nwagu, 2019).  

    It is therefore important to work towards a peaceful society as a long-term process, 

addressing the root causes and including bottom-up approaches, rather than quick fixes that 

could do more harm than good. As mentioned above, the peace agreements signed in 2015 

and 2018 have not achieved the expected results. Therefore, it is crucial to better understand 

the local and subnational dynamics of the conflict.  

1.2 Scientific Relevance 

In recent decades, peace processes in Africa, including South Sudan, have focused on the 

internationally promoted liberal peace model (Mac Ginthy, 2008). The liberal peace model 

promotes “liberal democratic governing systems and market-oriented economic growth” 

(Paris, 2010, p. 337). However, there are many criticisms of the liberal peace model. The 
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main criticism is that the liberal peace model fails to recognise ‘local ownership’ (Paris, 

2010). According to the critics, it is essential to involve local people in interventions and 

practices (Murithi, 2008). This is why many scholars emphasise focusing on peacebuilding 

from the bottom up, where the interests and capacities of local communities are prioritised 

(Van Leeuwen, et al., 2019). The aim is to align interventions with everyday experiences of 

violence and the local community's understanding of how to address these issues (Agwanda & 

Asal, 2020). There will be local ownership and legitimacy, which would make peacebuilding 

more sustainable (Van Leeuwen, et al., 2019). This dichotomy is also evident in the peace and 

reconciliation work in South Sudan.  

  There are currently two streams of peace and reconciliation in South Sudan. The first 

is the elite upper-level peace process in South Sudan, which is a top-down process (Liaga, 

2019). This stream is mainly focused on reaching an agreement with the opposing parties to 

end the direct violence (Liaga, 2019). However, in doing so, it has failed to provide a more 

detailed analysis of why the conflict has been able to escalate in such a violent way (Christian 

Aid, 2018). These high-level peace processes are having a negative impact at the local level in 

South Sudan because they do not take into account the dynamics of multi-level conflict 

(Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). The various levels of 

conflict, national and intercommunal, are intertwined and influence each other. For example, 

national leaders rely on local communities both for the supply of fighting forces and for 

legitimacy (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). This is why 

it is also important to look at the second stream, the local/subnational, bottom-up peace and 

reconciliation work (Liaga, 2019). This stream focuses on “community conflict resolution, 

peace education and addressing the dominant culture of violence” (Liaga, 2019, p. 34). 

Important actors in these areas are religious and traditional authorities and civil society (Liaga 

& Wielenga, 2020). This focus can provide openings for more transformational changes and 

bring together structures across communities from which national peace can be more 

sustainable (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, April 6, 2024). 

 The need to integrate local conflicts into analyses of civil war and peacebuilding has 

been argued by many scholars. Until now, however, there has been a lack of systematic 

understanding of local conflicts that occur in the context of a civil war (Krause, 2019). 

Bringing peace to South Sudan requires a focus on these local and subnational conflicts and a 

better understanding of the informal systems of conflict resolution and governance (Liaga & 

Wielenga, 2020). Only if the national peace process considers these local and subnational 
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factors, which reflect the needs of the communities, can high-level agreements benefit all the 

people of South Sudan (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, April 6, 2024).  

1.3 Research Question and Objective 

Currently, there is a signed peace agreement in South Sudan, but there is no sustainable peace 

in the country. This creates a situation where violence continues and human rights continue to 

be violated. The top-down nature of the peace agreements fails to effectively counteract these 

issues, mainly due to local communities not being involved in the peace process. According to 

many scholars, it is important for peacebuilding to start from the bottom up, focusing on local 

ownership and legitimacy. This is the only way to make peacebuilding more sustainable (Van 

Leeuwen et al., 2019). The aim of this research is to make recommendations on how the local 

and subnational reconciliation initiatives in South Sudan can contribute to the national-level 

peace process in a way that takes into account the needs of the communities. Therefore, the 

main question of this research is:  

Under what conditions can local and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan 

contribute to the national-level peace process? And how can these local and subnational 

reconciliation processes help address the fundamental problems related to the communities’ 

needs? 

The needs of communities refer to the demand for truth, justice, compensation and structural 

reforms that will promote human security. This research focuses on local and subnational 

initiatives in the states of Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and Eastern Equatoria. 

Specifically, it examines peace processes in Tambura-Yambio, Yei, and Kuron, as well as 

between the Laarim-Didinga and Ibahore-Lohutok communities in Eastern Equatoria. These 

conflicts are all connected to the broader national conflict, some to a very different extent than 

others. The cases were selected because these areas have experienced or are currently 

experiencing significant violence linked to national-level conflict dynamics. In addition, the 

cases are accessible due to PAX's connections in these areas. 

 South Sudan is divided into ten states, the highest level of administrative division. 

Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and Eastern Equatoria are examples of these states. 

Each state is further divided into counties; for instance, Tambura, Yambio, and Yei are 

counties within these states. Within the counties, there are payams, and the smallest 

administrative units are bomas, such as Kuron, which are typically villages, blocks, or wards 

(Liaga, 2019). This thesis distinguishes between the local, subnational, and national levels. 
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The national level includes the central government and national institutions. The subnational 

level includes states and districts. The local level refers to the smallest administrative units, 

including payams and bomas. 

 By researching the peace processes on these local and subnational levels it is possible 

to explain how reconciliation works or does not work in the current transitioning context of 

South Sudan. This will be explored by collecting stories from individuals involved in local 

and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan. Additionally, the research will 

investigate how these local and subnational initiatives can contribute to the national peace 

process. This approach will involve theory-building, as there is limited existing literature on 

how this connection can be effectively established. 

 This research is based on an internship with PAX for Peace in the Netherlands. All of 

the people interviewed either work for PAX or are part of an organization in South Sudan that 

PAX works with. The research is structured around the following sub-questions: 

I. What are the key features, objectives and challenges of the reconciliation 

initiatives undertaken in Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria and Eastern 

Equatoria?  

II. What is the current status of the national peace process in South Sudan?  

III. How can local and subnational reconciliation be linked to the national-level peace 

process?  

Ultimately, this research aims to offer considerations for effective reconciliation processes 

and to explore how these initiatives can contribute effectively to the national-level peace 

process. 
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2. Theoretical Framework  
 

Within this theoretical framework, different approaches to peacebuilding are outlined. There 

are top-down and bottom-up approaches to peacebuilding. Reconciliation, along with 

(transitional) justice, is a central aspect of peacebuilding at the local, subnational and national 

levels. The focus of this research is on the concept of reconciliation.  

2.1 Peacebuilding  

Peacebuilding is generically defined as preventing the eruption or return of violent conflict, 

by external interventions (Barnett et al., 2007). However, there are notable differences in how 

people conceptualize and/or operationalize peacebuilding (Barnett et al., 2007). 

Conceptualizations of peacebuilding have revolved around “the purpose, the method, time, 

actors, process versus actions, and organization” (Liaga, 2019, p. 18).  

Johan Galtung popularized the concept of peacebuilding in 1975, by distinguishing it from 

peacekeeping and peacemaking (Coy, 2009). In the definition of Johan Galtung, 

peacebuilding is about cultivating ‘positive peace’ in a country that has recently undergone 

violent conflict. Positive peace goes beyond negative peace, it is more than just the absence of 

violence. Positive peace is broader and more inclusive (Coy, 2009). It is about ending “direct 

violence, structural violence and cultural violence” (Coy, 2009, p. 6). Additionally, positive 

peace involves establishing structures and cultural practices that support every member of 

society to achieve their full human potential (Coy, 2009). In 1992, An Agenda for Peace was 

presented by Boutros-Ghali, the United Nations Secretary General. In this report, 

peacebuilding is defined as the “action to identify and support structures to strengthen and 

solidify peace in order to avoid relapse into conflict” (UN, 1992, para. 2).  

 There are big differences in how the concept of peacebuilding is used. Some use it 

interchangeably with concepts such as conflict resolution or conflict transformation (Schirch, 

2008). Others, however, use it to refer to “community-level relationship-building processes, 

such as mediation, negotiation and dialogue” (Schirch, 2008, p.7). More generally, 

peacebuilding is often used as an “umbrella term for many different activities that 

nonviolently prevent, limit, resolve, or transform conflict, and create peaceful and just 

societies.” (Schirch, 2008, p. 8). In this thesis, the definition of peacebuilding of PAX will be 

used. PAX also argues that peacebuilding is a broad and flexible concept. According to PAX, 

transforming the structural, relational and cultural roots of violent conflict and developing 

human and institutional capacities is the only way to move toward lasting peace (PAX 
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internal communication, April 6, 2024). It includes all non-violent initiatives which try to 

“prevent the outbreak, escalation, continuation and resurgence of violent conflict” (Clogg & 

Parlevliet, 2021, p.15).  

 The conceptualization of peacebuilding distinguishes between top-down and bottom-

up approaches to peacebuilding. In reality, when people talk about peacebuilding they often 

talk about the liberal peace model, a top-down approach to peacebuilding (Chandler, 2010). 

The following sections will further explain the top-down and bottom-up approaches to 

peacebuilding. 

2.1.1 Top-down Approaches  

After the Cold War, there was a shift from interstate to intrastate conflicts. This caused peace 

operations to change (Newman, 2009). It was no longer only about managing conflicts 

between states, but building peace within and between states (Newman, 2009). Contemporary 

peacebuilding approaches reflect the liberal peace model. The liberal peace model entails “the 

export liberal frameworks of ‘good governance’, democratic elections, human rights, the rule 

of law and market relations” (Chandler, 2010, p. 137-138). According to Wight (2021), the 

liberal agenda was at the core of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), the ARCSS in 

2015 and the R-ARCSS in 2018. These liberal interventions in South Sudan do not have the 

capacity to bring about lasting peace in South Sudan because they focus on imposing external 

models of institutionalization. They do not take into account the prevailing realities on the 

ground. These peace agreements therefore do not reflect the societies they seek to Reconcile 

(Wight, 2021). This has caused the liberal peacebuilding in South Sudan to be 

“inconsequential and, in some respects, counterproductive” (Wight, 2021, p. 5). According to 

Craze & Marko (2022), this is evident in the case of the R-ARCSS. Because the peace 

agreement has only been partially implemented, it has led to the erosion of any legitimacy the 

political system in South Sudan may have previously held, and the undermining of grassroots 

institutions, and this has ensured that a wealthy class of military and political leaders are in an 

entrenched position at the top of the country, using "violence as a tool of population 

management in the rest of the country" (Craze & Marko, 2022, para. 2). The persistence of 

routinised violence in South Sudan reflects the fundamental shortcomings of these top-down 

peace agreements, which lack "inclusivity, justice, reconciliation and healing” (PAX, 2022a, 

p. 6). The interplay between national and local conflicts exacerbates this (PAX, 2022a).  

 These criticisms of the liberal interventions in South Sudan intersect with the general 

critique of the liberal peace model. The general critiques of the liberal peace model can be 
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divided into the power-based critique and the idea-based critique (Chandler, 2010). The idea-

based critique argues that liberal peacebuilding is a misfit for post-conflict states. They state 

that Western interventionist ideas or values are “unsuitable in the context of post-conflict 

states and situations of state failure” (Chandler, 2010, p. 142). However, they do not critique 

the western notions as such. The power-based critique on the other hand does have a critique 

of these Western notions. They state that that liberal peacebuilding “reflects the hegemonic 

values and the political, economic and geo-strategic needs of Western states” (Chandler, 

2010, p. 139). 

Critics on Liberal Peacebuilding  

In the liberal peacebuilding approach power asymmetries are apparent between the 

peacebuilding organizations and the post-conflict countries. An imbalance of power exists 

between local subordinates and international authorities (Liaga, 2019). These unequal power 

relations draw from colonial thought and are perpetuated by the liberal peace model, 

emphasizing individualism, equality and global governance (Iglesias, 2019). The liberal peace 

model thus implies “the reproduction of coloniality of power/knowledge/being” (Iglesias, 

2019, p. 206), because the ideology of the colonial system, which keeps the stark divisions 

between the West and the ‘other’ alive, is followed (Iglesias, 2019). This distinction is based 

on, what Said (1978, cited in Hamadi, 2014) calls ‘orientalism’, where a distinction is made 

between the West and countries that are not Western, the Orient. The Orient is consistently 

depicted as the primitive and uncivilized ‘other,’ highlighting the contrast with the advanced 

and civilized West (Hamadi, 2014). This implies a feeling of natural superiority of the West 

over the Orient. This feeling of superiority is still evident in the nation-state building projects, 

in which the elites, their worldviews and ideas are still seen as superior to the ‘other’ 

(Hamadi, 2014). Additionally, the liberal peace model fails to recognize or acknowledge that 

colonialism is often one of the main roots of conflict (Iglesias, 2019). It is very important to 

decolonize peacebuilding and to prioritize the values and perspectives of the post-conflict 

country. Simonse (1995) writes about how Western and South Sudanese values relate to each 

other. He notes that it is important to consider the uniqueness of cultural values but also to 

recognize that there are common patterns in how values evolve across societies. In South 

Sudan, the value-orientation of most people is a mixture of traditional and Christian values. 

These values are mostly formulated in group rights and not in individual rights (Simonse, 

1995). It is very important to understand these values and where they come from, only in this 

way it is possible to build peace in a way that is sustainable.   
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2.1.2 Bottom-up Approaches 

The shortcomings of liberal peacebuilding demonstrate the importance of focusing on bottom-

up approaches to peacebuilding. Because ultimately, “only South Sudanese can resolve their 

own issues, therefore peace initiatives and problem-solving must belong to them” (Christian 

Aid, 2018, p. 7). According to Liaga and Wielenga (2020), it begins with the premise that 

those who endured the worst of the violence and are directly impacted by its consequences are 

in the best position to formulate suitable solutions and initiatives to heal their communities. 

Moreover, in many countries, ‘at war’, violence is often not evenly distributed throughout the 

country (Liaga, 2019). Which makes a subnational focus important (Piccolino, 2019). This 

was for example also the case in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where a liberal 

peacebuilding intervention was implemented. The focus was on the success of a national-level 

conflict and elections. They believed “that peace would have ‘trickled down’” (Piccolino, 

2019, p. 356). But in doing so, they failed to address the local conflicts over land and 

citizenship that were at the root of much of the violence in eastern Congo (Liaga, 2019). That 

is why it is important to take into account the local dynamics and issues concerning the 

broader population, of which land governance is a crucial topic, also for South Sudan.  

 However, some advocates of a greater focus on local peacebuilding have been 

criticized because, instead of a ‘trickle-down’ effect, they imply the opposite: that local 

initiatives can trigger peace at the national level (Piccolino, 2019). However, this is not 

realistic either. It is very important to recognise the interplay between local and subnational 

conflicts and what is happening at the national level. Peacebuilding efforts must 

simultaneously include both top-down and bottom-up approaches (Bar-Tal & Bennink, 2004). 

This is especially the case in the multi-level context of South Sudan. It is important for the 

national peace process in South Sudan that local disputes are resolved, but this is not a 

substitute for a national peace agreement. Bottom-up peace efforts will not simply “’add up’ 

and contribute to a broader peace” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 16). An example that shows the 

importance of the linkage between local-level approaches and the national level is the Gacaca 

in Rwanda, a system of justice (Wielenga & Harris, 2011). Traditionally, in the Gacaca 

model, two communities, both victims and perpetrators, would come together, just sitting on 

the grass, to come up with possible solutions that would be satisfactory to all parties. The 

government of National Unity (GoNU) used this traditional justice system as a premise for the 

justice procedure after the Rwandan genocide in 1994. Although not all the elements of 

Gacaca were retained by the government, it was embedded in local community practices 

(Liaga, 2019). Wielenga & Harris (2011) argue that it eventually became more of a retributive 
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justice process than a restorative justice process. However, this does not mean it didn’t 

contribute to the process of justice and reconciliation. The process ensured that people now 

know what happened during the genocide, and this is crucial for reconciliation because this 

“can only be realized once the facts, the background, motives and emotions have been 

recognized and admitted by both sides” (Wielenga & Harris, 2011, p. 23). This can be seen as 

an example where bottom-up approaches intersect with top-down approaches to 

peacebuilding (Liaga, 2019).  

 To achieve sustainable peace it is very important to integrate bottom-up processes in 

conjunction with the top-down process (Liaga, 2019). Therefore, it is important to strengthen 

community-based reconciliation resources and at the same time maximise the contribution 

from outside actors (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, April 23, 2024). The 

context in which the peacebuilding takes place has to be central. The peacebuilding projects 

have to adapt to the “socio-cultural, economic and political context and needs of the local 

people.” (Liaga, 2019, p. 21). This varies from country to country, and also within countries, 

there are wide variations, that have to be taken into account (Murithi, 2008). Only in this way, 

you can understand the needs of the communities and is it possible to move in the direction of 

peace. This is closely related to the concept of adaptive peacebuilding.  

Adaptive Peacebuilding  

The liberal peacebuilding framework presents peacebuilding as a “linear cause–effect 

problem-solving model” (De Coning, 2018, p. 302), where peace will be the outcome if the 

design of the liberal peace model is followed. In recent years, this approach has come under 

pressure from academics and politicians. Because it doesn’t take into account the complexities 

that are present in the conflict-affected countries (Paffenholtz, 2021). The liberal peace model 

has failed to address the underlying causes that drive the conflicts and to create peaceful and 

inclusive societies (Paffenholtz, 2021; De Coning, 2018). This has led to the rise of bottom-up 

approaches to peacebuilding.  

 Adaptive peacebuilding, however, goes a step further than the bottom-up approaches 

described above. According to the Adaptive peacebuilding theory, it is important to see peace 

“as a complex dynamic process of becoming rather than an end state” (Jarstad et al., 2019, p. 

2). There is no universal approach to achieving peace. Additionally, De Coning (2018) 

emphasizes that peacebuilding is about addressing political complexities. This way of 

thinking is evident in the concept of adaptive peacebuilding.  

 The Adaptive Peacebuilding approach is informed by “concepts of complexity, 
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resilience and local ownership” (De Coning, 2018, p. 305). Within the adaptive peacebuilding 

approach, the core task is the process of facilitation. It is about strengthening the resilience of 

social institutions within society, by fostering mechanisms that enable self-organization (De 

Coning, 2018). This self-organization cannot be controlled or directed from the outside, this 

has to happen from within. The implementation is different for the different contexts, but the 

guiding principle is that the involved community should have adequate representation in all 

aspects of the peacebuilding initiative (De Coning, 2018). The adaptive peacebuilding 

approach thus requires “a commitment to engage in a structured learning process together 

with the society or community that has been affected by conflict.” (De Coning, 2018, p. 308). 

This makes it a long-term process. The adaptive peacebuilding approach is informed by the 

complexity theory (De Coning, 2018). The premise of the complexity theory is that it is not 

possible to fully understand complex systems. For conflict analysis and needs assessment it is 

therefore important to take into account that the knowledge generated by such analysis and 

assessment is, at best, tentative (De Coning, 2018).  

 Adaptive peacebuilding builds upon the broader theories of bottom-up peacebuilding 

by emphasizing specific elements such as the complexity theory, the resilience of local 

institutions, the role of external actors as facilitators rather than directors, and the necessity 

for long-term engagement. It recognizes that peace requires ongoing commitment and 

adaptability to the unique and evolving conditions of each conflict-affected society.  

2.2 Reconciliation  

Reconciliation is a crucial aspect of peacebuilding because reconciliation is about 

“(re)building and transforming relationships damaged by violent conflict and oppression” 

(Clogg & Parlevliet, 2021, p. 4). Peace will not be achieved unless past harms are repaired, 

and work is done to build a just and interdependent future (Clogg & Parlevliet, 2021). Formal 

peace agreements, such as the ARCSS and R-ARCSS, only take into account the leaders who 

negotiated the agreement. In these cases, the majority of society members do not support 

these agreements, and even if they do, they continue to see the world through a lens that has 

fuelled the conflict (Bar-Tal, 2009). So this kind of agreements ensure negative peace, 

however, they can be unstable and eventually might collapse. To achieve a sustainable and 

positive peace it is important to “induce a deep change in the public’s psychological 

repertoire” (Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 365). The study of Long and Brecke (2003) shows that 

reconciliation is essential in stabilizing peaceful relations, and thus for a sustainable and 

positive peace. Reconciliation is important on all the different levels: national, subnational 
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and local levels. This research examines how subnational and grassroots reconciliation 

initiatives can contribute to the national-level peace process. As mentioned earlier, it is crucial 

to prioritize survivors and victims who lived through the conflict, a strategy known as the 

victim-centred approach. This is especially the case in the multi-level context of South Sudan, 

where conflicts at the national level are often interlinked with conflict between communities 

(Pospisil, 2024). When these local and subnational reconciliation initiatives are strategically 

linked together, this can eventually contribute effectively to sustainable and positive peace on 

a national level (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024).  

  In the next section the definition of reconciliation is discussed. In addition, the 

different (pre)conditions of reconciliation and related activities are outlined. Finally, the 

theory on the link between local and subnational reconciliation and the national-level peace 

process will be explored.  

2.2.1 Definition of Reconciliation  

A lot of scholars have different definitions of the concept of reconciliation. According to 

Leiner (2018), the general definition of reconciliation is the establishment of ‘normal’, and 

preferably good relations between former adversaries in violent conflict. Bar-Tal & Bennink 

(2004) state that the key element of reconciliation is the establishment of lasting peace 

between former rivals, which is genuinely supported by the majority of the group members. It 

requires “the formation of new beliefs, attitudes, motivations, goals and emotions that support 

the peaceful relations” (Bar-Tal & Bennink, 2004, p. 37). Kelman (2004) states that 

reconciliation represents a change in each party’s identity. In this, it is important to remove 

the negotiation of the ‘other’ from the collective identity and to acknowledge the narrative of 

the ‘other’. This change in identity can go even further, through the development of a 

common identity, which exists alongside of each group’s distinctive identities (Kelman, 

2004). According to Bar & Tal (2009), the most fundamental part of reconciliation is that the 

psychological basis of reconciliation infiltrates deeply into the social fabric of society so that 

the majority of different groups support it. Reconciliation is by its nature “gradual, reciprocal 

and voluntary” (Bar & Tal, 2009, p. 366). This demonstrates that reconciliation has several 

heterogeneous definitions. Ultimately it all comes down to rebuilding relationships between 

former adversaries. Reconciliation is “both a goal – something to achieve, and a process – a 

means to achieve that goal” (Chapman, 2009, p. 145). In this study the definition of the South 

Sudan Council of Churches (SSCC) will be used, they define reconciliation as “the time and 
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space where victims and perpetrators willingly accept to set aside their past hurts and rebuild 

relationships of peace and mutual coexistence” (SSCC, 2017, p. 4).  

 Reconciliation is not something that starts only after a peace agreement has been 

agreed upon; it is necessary that reconciliation processes take place prior to this in order to 

facilitate a peaceful solution that is supported by society (Kelman, 2004; Bal & Tal, 2009). 

This is the only way to achieve successful conflict resolution and ultimately peaceful relations 

between rival groups.  

 A lot of the literature is focused on small-scale reconciliation processes, for example 

between communities, towns, cities or villages (Chapman, 2009). According to Chapman 

(2009), it is important to be cautious in applying findings from these levels to national 

processes, as the dynamics at the local and subnational levels are different from those at the 

national level. On the national level, reconciliation is associated with promoting national 

building and national unity, with an emphasis on “representative institutions, democratic 

political processes, commitment to the rule of law and respect for fundamental human rights” 

(Chapman, 2009, p. 146). Villa-Vicencio (2004) add that on individual and interpersonal 

levels it is about the healing of “deep psychological and emotional wounds” (p.3). However, 

at the national political level, it involves a “desire and opportunity for sustained and 

meaningful interaction” rather than seeking forgiveness (Vila-Vicencio, 2004, p.3). 

Reconciliation at the national level holds the “beginning of civic trust, a willingness to talk, a 

capacity to listen and a readiness to take cautious risks” (Villa-Vicencio, 2004, p. 4).  

2.2.2 Preconditions for Reconciliation 

Leiner (2018) outlines four preconditions for reconciliation. According to Leiner (2018), the 

preconditions for reconciliation can begin during violent conflicts. The first one is that “all 

parties concerned, must be integrated into the process” (Leiner, 2018, p. 180). In South 

Sudan, it is clear that not all parties are integrated in the R-ARCSS. The second precondition 

is that “reconciliation must be promoted publicly” (Leiner, 2018, p. 181). It proved very 

helpful when popular leaders show their support for the reconciliation process. In addition, 

“international support, involvement of popular artists and a general supportive attitude of the 

media” (Leiner, 2018, p. 181), can be important. The third precondition is a “required 

understanding of the specific needs of all parties involved and thorough preparation before 

the beginning of the process” (Leiner, 2018, p. 181). There has to be a protected space, which 

is essential for fostering dialogue. The final precondition is the “requirement of particular 

attention to language” (Leiner, 2018, p. 181). Respectful and nonviolent communication, 
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instead of superficial hostile stereotypes, is important for successful reconciliation (Leiner, 

2018).  

2.2.3 Conditions for Reconciliation  

Leiner (2018) states that in the main phase three other points become important, Justice, Truth 

and Resilience. “Justice” (Leiner, 2018, p. 182) is concerned with reconciling the various 

justice claims from all parties involved in the conflict. This is possible when power 

asymmetries are roughly neutralized and it is important that justice is not only seen as a 

retribution but as restorative and transformational. The “Truth” (Leiner, 2018, p. 182) is also 

important, because victims often need to hear what happened to their loved one, before they 

can end the process of mourning. In addition, victims often need the public to listen to their 

own stories and acknowledge their suffering. “Resilience” (Leiner, 2018, p. 182) is about 

creating a new society and a culture of peace. This is achieved by transforming the institutions 

that are part of the conflict. In addition, new institutions should be created. For example, 

institutions that work on the healing of memories (Leiner, 2018). 

 Kelman (2004) argues that reconciliation cannot be attained solely through objective 

factors such as truth, justice, or responsibility, but requires that people revise their identities in 

order to adapt to the identity of the ‘other’. Kelman (2004) describes five conditions that are 

necessary to make this revision possible. The first condition is “Mutual Acknowledgement of 

the Other’s Nationhood and Humanity” (Kelman, 2004, p. 122). This includes “political 

recognition and acknowledgement of the other’s legitimacy, the authenticity of their links to 

the land, and their national rights, including the right to national self-determination” (Kelman, 

2004, p. 122). In addition, it is very important that people take steps toward the humanization 

of the ‘other’, for example by having respect for their dignity. The second condition, 

according to Kelman (2004), is the “Development of a Common Moral Basis for Peace” (p. 

122). In some conflicts it is relatively easy to have peace based on moral considerations, for 

example, the rejection of Nazism. However, this is not the case in other conflicts, including 

South Sudan. In these conflicts, it is important to strive for a ‘principled peace’, based on 

historical compromise. This is a peace that is right because it is “consistent with the principles 

of fairness and justice for both sides” (Kelman, 2004, p. 123). However, the definition of 

justice can be contentious and may require negotiation between the parties involved. The third 

condition is “Confrontation with history” (Kelman, 2004, p. 123), which does not mean a 

consensual understanding of history, but it does require the inclusion of the truth of the ‘other’ 

in one's own narrative (Kelman, 2004). “Acknowledgment of Responsibility” (Kelman, 2004, 

p. 123) is the fourth condition. It is very important that both sides take responsibility for what 
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they have done to the ‘other’, and the trajectory of the conflict (Kelman, 2004). The final and 

fifth condition is the “Establishment of Patterns and Institutional Mechanisms of 

Cooperation” (Kelman, 2004, p. 124). In the absence of political agreement, the 

establishment of patterns and institutional mechanisms of cooperation cannot in itself lead to 

reconciliation. However, it can help in the search for political solutions and peacebuilding 

(Kelman, 2004).  

  Green (2009) describes stages in the journey towards reconciliation. In part, these 

stages are consistent with Kelman's conditions. According to Green (2009), the first stage in 

reconciliation is “Acknowledgement” (p. 17) from the perpetrator to the victims addressing 

the wrongs committed. Acknowledgement is the cornerstone on which reconciliation can be 

built (Green, 2009). The second stage is a sincere “Apology” (Green, 2009, p. 21), expressing 

regret or remorse for the harm done . The third stage is “Commitment and Action” (Green, 

2009, p. 23). How can trust be restored between former enemies? How can people be sure that 

it won’t happen again? It is important that there is a commitment not to repeat violations and 

that the rule of law is upheld. In addition, genuine efforts to address the root causes of 

violence are crucial (Green, 2009). The fourth stage is about “Reparations” (Green, 2009, p. 

25), they can take the form of symbolic or economic reparations (Green, 2009). 

Compensation is very difficult because it can never make up for what people have lost. 

However, reparations “offer a token of care and connection”, an assurance that the violence 

won’t happen again (Green, 2009, p. 26). The fifth and final stage is “Forging a Joint Future” 

(Green, 2009, p. 27). Both groups must work together on a just relationship that satisfies both 

groups. Green (2009) ends her paper with this quote: “Our survival depends on a significant 

portion of the human race accomplishing a change in worldview, from patriotic and tribal 

loyalties to loyalty to life itself” (Green, 2002, p.105).  

2.2.4 Activities that Contribute to Reconciliation  

There are various activities that contribute to the process of reconciliation. Examples include 

transitional justice, conflict mediation, trauma healing, and establishing contact between 

communities (McKone, 2015; Seils, 2017). The following section discusses the activities, 

emphasizing their implementation at local and subnational levels (Seils, 2017). However, 

transitional justice, conflict mediation, trauma healing, and contact initiatives are also 

important at the national level. 
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Transitional Justice  

Transitional justice processes that promote accountability, end impunity and emphasize the 

importance of fostering peaceful coexistence in the future, are essential for reconciliation 

(Villa-Vicencio & Doxtader, 2004). Together, reconciliation and transitional justice seek to 

"transform the wounds of the past into a basis for learning to live together under the rule of 

law and in pursuit of a culture of human rights" (Villa-Vicencio & Doxtader, 2004, p. 8). 

  According to the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ), transitional 

justice “seeks recognition for the victims and to promote possibilities for peace, reconciliation 

and democracy” (ICTJ, 2008, p.1 ). The following question is central: “How can post-conflict 

and/or post-repression societies justly make the transition to stable and (it is usually 

stipulated) democratic government given the reality of past wrongs and harms?” (Radzik & 

Murphy, 2015, introduction). The Justice and Reconciliation Project (JRP) defines transitional 

justice as “a response to widespread human rights abuses for situations of conflict 

transitioning to situations of peace. It aims to prevent such atrocities from happening again.” 

(JRP, 2012, p. 15). According to JRP (2012) criminal prosecutions, reparations, truth-telling 

and traditional justice are all processes that contribute to the field of transitional justice. 

Criminal prosecutions (retributive justice) are often seen as relevant, but not as the most 

important process to pursue (Skaar, 2013). According to Skaar (2013), retributive justice can 

even be attributed to maintaining or deepening the alienation between opposing parties. In 

addition, mechanisms other than retributive justice can achieve similar if not identical 

purposes (Skaar, 2013). Clark (2008) also agrees, she argues that only when justice is seen as 

more than retributive, can it contribute to reconciliation. For reconciliation to occur, it is 

essential to look beyond just the perpetrators of crimes, there has to be a focus on the 

“victims, their communities, and society more broadly” (Clark, 2008, p. 344). This is where 

restorative justice becomes important. According to Gilbert & Settles (2007) restorative 

justice:  

 Strives to promote healing through structured communication processes among 

 victims, offenders, community representatives and government officials. It also strives 

 to accomplish these goals in a manner that promotes peace and order for the 

 community, vindication for the victim, and recompense for the offender. Under this 

 restorative perspective, justice is not based on punishment inflicted but the extent to 

 which harms has been repaired and future harm prevented. (p. 7)  
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According to Clark (2008), restorative justice is fundamental for post-conflict reconciliation.  

Therefore, Mbeki and Mamdani state that in applying the concept and practice of transitional 

justice in South Sudan, the country needs a Truth, Reconciliation and Healing (TRH) program 

(in Longar, 2021). The TRH stems from the idea that it is untenable to achieve absolute peace 

or absolute justice; there must be a balance between the two concepts (Longar, 2021). There 

are many examples of truth commissions that have been established in different countries in 

recent decades, which seek to uncover “the past in order to answer questions that remain 

unanswered” (Rotberg, 2000, p. 3). The Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in South 

Africa (TRC) became the model for all commissions that came after that. Unlike other truth 

commissions at that time the TRC insisted on public testimonies (Rotberg, 2000). The 

formation of a Truth, Reconciliation and Healing program is particularly important in the 

context of South Sudan, a country in the early stages of state formation and with a political 

context in which all perpetrators have their constituencies (Longar, 2021). In such a context 

criminal prosecution of key actors would undermine sustainable peace and would obstruct the 

implementation of a peace agreement (Longar, 2021).  

  However, according to Le Riche (2014, cited in Longar, 2021), it is important to have 

some kind of accountability, especially given the level of violence in South Sudan between 

2013 and 2018. According to Le Riche (2014, cited in Longar, 2021) a more customized 

approach to justice is needed, one that is consistent with the concepts of truth, reconciliation, 

forgiveness and healing. This is already done in a lot of communities in South Sudan, an 

example of this is the concept of Pug/Puk among the Dinka people (Longar, 2021). Pug 

ensures that perpetrators of violence have to pay compensation for wrongful deaths. This is 

important because if the perpetrator is not held accountable, this may lead to revenge killings 

(Le Riche, 2014, cited in Longar, 2021). In contrast to criminal prosecution, Pug involves 

communities on both sides of the conflict, making it a communal effort. In addition, the 

outcome of the process is a win-win situation rather than a win-lose situation (Nikkle, 2001, 

cited in Longar, 2021). This is important because if one group sees itself as the only victim, it 

will hinder the reconciliation process (Clark, 2008). Therefore, according to Gibson (2006), it 

is crucial to share "responsibility, blame, and victimhood" (p. 414). This creates a common 

identity that is a good basis for dialogue. 

  Boraine (2004) emphasizes that countries in transition need to restore the rule of law 

and enforce accountability for perpetrators, while simultaneously focusing on rebuilding the 

country and achieving reconciliation. Therefore, it is crucial to “balance accountability with 

the shoring up of fragile emerging democracies” (Boraine, 2004, p. 67). The primary 
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objective should be to achieve sustainable peace (Boraine, 2004). 

 Armstrong's (2014) article states that both restorative and retributive justice derive 

from theories of distributive justice. Lamont (2017) explains distributive justice as “providing 

moral guidance for the political processes and structures that affect the distribution of benefits 

and burdens in societies, and any principles which do offer this kind of moral guidance of 

distribution” (Introduction). In retributive justice, this distribution is achieved through 

punishment. In restorative justice, however, the focus is on the restoration of consensus about 

the norm that has been broken (Armstrong, 2014). 

Conflict Mediation  

According to McKone (2015), many reconciliation projects involve creating or strengthening 

a community-level institutional layer, where people can go to if a dispute arises between 

people of divided communities. The projects focus on training the community leaders of the 

mediation institution. Who qualifies as a community leader depends on the context. Often 

they are religious leaders, but also civil society, men’s groups, women’s groups, youth groups 

etc. can qualify (McKone, 2015). The most important qualification is that they have some 

degree of legitimacy in the community. Including women is crucial because of their “social 

knowledge, conflict expertise, grassroots networks, perceptions of femininity, and experiences 

during war” (Krause et al., 2018, p. 6). The main objective of these trainings is to peacefully 

resolve conflict. Conflict mediation is very important for reconciliation because without this 

local institutional layer, disputes can deepen “divides and grievances between people” 

(McKone, 2015, p. 9.), and the progress towards reconciliation can be reversed.  

Trauma Healing  

Conflict can cause intense trauma responses, such as “nightmares, flashbacks, and emotional 

numbing, as well as disruptions in survivors’ world view relationship with self and others, and 

identity” (Staub & Pearlman, 2006, p. 215). This can also affect people who were not present 

at the conflict because identity is partly rooted in group membership. These trauma responses 

influence the reaction of people to new threats. It becomes more difficult to take the ‘other’ 

into consideration, which can lead to defensive violence (Staub & Pearlman, 2006). 

Therefore, trauma healing is very important for the process of reconciliation. Staub & 

Pearlman (2006) state that healing is important in reducing the likelihood of renewed 

violence, especially for former adversaries who continue to live together. The SSCC also sees 

reconciliation and trauma healing as two inseparable concepts. Therefore, one of the four 

pillars of the Action Plan for Peace is called Reconciliation & Trauma Healing. This 
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demonstrates the importance of trauma healing in South Sudan (SSCC, 2017). The SSCC 

states that trauma healing starts when people become aware of the trauma they are living with. 

They state that trauma healing is a process and not an event, that is different for everyone. The 

process of trauma healing can progress into “acceptance of the past, purging of negative 

memories and emotions, forgiveness of and/or reconciliation with those who caused their 

hurt, and/or the recreation of a new life devoid of the destructive intrusion of the traumatic 

experiences of the past.” (SSCC, 2017). It is important that all people who are traumatized 

have access to trauma healing. In conflict situations, there is an increased risk of (sexual) 

violence against women (Ellsberg et al., 2020). That is why, it is of crucial importance that 

women are included in the trauma-healing processes. In South Sudan, women experience 

some of the highest rates of physical and sexual violence globally (Ellsberg et al., 2020).  

Establishing Contact Between Communities  

Staub (2005) stresses the importance of significant contact between opposing groups for the 

process of reconciliation. The intergroup contact theory states that communication between 

groups can help overcome negative intergroup attitudes (prejudice) and negative cognitions 

(particularly stereotypes) (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Some degree of forgiveness may be 

necessary for such contact, but it can eventually lead to deeper forgiveness (Staub, 2005). 

Within the intergroup contact theory, different conditions for this intergroup contact have 

been formulated, that traditionally were seen as essential. However, Pettigrew & Tropp (2006) 

state that these conditions are not essential, but facilitate the tendency of reduction of 

intergroup prejudice to emerge. The conditions are participants with common goals, a 

cooperative environment, groups with equal status, and support by the authorities (Pettigrew 

& Tropp, 2006).  

 Mckone (2015) gives examples of how contact can contribute to the process of 

reconciliation. In this it is very important to introduce people to personalities, culture, and 

general lives of the people, people perceive as the ‘other’. Exposing people to the culture, 

traditions, history and perspectives of the ‘other’ will also reduce prejudices and stereotypes 

(McKone, 2015). This can be done through informal activities, such as sports, arts, peace 

education, using the media, building a network etc. These projects are often used when a 

community is not yet ready for a formal dialogue. They hope that this intergroup contact will 

prepare a community for the difficult community dialogue projects.  

 Community dialogue is about bringing people on both sides to a neutral space where 

people can speak freely. It often involves talking about the past and an element of truth-
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telling. It enables people to learn about the experiences and narratives of the ‘other’, with the 

goal of finding a “more inclusive, or even more ambitiously, a common historical narrative” 

(McKone, 2015, p. 22). At the heart of the community dialogues is about transforming people 

and their relationships to other people.  

 Joint development Projects are also often seen as contributing to reconciliation 

(McKone, 2015). These projects focus on designing and implementing a project that is 

beneficial for both groups, mostly focused on economic development. This is beneficial for 

the communities in two ways. First, it establishes positive contact between the communities 

which can lead to intergroup cooperation and trust. Second, these projects benefit the 

economic foundation of the communities (McKone, 2015).  

If these forms of contact between former adversaries actually reduce prejudices and 

stereotypes this will deepen reconciliation and contribute to a sustainable peace (McKone, 

2015).  

The Context of South Sudan 

The above activities are all relevant to the current context in South Sudan, where conflict 

between government and opposition forces, as well as intercommunal violence, continues to 

result in deaths, injuries, and displacement in South Sudan (Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

Therefore, reconciliation is crucial in this context. Transitional justice is an important activity 

within reconciliation because it addresses human rights violations that occurred during the 

conflict and seeks to move towards sustainable peace. In addition, conflict mediation seeks to 

resolve conflicts peacefully. Trauma healing is also key in the context of South Sudan, where 

many people are traumatized by what they experienced during the conflict. Finally, contact 

between communities will change the perspective of the ‘other’, which will ultimately 

contribute to the process of reconciliation. In all of the activities, it is crucial to also include 

women, because of their “social knowledge, conflict expertise, grassroots networks, 

perceptions of femininity, and experiences during war” (Krause et al., 2018, p. 6). 

2.3 The National Level  

The larger part of the reconciliation initiatives happens at the local and subnational levels. 

However, it is also very important to focus on the vertical connection strategies. These 

vertical connection strategies focus on the connection of the local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives with policies and processes at the higher institutional levels 

(Mckone, 2015). Only in this way, reconciliation can become deeply rooted in the country. 

Because reconciliation initiatives at the subnational level “operate within a national 
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framework, or sometimes lack of one, that is largely determined by the political leaders” 

(McKone, 2015, p. 30). According to Mckone (2015), dialogue and training are very 

important in establishing vertical connections. It is important to facilitate discussions with key 

stakeholders about the obstacles to peace. The media can be useful in facilitating this 

(McKone, 2015). The media can be seen as a “less structured, more informal, and highly 

visible dialogue” (McKone, 2015, p. 31). However, in South Sudan, the media is extremely 

precarious (Freepress Unlimited, n.d.). Journalists face intimidation, arrest, and kidnapping. 

Additionally, government-imposed censorship severely hinders their ability to perform their 

duties (Freepress Unlimited, n.d.). However, there are radio stations like Radio Tamazuj that 

strive to broadcast reliable and uncensored information to the South Sudanese population on 

topics such as politics, peacebuilding, and justice (Freepress Unlimited, n.d.). 

  Additionally, advocacy is also very important in establishing vertical connections. 

According to the SSCC (2017), advocacy is about creating peace and harmonious co-

existence between all South Sudanese built from the bottom up by “changing the narrative in 

the country and influencing the opinions of individuals and communities and the policies of 

governments and institutions, both nationally and internationally” (SSCC, 2017, p. 4). 

 Finally, the report In It for the Long Haul highlights that local and subnational 

reconciliation processes should be "structurally linked through resistance or political 

dynamics" (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17) and there should be “symbolic effects of local agency 

on national dynamics” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17). Additionally, it emphasizes that 

local/subnational conflict dynamics should be "part of the national conflict equation" 

(Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17).   

 However, for this link between subnational initiatives and the national level to be 

effective, changes are also needed at the national level. According to Chapman (2009), two 

dimensions are very important for reconciliation at the national level:  

Dimension 1: Transforming Human Relationships  

The first dimension is closely linked to local and subnational reconciliation initiatives, as it 

implies that political and social relations between former adversaries need to be transformed 

so that people are able to live and work together in a social and political atmosphere. For this 

to happen, there must be mutual trust and acceptance (Chapman, 2009). According to Volkan 

(2003, cited in Chapman, 2009) social reconstruction requires a process where former 

adversaries “adjust their primary community identities to eliminate their exclusionary 

character, previously predicated on the existence of an enemy, and thereby diminish the 
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prejudice against, and dehumanization of, member of other groups” (p. 152). Chapman (2009) 

emphasizes that it is not necessary for people from different communities to form personal 

relationships (p. 152). What is needed to work together in a professional, political, and 

institutional environment is different from what is needed for personal social interactions 

(Chapman, 2009). In order to create “a strong sense of shared national identity, affirm ties 

based on a common citizenship, and share a commitment to the legitimacy of political 

institutions” (Chapman, 2009, p. 153), people do not have to like each other.   

 It is very important that women are included in the national-level peace negotiations. 

Evidence shows that women's participation in peace and political processes contributes to 

"more robust democracies and longer-lasting peace" (United Nations Secretary-General, 

2023, p.1). The research of (Krause et al., 2018) states that the participation of women in 

peace negotiations leads to “better accord content, higher agreement implementation rates and 

longer lasting peace” (p. 21). At present, however, this goal remains largely unfulfilled, as 

women are still often excluded from peace negotiations. (United Nations Secretary-General, 

2023). The reconciliation activities mentioned in section 5.2.4, including conflict mediation, 

contact initiatives, trauma healing and transitional justice, can also play a significant role in 

achieving reconciliation at the national level. 

Dimension 2: Renewed Relationship between the State and the Citizens  

The second dimension is very important in establishing the link between the subnational and 

the national level. It states that there needs to be a renewed relationship between the state and 

the citizens of the country. This requires political institutions and processes “that nurture and 

sustain a stable, decent, and equitable society” (Chapman, 2009, p. 151), with a specific focus 

on the rule of law and human rights. This is important because a weak, corrupt or biased 

national government cannot provide the legitimacy that is needed for reconciliation. For this 

reason, post-conflict societies often require fundamental political reforms before 

reconciliation can take place (Chapman, 2009). In the best-case scenario, these political 

reforms will ensure the establishment of national political institutions capable of reducing the 

major divisions in society and adhering to the rule of law and democratic values (Chapman, 

2009). For these reforms to succeed, the inclusion of women is of crucial importance. By 

giving women a voice, the rights and protection of women will be more prominent, thereby 

advancing women's security and promoting greater gender equality in the country (Krause et 

al., 2018; Pankhurst, 2003). Moreover, according to the research of Hudson et al. (2009) the 

higher the gender equality in the country, the more peaceful and secure the country is. 
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However, practice has shown that these political reforms are very difficult to realise. This is 

also the case in South Sudan. The government in South Sudan is composed of a male class of 

military commanders and politicians who have engaged in economic violence to promote 

physical violence at the local and subnational levels (Sharp, 2014). 

Van Tongeren (2022) states that peacebuilding should start from the bottom level. However, 

according to Van Tongeren (2022), subnational peacebuilding has its limits. Lasting peace 

cannot be achieved as long as the national level has unresolved political differences. For 

example, the national government can pass certain laws or organize political violence, which 

can undermine local peace efforts. Therefore, it is important that there is also a national 

mandate, with cooperation between the government and the main bottom-up stakeholders 

(Van Tongeren, 2022). In this cooperation, it is very important that local/subnational 

initiatives remain locally owned by locally respected stakeholders (Van Tongeren, 2022).  

2.4 Conclusion  

In recent decades, bottom-up approaches to peacebuilding have become more prominent. At 

the same time, top-down approaches have come under increasing criticism. However, for 

bottom-up approaches to be effective, there should also be peacebuilding processes at the 

national level. Therefore, it is very important that peacebuilding involves both bottom-up and 

top-down processes simultaneously (Bar-Tal & Bennink, 2004). For this to be effective, 

bottom-up approaches need to be linked to top-down approaches. There is less literature on 

how exactly this link can be established. Therefore, the focus of this thesis will be to 

contribute to the building of theory on how to effectively link the bottom-up and top-down 

approaches to peacebuilding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 
 

3. Methods  
 

3.1 Introduction  

This research is a qualitative study with the aim of investigating how local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives in South Sudan can contribute to the national-level peace process in a 

way that helps solve the fundamental problems related to the communities’ needs for truth-

finding, justice, compensation, structural reforms that will promote human security. Firstly, 

this chapter will describe the methodology used. Secondly, it will describe how the data was 

collected. Thirdly, it will describe how the data was analyzed. Finally, it will discuss the 

limitations and considerations of the methodologies used.  

 This research is the result of a research internship at the Dutch non-governmental 

organization ‘PAX for Peace’. PAX focuses on protecting civilians from war, building 

inclusive peace, and ending armed conflict (PAX, n.d.). PAX (originating from Pax Christi 

and later the Inter-church Council in the Netherlands) began working in Sudan around 1994. 

After South Sudan gained independence in 2011, the PAX Sudan program split into two 

separate programs: Sudan and South Sudan. The South Sudan program operates in eight of the 

original ten states, supporting dozens of local partners with an office in Juba. Its initiatives 

focus on promoting equal opportunities for women, empowering peace leaders, strengthening 

civil courage, and supporting a long-term, church-led Action Plan for Peace to address the 

root causes of conflict in South Sudan (PAX internal communication, May 6). In conflict 

areas PAX's work is guided by two core values: human dignity and solidarity with peace 

activists and victims of war violence (PAX internal communication, May 6). These values 

define their unique approach to peace and security, emphasizing human security and localized 

approaches, with the primary aim of ending armed conflict, protecting civilians, and building 

a peaceful and just society (PAX internal communication, May 6, 2024). 

3.2 Research Design  

A qualitative research design was used to explore how the local and subnational reconciliation 

initiatives could contribute to the national-level peace process in ways that addressed the 

needs of communities. Qualitative research refers to the “meanings, concepts, definitions, 

characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of things” (Berg, 2007, p. 3). Qualitative 

research has an explorative character, aiming to become intimate with the details of a 

particular context (Neuman, 2008). 

  A qualitative research design was appropriate for the purpose of this research because 
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it sought to understand the dynamics of local and subnational reconciliation initiatives in 

South Sudan. This approach was necessary to discover how local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives contributed to changing the context in South Sudan. This could not 

be done in a quantifiable way but required an in-depth study of the concept, specifically local 

and subnational reconciliation in South Sudan. Additionally, the aim of this research was to 

understand the perspectives of the people involved in the reconciliation initiatives. This could 

only be achieved through qualitative research methods. 

  More specifically, this research used a comparative case-study design. According to 

Yin (2009), a case study is used to investigate “a contemporary phenomenon in depth and 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident” (p. 18). A comparative case study in South Sudan provided in-depth 

insights into various local and subnational reconciliation initiatives and their contributions to 

the national-level peace process, generating considerations that could be applied in other 

contexts  

 This research focused on local and subnational reconciliation initiatives in Western 

Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and Eastern Equatoria. Specifically, it examined the peace 

processes in Tambura-Yambio in Western Equatoria, Yei in Central Equatoria, and Kuron, 

and between the Laarim-Didinga and Ibahore-Lohutok in Eastern Equatoria. These cases are 

all connected to the broader national conflict, some to a very different extent than others. The 

cases were selected because these areas have experienced or are currently experiencing 

significant violence linked to national-level conflict dynamics. This situation is also present in 

several other states in South Sudan, like Jonglei and Lake States. These particular cases were 

chosen because PAX has partners working on local and subnational reconciliation initiatives 

in these regions, making them more accessible. At the beginning of the research, it was 

planned to include Upper Nile State in the analysis, but for various reasons, including the 

complexity and sensitivity of the conflict, it was decided to exclude Upper Nile State.  

 This research explored the challenges and successes of the local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives in South Sudan. Understanding these dynamics is crucial to knowing 

exactly where the breakdown for peace in South Sudan is occurring. It is essential to establish 

that local and subnational reconciliation processes are functioning effectively before 

concluding that the issues lie at the national level. If local and subnational reconciliation 

efforts are successful, it would suggest that the disconnect is between the local/subnational 

level and the national level, thus emphasizing the need for researching how local and 

subnational reconciliation initiatives can be linked to the national-level peace process.  
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3.3 Data Collection 

For this research, different data collection methods were used. Both desk research and in-

depth semi-structured interviews were used to answer the research questions.  

  Firstly, in-depth and semi-structured interviews were conducted, to understand how 

actors involved in South Sudan contribute to reconciliation processes that can contribute to 

the national peace process. In addition, in this way, it is possible to find out what works and 

what doesn’t work in the current transitioning context of South Sudan. To bring a more 

specific focus to this research, the choice was made to focus on three specific hotspot areas 

where subnational violence is intermingled with national politics, issues of land, poor 

governance and leadership. The interviewees were all contacted through PAX, relying on a 

network of peacebuilding actors carefully developed and supported by the PAX South Sudan 

program over two decades. This network has been built under challenging circumstances by a 

team of experts with extensive field experience. The interviewees also included people who 

work for PAX, but primarily representatives from local partner organizations. Finally, 

academics who have done a lot of research in South Sudan on the context and reconciliation 

processes were also interviewed. Some of the interviews were done in real life others were 

done through an online video or audio connection. In total, 15 interviews were conducted with 

14 respondents. Respondent 3 was interviewed twice. See Table 1 for an overview of the 

respondents. 

 Secondly, the author was given access to additional internal and confidential 

documents provided by PAX for Peace, which were used to supplement the findings of the 

interviews conducted. Additional documents such as the R-ARCSS document, policy 

documents, and statements from various actors in the South Sudan context were used. The 

documents were mainly used to better understand the peace process at the national level, as 

the focus of the interviews was mainly on the contribution of local and sub-national 

reconciliation initiatives. 

  Finally, the research also drew on knowledge gained during the researcher's internship 

at PAX for Peace. For example, by talking to people in the office who are well versed, 

experienced and aware of contextual developments in South Sudan. During this internship, 

firsthand information about incidents of violence, such as those in Tambura-Yambio, were 

immediately transmitted and used in interview settings, but also in outlining the context in 

South Sudan.  
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Interview 

Designation Affiliation  Sex 

Respondent 1 (R1) PAX HQ Male 

Respondent 2 (R2) PAX HQ Female 

Respondent 3 (R3) PAX South Sudan Male 

Respondent 4 (R4) PAX South Sudan  Female 

Respondent 5 (R5)  

Civil Society, Eastern 

Equatoria  Male 

Respondent 6 (R6) 

Civil Society, Central 

Equatoria Male 

Respondent 7 (R7) 

Church, Eastern 

Equatoria  Male 

Respondent 8 (R8) 

Church, Eastern 

Equatoria  Male 

Respondent 9 (R9) 

Church, Eastern 

Equatoria  Male 

Respondent 10 

(R10)  Academic  Male 

Respondent 11 

(R11)1 PAX HQ Male 

Respondent 12 

(R12) PAX Congo  Male  

Respondent 13 

(R13)  Church  Female  

Respondent 14 

(R14) Church  Female  

Table 1. Affiliation and sex of the interviewees 

3.4 Data Analysis  

All the interviews have been audio-recorded. Most interviews lasted around one hour. All the 

interviews have been transcribed into written text, using verbatim transcription. Verbatim 

transcription refers to the exact replication of the audio-recorded words in written text 

(Halcomb & Davidson, 2006). According to Halcomb & Davidson (2006), verbatim 

transcription is a complicated process, where there is much room for human errors. However, 

it also allows the researcher to get closer to the data, which ensures a better understanding of 

the research subject (Halcom & Davidson, 2006). Therefore, verbatim transcription was still 

chosen in this research.  

  After the verbatim transcription, all the interviews were coded using Atlas.ti. Coding 

in qualitative research enables the data that is collected to be “assembled, categorized and 

thematically sorted, providing an organized platform for the construction of meaning” 

 
1 The interview with R11 will not be explicitly used in the analysis but provided background information on the 

situation in Sudan. 
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(Williams & Moser, 2019, p. 45). There are three phases in the coding process: open coding, 

axial coding and selective coding. ‘Open coding’ refers to the initial process of expressing the 

data in the form of broad concepts and themes. What data is collected and how it is presented 

is critical to the research (William & Moser, 2019). Subsequently, ‘axial coding’ further 

“refines, aligns and categorizes” (William & Moser, 2019, p. 50) the themes created generated 

by ‘open coding’. The ultimate goal of ‘axial coding’ is to develop core codes, which emerge 

by identifying relationships between the open codes. The third and final stage of the coding 

process is ‘selective coding’. This phase prioritises selecting and integrating “categories of 

organized data from axial coding in cohesive and meaning-filled expressions” (William & 

Moser, 2019, p. 52). The goal is to eventually be able to elaborate on or formulate the main 

story of the case. This is done by further refining the data, selecting a major theme, and then 

systematically linking it to the other categories (William & Moser, 2019). In the open coding 

phase, a total of 211 codes were initially identified. During the subsequent axial coding phase, 

this number was reduced to 135 codes. In the final stage of selective coding, these codes were 

divided into 19 categories. After the selective coding, a few more codes were added, bringing 

the total number of codes to 143. An overview of these codes and their associated categories 

is presented in Appendix 1. These main categories are the starting point for the data analysis 

(chapter 5). 

3.5 Limitations and Considerations  

Focusing on a single case limits the generalizability of the research. When conducting case 

study research, the focus is on understanding a particular context. Therefore, the purpose of 

this research is not to generalize it to other contexts (Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  However, 

a case study provides a rich contextualization where it is possible to truly understand the 

complexity of social phenomena (Duff, 2006). This allows the research to serve as a guide for 

similar contexts or for building theory (Duff, 2006). 

  In addition, it is very important to be aware that both the positionality of the researcher 

and the participants shape the research process (Bourke, 2014). The identity of the researcher 

can influence how the experiences of the subjects are accounted for, as well as the researcher's 

own perspective. Additionally, participants also make meaning of their experiences (Bourke, 

2014). This will be reflected in the results of the research. Therefore, it is essential to take a 

reflective stance on your own work, and be in a “continuing mode of self-analysis” (Bourke, 

2014, p. 2).  

  Finally, all interviewees were contacted through the PAX for Peace network. In total, 
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14 people working in the field and with extensive knowledge of local and sub-national 

reconciliation processes in South Sudan were interviewed. Guest et al (2006) state that 

interview saturation occurs within the first twelve interviews. Based on this, the goal of this 

research was to conduct approximately 12 interviews. This was achieved. However, since all 

interviewees were PAX for Peace staff, partners in South Sudan, or contacted through the 

PAX for Peace network, this may introduce a particular bias, as the participants might share 

certain perspectives and experiences. This can potentially limit the diversity of insights. To 

mitigate this bias, an attempt was made to include as many different people, with different 

perspectives, as possible. For example, PAX staff in the Netherlands, PAX staff in South 

Sudan, people who work for local CSOs on the ground, people who work for church dioceses 

in South Sudan, and people who work for the church on the national level.  
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4. Background South Sudan  
 

There will be a brief overview of the context in South Sudan. First, an overview of the 

colonization of Sudan by the British Empire. Secondly, the civil wars between North and 

South Sudan will be discussed. Thirdly, it will focus on the civil war in South Sudan. Fourth, 

the peace agreements will be discussed. Finally, it will focus on past reconciliation initiatives 

in South Sudan and how they have influenced current initiatives. 

4.1 Colonization of Sudan by the British Empire 

In 2011 South Sudan became an independent country. Before that, the now Republic of South 

Sudan and Sudan were one country. They had been under British/Egyptian rule since 1890. 

However, Egypt's influence became much smaller during the 20th century (Collins, 2008). 

During this colonial period, until 1946, the North and the South were governed as two 

separate regions. Interaction between the North and the South was restricted. In 1920 the 

‘Southern Policy’ was introduced. There were three elements of the ‘Southern Policy’ – 

marginalisation of the South, disparities in education, and uneven development (Sefa-Nyarko, 

2016). In 1946, the British colonizers removed this ‘Southern Policy’, and merged the 

Northern and Southern part of Sudan into one administrative legislation, to prepare the 

country for independence. The British colonizers were convinced that Southern Sudan had to 

be included in a unified Sudan, otherwise it would have reoriented itself towards the East of 

Africa (LeRiche et al., 2013). At a conference in June 1947, the British Civil Secretary 

explained that Southern Sudan “must turn more to the North rather than to Uganda and Congo 

because of its history, and by accidents of geography, river transport and so on” (LeRiche et 

al., 2013, p. 10). However, the British colonizers ignored the differences in development and 

did not guarantee the protection of the interests and representation of the Southern Sudanese 

before this independence (Johnson, 2011).  

4.2 Civil Wars between the North and the South 

During the colonial period, Britain classified the many groups that were present in Southern 

Sudan according to ethnicity and pitted them against each other. They exploited existing 

tensions for their own colonial control (Craze, 2021). After independence, the North was 

ready to continue British policies and use “the south as a backyard from which resources and 

labour could be extracted” (Craze, 2021, p. 2). A year before Sudan became independent, in 

1955, a civil war broke out (Poggo, 2008). The South wanted more autonomy because they 

feared that the North would soon dominate them after independence due to the North's 
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“cultural, religious, and political hegemony” (Sefa-Nyarko, 2016, p. 15). During this period, 

exiled politicians and southerners with military training intensified their efforts to launch a 

rebellion. They formed the Anya-Nya rebel movement and strengthened their military 

capabilities (Rolandsen, 2011). Their actions, combined with severe retaliation by the 

Sudanese government, led to an escalation of violence in 1963 and 1964. Rolandsen (2011) 

states that this was the official start of the first civil war in Sudan. They fought against the 

Sudanese government in Khartoum. The first civil war lasted until 1972, the year in which the 

Addis Ababa peace agreement was signed (Le Riche et al., 2013). The agreement stipulated 

that the South would gain considerable autonomy and a share of natural resources (Liaga, 

2019).  

  However, in 1978 large oil fields were discovered in the South of Sudan. This again 

increased tensions. The government in Khartoum wanted a share of these oil fields and 

therefore started to violate the Addis Ababa peace agreement (LeRiche et al., 2013). In 

addition, in 1983, in the context of the Arab revolution, Nimeiri, the president of Sudan, tried 

to impose Sharia law on the whole of Sudan. In doing so, he singly revoked the Addis Ababa 

Agreement (Liaga, 2019). This led to the beginning of the second civil war in Sudan, which 

lasted between 1983 and 2005. Dr. John Garang, a former Anya-Nya soldier, formed the 

SPLA, which was now the largest insurgent group in Southern Sudan fighting the government 

forces (LeRiche et al., 2013). In 1989 Omar-Al-Bashir became the new president of Sudan, as 

the result of a bloody coup (Liaga, 2019). In 1991, the SPLA split up into two different 

factions. A faction led by Dr. John Garang and a faction led by Dr. Riek Machar. This 

division resulted in the deaths of thousands of civilians from the two main ethnic groups in 

South Sudan, Dr. John Garang's Dinka and Dr. Riek Machar's Nuer (Liaga, 2019). Ethnicity 

was not the only reason for this division, but it definitely became a major issue (Ashworth, 

2014). In the years that followed, the two factions fought each other as well as the Al Bashir 

regime (LeRiche et al., 2013).  

  On January 9, 2005, the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed after 

twenty-two years of conflict. The CPA entailed that Southern Sudan would be given 

autonomy for six years, after which there would be a referendum to decide whether Southern 

Sudan would become fully independent (Sefa-Nyarko, 2016). Following the death of John 

Garang on July 30th 2005, Salva Kiir, leader of the SPLM – the political wing of the SPLA – 

was appointed as Sudan's first vice-president and as the president of the autonomous Southern 

Sudan region (De Waal, 2014). In 2011, when Southern Sudan became independent, he 

became the first president of the newly established nation of South Sudan (De Waal, 2014). 
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However, this separation process failed to address several fundamental issues that contributed 

to the lack of trust between different groups in the South. The focus was mainly on the 

relations between the North and the South and not so much on the “frozen and cold relations 

among different ethnicities in the South” (Nyadera, 2018, p. 60).  

4.3 The Civil War in South Sudan  

The years of marginalization ensured that South Sudan had “poor infrastructure, low human 

capital, limited financial resources, weak civilian and security institutions” (Agwanda & Asal, 

2020, p. 126). These conditions were exacerbated by the high levels of corruption in the 

government, and animosities between the political leaders and ethnic identities became deeply 

rooted in society (Agwanda & Asal, 2020). Two years after independence, in December 2013, 

President Salva Kiir (Dinka) accused Vice President Riek Machar (Nuer) of plotting a coup 

(Agwanda & Asal, 2020). These political struggles led to a bloody civil war in South Sudan. 

Vice President Riek Machar became the leader of the SPLM in opposition (SPLM-IO) (De 

Vries & Schomerus, 2017). It is important to note that ethnicity is not a direct cause of the 

conflict, but both the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO have exploited ethnic differences for their 

own ends (Agwanda & Asal, 2020). The outbreak of the civil war in 2013 led to several 

regional conflicts that took on different manifestations at the local level, such as interethnic 

conflicts, resource conflicts over land and cattle, and inter-communal conflicts (Van 

Leeuwen, 2009; Turunen, 2017). This makes it a multi-level conflict, with both conflicts 

related to conventional parties and inter-communal violence (UNMISS HRD, 2023). The 

South Sudanese government claims that the inter-communal violence has no connection to the 

civil war that started in 2013. However, this narrative ignores “that conflicts in South Sudan 

are caused by ethnopolitical wrangling and competition amongst the elite over access to 

power and financial resources and driven by a winner-takes-all mentality that is critical to 

winning zero-sum politics” (Chagutah, 2023, South Sudan’s conflicts). According to De Vries 

(cited in Verhoeven, 2016), all the causes of local, regional and national conflicts are 

interlinked through interests, actors, etc. Therefore, it is not possible to talk about ‘the 

conflict’ in South Sudan because it does not exist.  

4.4 Peace Agreements  

In 2015, the first peace agreement in South Sudan was signed, the Agreement on the 

Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan (ARCSS). ARCSS was signed 

between the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO (Liaga, 2019). The peace agreement called for the 

establishment of the Transitional Government of National Unity (TGoNU), the return of 
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Machar, who fled the country after the outbreak of war in 2013, and the formulation of a 

monitoring and evaluation mechanism (Liaga, 2019). However, in July 2016 there was 

another outbreak of conflict between SPLM-IG and SPLM-IO in Juba, South Sudan, that was 

similar to the outbreak in 2013 (Liaga, 2019). The breakdown of the ARCSS resulted in large-

scale violence in other regions of South Sudan, including Upper Nile, Greater Equatoria, and 

Western Bahr al Ghazal. This caused “thousands of more deaths and over 2.3 million people 

displaced” (Agwanda & Asal, 2020, p. 131). According to De Vries & Schomerus (2017), the 

framing of the situation in South Sudan as an ethnically motivated conflict between two 

groups has influenced the steps taken towards peace. It implies that everyone in South Sudan 

falls in one of the two groups. That is why the focus of the international community has been 

on forcing a deal between the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO. However, this fails to take into 

account the grievances of the communities, such as the lack of services, the violence between 

cattle herders and farmers, and the longing for substantive decentralization and inclusive 

governance (De Vries & Schomerus, 2017).  

 In 2018, the Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic 

of South Sudan (R-ARCSS) was signed. However, R-ARCSS also contributes to the 

empowerment of the military and political leaders in Juba and doesn’t take into account the 

needs of the communities. In R-ARCSS it is stipulated that the centralized regime appoints 

the state governors and even county commissioners (Craze & Marko, 2022). This process can 

also be imagined as “the killing of the grassroots in South Sudan” (Marko, 2022, p. 4). This is 

because it ensures that all decisions are made in Juba, which is not in line with, and often 

hostile to, local interests (Craze & Marko, 2022).  According to Marko (2022), R-ARCSS 

causes the grassroots, local community leaders and traditional authorities, etc. to lose their 

relevance or cease to exist in contrast to the situation before the R-ARCSS. This also impacts 

the feasibility of any traditional peacebuilding initiatives (Marko, 2022). The ongoing conflict 

demonstrates the weakness of the R-ARCSS, it lacks inclusivity, justice, reconciliation and 

healing and is fuelled by the interplay between national and local conflicts (PAX internal 

communication, April 23, 2024). The conflict following the signing of the R-ARCSS was 

mostly between government forces and non-signatories of the R-ARCSS. There has also been 

a worrying increase in inter-communal conflict.  

 Between January 2020 and 2022, negotiations were held between the government and 

the holdout groups involved, mediated by the church through the Community of Sant’Egidio 

in Rome (Magara & Pospisil, 2024). Mediation was stalled in 2022 without reaching a 

conclusive agreement (Magara & Pospisil, 2024). The ceasefires and security arrangements 
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that were signed were never implemented due to the South Sudanese government’s failure to 

commit and ongoing divisions within the umbrella organizations of the holdout groups, which 

stemmed from their differing and shifting political priorities (Magara & Pospisil, 2024). In 

2023, Salva Kiir asked Kenyan President William Ruto to take over the negotiations. On the 

10th of May, 2024 the Tumaini (‘hope’ in Swahili) Peace initiative for South Sudan officially 

started in Nairobi (Lekshmi, 2024). It seems unlikely that the Tumaini process, hosted by 

Kenya, will bring lasting peace to South Sudan (Magara & Pospisil, 2024; Lekshmi, 2024; 

Oluoch, 2024). This is because it is yet another top-down initiative that does not include 

grassroots initiatives (Lekshmi, 2024). Additionally, Magara & Pospisil (2024) argue that the 

Tumaini Peace Initiative primarily benefits the political leaders, allowing them to generate 

international goodwill and financial support for the upcoming elections by presenting 

themselves as peacemakers. According to the roadmap of the peace agreement, elections 

should be held in 2024, but the prerequisites for elections outlined in the R-ARCSS have not 

been met. These include among others the establishment of a permanent constitution to 

replace the transitional constitution, an updated census (the most recent one is from 2008), the 

implementation of transitional justice mechanisms (Chapter V), and the completion of the 

security arrangements (Chapter II) (Demissie, 2024; PAX internal communication, April 23, 

2024). This is likely to ensure a contested election or another extension, with far-reaching 

consequences for the stability of South Sudan and its people (Demissie, 2024).  

4.5 History of Reconciliation Initiatives in South Sudan  

There is a long history of reconciliation initiatives in South Sudan. The Wunlit People-to-

People Reconciliation Conference in 1999 between the Dinka and Nuer communities was an 

important and successful conference that has been documented, and became well known to 

foreigners also. People-to-people processes like Wunlit, serve as a model for peace and 

reconciliation agreements for coexistence between communities in South Sudan. The process 

focused on six elements: building trust, storytelling, using traditional peacebuilding 

techniques, the community as the primary actor in peacebuilding, symbolism and imagery, 

and truth (Ashworth, 2014). This focus, combined with the “credibility and moral authority of 

the church” (Ashworth, 2014, p. 87) and years of patient preparation, ensured the success of 

this conference.  

 The conference was initiated by the New Sudan Council of Churches (NSCC), which 

was founded in 1989-1990, by the late emeritus Bishop Paride Taban. The NSCC failed to 

bring together John Garang and Riek Machar, which is why they decided to focus on building 
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peace from the grassroots (Ashworth, 2014). The church as a primary actor has had 

longstanding experience with peacebuilding initiatives at the grassroots levels and addressing 

the root causes of conflict (PAX internal communication, March 19, 2024). The focus of the 

Wunlit conference was on communities in conflict, rather than on political and military 

groups. The conference, however, was backed by the SPLM/A (Santschi, 2014). The 

conference was truly a community effort, 2,000 people gathered in an active war zone, 

preceded by a long and deep preparation process that mobilized and prepared communities in 

advance (PAX internal communication, April 23, 2024). The conference included women, 

youth, chiefs, elders, spiritual leaders, intellectuals and members of the diaspora (Santschi, 

2014). In the conference, there were dialogues, negotiations, reconciliation and forgiveness. 

People sat together and discussed their grievances (Santschi, 2014). After the conference, 

conflicts between the communities ceased, abductions ended, and people who were abducted 

were returned. The communities began to share pasture and water, and trade resumed. 

(Santschi, 2014). When this conference ended with a signed peace agreement, the people-to-

people process also moved to other areas in South Sudan. For example, to the East Bank in 

Waat (October 1999) and Liliir (May 2000). In these areas, it wasn’t possible to make a 

similar clear-cut resolution as in Wunlit, because the situation was much more complicated, 

because of the many different groups involved and different political considerations 

(Ashworth, 2014). However, progress was made here as well.  

 According to Ashworth (2014), it is important to realize that peacebuilding in South 

Sudan is not based on “successful one-off peace conferences, but on a long process.” (p. 7). 

After the success of Wunlit, hundreds of these people-to-people processes have been carried 

out throughout what is now South Sudan. However, what was initially an indigenous process, 

is now often taken over by external agents (Santschi, 2014). This is often without success 

because they lack the authority of the church or local key actors like chiefs (Ashworth, 2014; 

PAX internal communication, April 23, 2024). In addition, external agents often neglect the 

key components of the people-to-people process (Ashworth, 2014). It is very important that a 

peace process is not time-tabled, if it is necessary the process has to be allowed to continue 

for years. Most of the NGOs and international community do not provide this, in contrast to 

the church that is in it for the long haul (Ashworth, 2014). In addition, the church and faith-

based organizations will not leave when conflict breaks out, contrary to the other NGOs who 

then follow their security policy evacuation plans (PAX internal communication, June 13, 

2024).  

 A good example of this is the Action Plan for Peace (APP), an ecumenical, nationwide 
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initiative led by the South Sudan Council of Churches (SSCC) since 2015. The South Sudan 

Council of Churches (SSCC) plays an important role in reconciliation in South Sudan. The 

SSCC is an organization that comprises seven member churches and associate churches in 

South Sudan (Global Ministries, n.d.). The SSCC aims to strengthen the Inter-Church 

Committees (ICCs) at all levels, including the grassroots level (SSCC, 2023). ICCs are 

formed at various grassroots levels for specific geographical areas and consist of 

representatives of various Christian churches in that area (SSCC, n.d.). The APP is a church-

led, home-grown process that aims to address the root causes of conflict in South Sudan and 

achieve long-term conflict transformation. It aims to complement the technical peace 

agreements between the two main factions, which do not address reconciliation and trauma 

healing after decades of war. The initiative focuses on dialogue and neutral forum work that 

brings together the many armed groups that are not part of the peace agreement, and it 

strengthens inter-church and inter-religious peace dialogue to prevent the church from 

becoming divided as well (PAX internal communication, June 13, 2024). This is a critical 

foundation for working towards a sustainable reconciliation process at the national level. The 

APP focuses on four pillars: Advocacy, Reconciliation and Trauma Healing, and Neutral 

Forums bringing together armed actors in neutral space (PAX internal communication, March 

19, 2024). The APP envisions “A peaceful, prosperous, and reconciled South Sudan built on 

inclusive citizen engagement at all levels” (SSCC, 2023, p. 2). The church is uniquely 

positioned to play a leading role in this, because it has the availability to create free spaces, 

even between warring parties. In addition, it can reach a lot of South Sudanese people because 

of their regional and local structures (SSCC, 2023). 

 There has also been a national-level process that has the potential to help lay the 

groundwork for a national-level reconciliation process, known as the National Dialogue 

Process, initiated by Salva Kiir in 2017. The aim of the National Dialogue process was to start 

a bottom-up national dialogue process, to reconcile South Sudanese and address the legacies 

of the many conflicts in South Sudan. For political leaders, it is a way to present oneself as a 

peacemaker and statesman (Deng & Mohandis, 2021). In the end, however, all reconciliation 

initiatives initiated at the national level were truncated or shelved. This is because the political 

actors are afraid that by opening the space for dialogue and reconciliation, they might "open a 

Pandora's box of grievances" (Deng & Mohandis, 2021, p. 11), between the communities. 

They fear that this will ultimately have consequences for their position.  
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5. Data Analysis  
 

The main goal of the Data Analysis is to formulate an answer to the main research question 

from this thesis:  

Under what conditions can local and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan 

contribute to the national peace process? And how can these local and subnational 

reconciliation processes help address the fundamental problems related to the communities’ 

needs? 

To achieve this, the ideas presented in the different interviews will be analyzed and discussed. 

This chapter will be divided into three different sections: (1) Local and Subnational 

reconciliation processes (2) National-level peace process (3) Linking Levels.  

5.1 Local and Subnational Reconciliation Processes  

This section discusses the main features, objectives and challenges of the reconciliation 

initiatives in Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria and Eastern Equatoria. First, a summary of 

the conflict dynamics and reconciliation initiatives will be provided for each case. Secondly, 

various conditions and lessons for successful reconciliation initiatives will be outlined, based 

on insights from peace practitioners working at the local and subnational levels in South 

Sudan. Finally, the challenges faced by local and subnational reconciliation initiatives in 

South Sudan will also be discussed. 

5.1.1 The Cases  

First, a table is provided that gives an overview of all the cases discussed in this research. 

Following this, the conflict dynamics and reconciliation efforts for each case will be 

examined in more detail. To better understand the cases, a brief review of the different levels 

of administrative division in South Sudan will be conducted. South Sudan is divided into ten 

states, the highest level of administrative division. Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and 

Eastern Equatoria are examples of these states. Each state is further divided into counties; for 

instance, Tambura, Yambio, and Yei are counties within these states. Within the counties, 

there are payams, and the smallest administrative units are bomas, such as Kuron, which are 

typically villages, blocks, or wards (Liaga, 2019). 
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State Reconciliation 

Processes and 

Dialogues 

Short Summary  

Western-

Equatoria 

Tambura-

Yambio 

(2023/2024) 

Conflict Dynamics:  The conflict in Tambura-Yambio is 

primarily between the Azande and Balande communities. 

The renewal of conflict in 2016 between the SPLM-IG 

and SPLM-IO that resulted in widespread unrest across 

South Sudan, has exacerbated tensions in the Tambura-

Yambio area. The Azande community is allied with the 

SPLM-IG, while the Balanda community is allied with 

the SPLM-IO. 

 

Reconciliation efforts: A peace conference between the 

Azande and Balanda communities was planned for March 

18, 2024 in Tambura-Yambio. However, due to political 

interference from the national level this peace conference 

was cancelled. The SSCC, through its Interchurch 

Committee (ICC) on the ground, is currently holding new 

consultations to find a way forward for the peace 

conference.  

Central 

Equatoria  

Yei (2023/2024)  Conflict Dynamics: When war broke out on July 8, 2016, 

Dr. Riek Machar used Mukaya as one of the escape 

routes. Because of this, Mukaya Payam became a hideout 

for SPLA-IO, National Salvation Front (NAS) and the 

South Sudan Democratic Movement (SSDM). This 

created tensions between the communities living in this 

area.  

 

Reconciliation efforts: The reconciliation efforts in this 

area focused on community dialogue, peacebuilding and 

conflict transformation training, and trauma healing. 

Finally, a traditional land cleansing ceremony was held. 

Eastern 

Equatoria  

Kuron (2004-

now) 

Conflict Dynamics:  The conflict in Kuron primarily 

involves cattle raiding and child abduction among the 

Toposa, Jie, Nyangatom, and Murle communities. 

Specifically, tensions exist between the Toposa and Jie, 

the Toposa and Nyangatom, and the Jie and Murle groups 

(Christian Aid, 2018). Between August and September 

2017, after several years of relative stability, violent 

conflict resumed, particularly between the Murle and Jie. 

 

Reconciliation efforts: Since 2004, Holy Trinity Peace 

Village (HTPVK) focusses on mending broken 

relationships and building trust between the different 

communities. Later, the focus also shifted to “deeper 

needs linked to both individual and collective 

development and reconciliation” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 

32).  
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Table 2. Summary of the cases  

 

Tambura-Yambio: Western Equatoria State  

Conflict Dynamics: The conflict in Tambura-Yambio is primarily between the Azande and 

the Balanda communities. R14 states that the conflict in Tambura-Yambio is really “a conflict 

of identity” (R14). Both the Azande and Balanda communities feel that they are the owners of 

Tambura-Yambio. R14 explains that prior to the 2016 rebellion, there were tensions over 

political leadership between the communities in Tambura and Yambio. However, the 2016 

rebellion across South Sudan exacerbated tensions in this area, resulting in an outbreak of 

violence. Some of the communities joined the SPLM-IO and others joined the SPLM-IG 

(R14). People from Tambura Yambio told R14 that they are fighting due to the leadership in 

Juba negatively influencing them to turn against each other. R12 and R14 explain that there 

are also spill-over risks from armed groups in neighbouring countries, such as Chad, Congo 

and the Central African Republic. For example, the Mbororo nomads from Congo (R12). R14 

also explains that there are also links with these armed groups from the neighbouring 

countries. As a result, people in Tambura and Yambio have access to ammunition, which 

 Ibahore-Lohutok 

(2021)   

Conflict Dynamics: The conflict between the Ibahore and 

Lohutok began in 2017. The conflict started when some 

people claimed that others were farming on their land 

near the border. This led to tensions and attacks 

 

Reconciliation Efforts: In 2021, the peace process was 

initiated by the South Sudan Council of Churches (SSCC) 

and the Catholic Diocese of Torit, with support of PAX 

South Sudan. First, there were consultations with both 

communities and their leaders. After the consultations, 

one grand community dialogue and reconciliation was 

conducted, it lasted for three days.  

 Laarim-Didinga 

(2024)  

Conflict Dynamics: The conflict between the Laarim and 

the Didinga in Eastern Equatoria is a traditional one, 

resulting from competition for grazing land and water, 

and has been going on for a long time. However, it 

became worse when the people got access to ammunition. 

 

Reconciliation Efforts: The peace meeting initiative 

originated from the communities themselves. The 

Catholic Diocese of Torit, County Authority, and National 

and State MPs organized consultations that sparked the 

inter-communal dialogue between the Laarim and 

Didinga communities in Eastern Equatoria. The dialogue 

protocol allowed both communities to address their pain, 

anger, and grievances. 
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exacerbates the conflict in Tambura-Yambio.  

  The royal clan of the Azande, the Azande Avongara elite, centered around Jemma 

Nuna Kumba, the speaker of South Sudan’s Transitional National Legislative Assembly 

(TNLA), is allied with the SPLM-IG (Craze, 2023). The Azande Avongara elite are 

attempting to remove Futuyo as governor of Western Equatoria State (Craze, 2023). Futuyo is 

of mixed Azande and Balanda descent, but after fierce opposition from Jemma Nuna Kumba, 

Futuyo repositioned himself as a Balanda ethno-nationalist. He belongs to the SPLM-IO and 

was appointed by Riek Machar (Craze, 2023). Since 2021, the politics in Western Equatoria 

has become increasingly ethnized. The Azanda Avongara elite effectively transposed political 

tensions between the SPLM-IG and SPLM-IO onto the ethnic division between the Azande 

and Balanda (Craze, 2023). This caused an outbreak of violence in Western Equatoria 

between the Azande and Balanda communities (Craze, 2023). In recent months, tensions 

escalated again. The church stepped in to reconcile the two communities, and a peace 

conference was scheduled for the 18th of March 2024. However, this peace conference was 

cancelled at the last minute, due to the resurgence of violence. This was due to tensions 

among the political elite (R3). The commissioner of Tambura wrote a letter in Juba that the 

conference would not take place. However, the governor (Futuyo) stated that this was not 

correct and that he himself wanted to attend (has not yet been authenticated) (R3). R14 adds 

that the political leaders are afraid this conference will expose their contributions to the 

violence in the Tambura-Yambio area. With the upcoming elections, they fear losing their 

constituency. This shows that some questionable activities are happening between some of the 

Balanda elites and Azande elites in the government. This caused a renewal of inter-communal 

conflict, where people are being killed and being displaced (R3). In the case of Tambura-

Yambio, it is clear that policies at the national level have a major impact on conflict dynamics 

at the local and subnational levels. 

Reconciliation efforts: In 2021, there was a high-level solidarity visit by church leaders from 

the SSCC, including the current Cardinal of the Catholic Church in South Sudan. The church 

leaders went to the communities to talk to the people, to pray with them, to eat with them, and 

to find out if they were ready for reconciliation (community consultation). This showed that 

people were ready to talk to each other and start living together again.  

  A peace conference between the Azande and Balanda communities was planned for 

March 18, 2024, in Tambura-Yambio. The peace conference would include an ecumenical 

prayer, where people from different ethnic groups would come together and join in prayer, 
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including traditional rituals. In addition, people were to be taken through a trauma-healing 

process. However, as previously outlined, this peace conference was cancelled.  

 The SSCC, through its Interchurch Committee (ICC) on the ground, is currently 

holding new consultations to find a way forward for the peace conference (R14). R14 

explained that the SSCC needs to review its strategies and ensure that the latest insights from 

the field are incorporated and a new approach is developed to move the process forward in 

Tambura-Yambio. However, achieving this will be challenging due to the strong resistance 

from political leaders who are reluctant to allow the peace conference to take place, because 

of their vested interests. R13 and R14 explain that the communities on the ground on the other 

hand are highly open to dialogue because they are the ones suffering from the conflict. 

However, these communities are vulnerable, they are not able to fend for themselves, so when 

they receive money from the political elite, they will start the conflict afresh (R13). 

Government forces intervened to stabilize the situation in Tambura-Yambio, and according to 

R14, it is now calm. The government has also disarmed many of the communities. R14 

explains that this creates an environment conducive to dialogue. However, when the army 

withdraws, this can change dramatically. Therefore, R14 stresses the importance of building 

trust so that the current environment remains calm, and dialogue can take place. The SSCC 

has already tried to hold a joint consultation with both communities, but the Azande refused. 

R13 stresses that it is therefore important to keep talking to both communities and the political 

elite in Juba in the coming months to find out why the conference didn't happen and what is 

needed to restart the process. 

Yei: Central Equatoria State  

Conflict Dynamics: In Yei, there have been a lot of community conflicts, especially within 

communities. Most of the conflicts are connected to the politicians at the national level. At the 

moment in Yei, there is no serious fighting among communities. But there are still tensions 

within the communities. These tensions exist because some children are part of SPLM/A and 

other children are part of the National Salvation Front (NAS) or the SPLM-IO (R6). The main 

goal of NAS is to remove Salva Kiir from office and establish a federalist state (NAS, 2020; 

Radio Tamazuj, 2024). 

  Mukaya payam: is located 10 miles away from Yei. When war broke out on July 8, 

2016, Dr. Riek Machar used Mukaya as one of the escape routes. Because of this, Mukaya 

Payam became a hideout for SPLA-IO, NAS and the South Sudan Democratic Movement 

(SSDM) (PAX, 2024). The Dimu I, Dimu II, Soka and Lorekga Bomas were all occupied by 
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the different armed groups (PAX, 2024). The armed groups claimed responsibility and 

ownership of the civilians in the boma they controlled. Because of this occupation, the 

civilians did not get any information from the other side, so the civilians started to accuse 

each other. This created hatred among the civilians. All of the Mukaya community abandoned 

their place and started living within Yei town in displacement camps, Atende and Jezira, 

based on the division created by the armed groups in Mukaya (PAX, 2024). In 2022, 

RECONCILE started a reconciliation process.  

Reconciliation efforts: RECONCILE started a reconciliation process in Mukaya. The first step 

was to give peacebuilding and conflict transformation training. In addition, there was also a 

community dialogue for peaceful coexistence. RECONCILE also conducted training in 

trauma healing and awareness (PAX, 2024). The outcome of these trainings was that the two 

IDP camps have reconciled and can now visit each other. After that, it was important to 

ensure that the people could return home. But before that could happen, a traditional land 

cleansing ceremony was necessary. This was necessary because all the communities believed 

that the land was cursed. The land was cursed because of the powerful individuals in the 

armed forces, and there has been a lack of traditional and cultural norms and customs. In 

addition, there has also been competition for resources among local communities and those 

from outside the area, leading to conflict. In January 2024, this cleansing ceremony, with the 

objectives to facilitate a safe return of people from Yei, Juba and refugee camps to Mukaya 

and to provide space for participants to reconcile and forge forgiveness. This succeeded. 

Many of the people in the IDP camps have returned to Mukaya. The communities forgave 

their past mistakes and promised not to engage in ‘politics of division’ (PAX, 2024). In 

addition, the pastoralists were also evicted from Mukaya to avoid renewed conflict with the 

farmers. Finally, the former chief, who was accused of collaborating with the pastoralists, was 

removed and a new one was appointed.  

Kuron: Eastern Equatoria State  

Conflict dynamics: The conflict in Kuron primarily involves cattle raiding and child 

abduction among the Toposa, Jie, Nyangatom, and Murle communities. Specifically, tensions 

exist between the Toposa and Jie, the Toposa and Nyangatom, and the Jie and Murle groups 

(Christian Aid, 2018). Between August and September 2017, after several years of relative 

stability, violent conflict resumed, particularly between the Murle and Jie (R5). The Murle are 

considered child abductors by other communities. The Toposa and Jie are perceived by other 

communities as cattle raiders (Christian Aid, 2018). These “community stereotypes and 
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expectations play into cycles of violence” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 32). Insecurity in the 

region in 2016/2017 forced many people in the region to leave, this caused a weakening of 

local leadership and community structures, including the churches  (Christian Aid, 2018). In 

addition, “the remoteness of the region, the complete absence of official administration linked 

to central government and interference of wider nationally linked conflicts” (Christian Aid, 

2018, p. 32), makes building peace in the region even more difficult. R5 explains how the 

conflicts in Kuron in a certain period of time were also linked to the wider nationally linked 

conflict. He gives an example of a rebellion in 2013 by David Yau Yau, who is a Murle. He 

rebelled against the government and got support. He mobilized his community to fight the 

government. As a reaction, the national leaders of the Toposa mobilized the Toposa because 

the rebellion felt like an immediate attack on the Toposa (R5). This led to fighting between 

the Murle and Toposa. Following a successful mediation process, David Yau Yau and the 

government reconciled in 2014, and he became part of the national government. But with a 

national peace process that remains highly unstable and a lack of political will to implement 

the prerequisites of the agreement, this can lead to all sorts of political maneuvering including 

defections whereby generals shift from one position to the other (PAX internal 

communication, July 8, 2024). 

Reconciliation efforts: Before 1998, the Greater Upper Nile region was separated from 

Eastern Equatoria by the Kuron River. In that year, Bishop Paride Taban constructed a bridge 

to link the two regions (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, May 12, 2024). 

To safeguard the bridge, particularly from cattle raiding, eighty-one families from the Toposa, 

Jie, Murle, Nyangatom, and Kachipo communities chose to settle nearby (Christian Aid, 

2018; PAX internal communication, May 12, 2024). This settlement became the foundation of 

Kuron Peace Village. In 2004, Bishop Paride Tarban officially founded the Holy Trinity 

Peace Village Kuron (HTPVK). Currently, HTPVK has 10 square kilometers of land 

allocated and is located in Kapoeta East County, Eastern Equatoria (Christian Aid, 2018). 

  Initially, the focus was on mending broken relationships and building trust between 

the different communities. This was done by addressing common livelihood, education and 

health needs. One way this was done was through a joint agricultural project (Christian Aid, 

2018). Afterwards, the focus shifted to “deeper needs linked to both individual and collective 

development and reconciliation” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 32). Examples of this are programs 

of cultural activity, vocational training and chaplaincy. In addition, HTPVK also coordinates 

Joint Peace Teams. These holistic peace methods are working, as cattle raiding and conflicts 
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between local tribes have greatly diminished, health methods have increased, and interest in 

education has grown (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, May 12, 2024).  

  In December 2020: HTPVK facilitated a gathering of community leaders from four 

antagonistic communities of Toposa, Jie, Murle and Kachipo in a peace forum meeting 

coinciding with a local cultural reconciliatory event dubbed ‘Nyeboli’ at Nabwel-Angakinei 

village near Kuron peace village in Kapoeta East County in Eastern Equatoria state. These 

community leaders have been in discord and their communities have initially engaged in 

bloody cattle raiding and child abduction practices and perceived each other as enemies. The 

leaders pledged to work together and amicably resolve conflicts between their communities to 

consolidate peaceful coexistence and harmony (R5). There was also a breakthrough between 

the Jie and Toposa in 2021. Additionally, despite unstable relations between the Murle and 

Toposa, progress is being made in reconciliation. For example, Murle children are studying in 

Kuron schools and Toposa youth are buying cattle in Murle territory (R5). 

  Because of the activities of HTPVK, there is now a certain environment of 

surveillance and opposition to some unfavourable cultural practices. However, there is still no 

law and order or government policy. Kuron is regarded as "a laboratory for South Sudan” 

(Christian Aid, 2018, p. 32), making it highly valuable for other regions to learn from this 

approach.  

Eastern Equatoria: Ibahore-Lohutok  

Conflict Dynamics: The conflict began in 2017. R8 explains that the conflict started when 

some people claimed that others were farming on their land near the border. This led to 

tensions and attacks. A newspaper article about the reconciliation process between the Ibahore 

and Lohutok states that the conflict was triggered by the killing of a teacher (Kacjang, 2021). 

R8 mentions that alcohol had a negative impact and contributed to serious conflict. The 

conflict between Ibahore and Lohutok had serious consequences. People from Ibahore 

couldn't travel to Torit, the capital of Eastern Equatoria, because they risked being killed (R8). 

Women risked being raped or killed, and passing vehicles were looted. Even church leaders 

have been attacked. This had serious implications, especially for the Ibahore community, 

because they relied on services from Torit (R8). Additionally, R8 explains that the conflict 

between the Ibahore and Lohutok also involved the political leaders of the communities who 

were working for the national government. R8 for example explains that the former governor 

and the current governor were in conflict, this also impacts the conflict on the ground.  
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Reconciliation efforts:  In 2021, the peace process was initiated by the South Sudan Council 

of Churches (SSCC) through the Action Plan for Peace (APP) and the Catholic Diocese of 

Torit, with the support of PAX South Sudan. The mediation took place after successful 

preparation work and lobbying by ICC in Torit. R8 was the facilitator. He describes that the 

consultation was a very difficult process and many other people stopped where R8 pushed 

through. He talked to the communities, but also to the higher political elite, such as members 

of parliament or the former governor. He explains that there was a high security risk in doing 

so, but that he was eventually able to convince them by asking questions such as:  

 Why can't you put yourself in the shoes of a person in the village where your wife 

 cannot get access to medication? Those women who are pregnant, cannot get services. 

 The children are not at school. There are no roads. Services are not there. Put yourself 

 in their shoes. How will you feel when you are assuming you are there? Not in town, 

 but assuming you are among those in the village. What do you experience? (R8).  

After the consultations, one grand community dialogue and reconciliation was conducted, and 

it lasted for three days. It brought together the traditional leaders, women, youth and elders 

from Ibahore and Lohutok. Also, the local and country authorities were present (PAX, 

2022b). In the dialogue it was stipulated to further promote dialogue, reconciliation and 

forgiveness. A reconciliation and peace agreement was signed, headed by Cardinal Stephen 

Ameyu and the former SG-SSCC. The focus was on several themes. The first one was on the 

leaders in Torit and Juba, according to the community the leaders in Torit and Juba had 

negative incitement. So they recommended that there should be consultation before the 

leaders were appointed. In addition, the community tasked the government to arrest the 

perpetrators of the revenge killings. The community further recommended the establishment 

of a youth association and building the capacity of the youth for peace, security and 

development. On justice, there should be compensation for the victims by the county authority 

and the state government (PAX, 2022b).  

Eastern Equatoria: Laarim-Didinga 

Conflict Dynamics: The conflict between the Laarim and the Didinga in Eastern Equatoria is 

a traditional one, resulting from competition for grazing land and water, and has been going 

on for a long time. However, it became worse when the people got access to ammunition. The 

ammunition is sold by soldiers, leaders and commanders, to make money. However, R9 also 

explains that national-level politics have a major impact on the conflict dynamics on the 
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ground. The government at the moment is not providing resources, or security and is not 

paying the salaries. R9 states: “A hungry man is an angry man”. This ensures that there are 

lootings and armed robberies on the road, and people are being killed in this process. 

Reconciliation efforts: The initiative for this peace meeting came from the communities 

themselves. The Catholic Diocese of Torit, the County Authority and the National and State 

MPs initiated and conducted a consultation meeting in the villages of Farasika, and Thugoro, 

both inhabited by the Laarim community, and Lohipor, inhabited by the Didinga community. 

These consultation meetings were the starting point for the inter-communal peace dialogue 

between the Laarim and Didinga communities in Eastern Equatoria (Lounoi & Ubeo, 2024).   

  The discussion protocol enabled the two communities time to address their pain, anger 

and grievances. In this approach, there was freedom of expression without restrictions. The 

goal was to foster a better understanding among communities and promote greater tolerance. 

Each boma was represented by three individuals: the boma chief, a women's representative, 

and a youth leader. In addition, there was also room for cultural activities, such as dances etc. 

At the end of the dialogue, a traditional ritual was done. Two white bulls were slaughtered at a 

Tamarind tree in Ngalam (Lounoi & Ubeo, 2024).  

 An agreement was signed where several things were stipulated. For example, when 

there are killings or cattle raids, people are either arrested and turned over to the government 

or the case is dealt with through customary law. In addition, also the movement of animals 

and grazing spots will be coordinated in collaboration with the respective youth and 

community leaders. Also, rules were made about certain compensations, in the case of 

livestock theft. The two communities requested the government to deploy security forces in 

the region. It was also stipulated that the three villages should start doing business with each 

other. For example, animal trade and other legal business (Lounoi & Ubeo, 2024).  

5.1.2 Key Themes from Practice  

Dealing with the Past (1) 

In the literature on reconciliation, the importance of truth and confronting history is very 

evident. Both Kelman (2004) and Leiner (2018) stress the importance of this. According to 

Leiner (2018), this is important because people need to know what happened so that they can 

complete the grieving process. In addition, it can be helpful for people to tell their stories so 

that their suffering is acknowledged. According to Kelman (2004), this does not mean that 

there should be a consensual understanding of the history, but it does require the inclusion of 

the truth of the ‘other’ one’s own narrative. The importance of these processes is also evident 
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in the local and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan. Storytelling is essential 

in this (R3, R4, R7, R8, R9). People need to hear about the atrocities that have been 

committed, both by the victims and the perpetrators. This usually happens first with 

community consultation, where the facilitators of the reconciliation process talk to all the 

communities involved (R3, R4, R7, R8, R9, R14). According to R3, it is very important that 

in the community consultation, all the demographic segments of the community need to be 

included. In these consultative meetings, they ask people questions like “How do we build 

trust among ourselves? How do we work together? How do we coexist? How do we open 

opportunities for dialogue?” (R14). After the community consultation, you bring the two 

communities together in a community dialogue, where people get the chance to talk to each 

other. Mostly these community dialogues last 2 or 3 days. After the community dialogue, a 

peace agreement is often signed to formally record the agreements reached during the 

discussions.  

 For instance, this was the case between the Ibahore-Lohutok and Laarim-Didinga in 

Eastern Equatoria and in Kuron and Mukaya. According to R6, who was a facilitator of the 

reconciliation process in Mukaya, it is very important that many people can share their views 

on the conflict, it is important that the focus is always on identifying the real issues that affect 

the communities. In addition, sometimes particular people need to attend the community 

dialogue, for example, people who are accused of certain crimes, to explain what happened or 

maybe also defend themselves and to acknowledge their responsibility if necessary. 

“Acknowledgement” (p. 17) is outlined by Green (2009) as one of the crucial stages of 

reconciliation. In this way, it is possible to get closer to the truth. It really requires a mandate 

from the community, “the community really has to own it” (R6). It is important for 

communities to accept their faults and realize that there is indeed a problem, that something 

needs to be solved, to acknowledge that harm has been done. This is a really sensitive process. 

R9 explains that sometime after a speech, the dialogue is intentionally paused to sing and 

dance “to break the ice” (R9). This brings people together. According to R7, it is also 

important that people apologize, but this was not something that was mentioned by the other 

interviewees. Of course, this does not mean that it did not happen, but there was not much 

emphasis on it, even though in the literature it is one of the crucial stages of reconciliation 

mentioned by Leiner (2018). According to R7 in the end it is important that people accept 

what happened. Only this way it is possible to pave the way for a “Joint future” (p. 27), which 

is one of the stages in reconciliation mentioned by Green (2009):  
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By addressing these root causes of the grievances, definitely people will now be able 

to see the possibility of reconciling their past conflict. And head to a new future where 

people collaborate among themselves, and where people compromise on certain 

issues. (R3)  

Actors:  

As mentioned above, it is very important that all affected demographic segments are involved 

in these processes. This is equivalent to the precondition of Leiner (2018, p. 180) that “all 

parties concerned, must be integrated into the process”.  

Firstly, there is a significant role for the women. Women are often seen as the ones who are 

peaceful and loving, and who are truly committed to peace (R7). A lot of the interviewees 

stress the importance of the inclusion of women in the reconciliation process. R8 explains that 

women are very important in the peace dialogue because: “Because the mother will speak out 

of the heart. When a mother speaks, the son will listen, the children will listen”. Women are 

often underrepresented in local and subnational reconciliation initiatives, this is because all 

the traditional leaders are men, the church leaders are men, the sphere masters are men etc. 

(R2). According to R2 who is focused on gender inequalities highlights the necessity to really 

make sure that women are also really seen as leaders in their communities. In this way, they 

have more influence over the process and can ensure that the arrangements also really benefit 

women. This is especially important because much of the intercommunal violence is directed 

against women. There are many survivors of sexual violence (R2). So, it is very important 

that women have a say in the peace process. The importance of including women in peace 

processes, as emphasized by interviewees, aligns with the literature on women's participation 

in peace processes. Research indicates that when women are included in peace processes, it 

contributes to longer-lasting peace (United Nations, 2023; Krause et al., 2018). 

 Secondly, the involvement of youth in reconciliation processes is also very important 

because youth are often the main perpetrators of conflict. This involvement is particularly 

important in the local conflicts, for example in the Kuron area, where youth are very active in 

cattle raiding. R5 explains that they have specific activities focused on the youth. It is 

important to look at leadership structures. Because one youth leader sometimes can lead up to 

100 to 200 other youths. So, when this leader is engaged in the reconciliation process and 

eventually is no longer interested in conflict, this will ensure that other youth won’t either. 

Because nobody will go on a raid when their leader isn’t going (R5).  

  Young people often listen to their elders. Therefore, it is also important to involve 



51 
 

elders in the reconciliation processes. Elders are often trusted and hold significant authority 

within their communities. For this reason, the interviewees all agreed that elders are an 

essential actor in the reconciliation processes in all cases. 

  Local chiefs are also very important actors. An interviewee working in Yei explains 

that if the local chiefs are negative towards the reconciliation process, it will be very difficult 

for the process to succeed (R6). In addition, local chiefs are also the ones that can mobilize 

the communities. R3 emphasizes that you cannot reach the communities without community 

leaders. 

  There is also a role for the higher political elite. If they are also involved in conflict 

dynamics, which can be the case in more subnational conflicts, such as in Tambura-Yambio 

and Yei (R3, R6). R8 and R9 explain that the higher political elite, such as the former 

governor or members of parliament, also played a crucial role in the reconciliation process 

between the Ibahore and Lohutok and between the Laarim and Didinga in Eastern Equatoria,  

because they were also involved in creating the conflict dynamics. According to the 

communities, the higher political elite needed to be involved to create peace. R8 explains that 

this was a very difficult and dangerous process, but he succeeded. R8 spoke to several 

members of the political elite and asked them to consider the challenges faced by 

communities that lack access to basic services such as health care and education. He did this 

in a way that evoked a strong emotional response and empathy:  

He said, okay, my son, my brother, I'm really so touched with your words. You are so 

bold and really I'll support you with this peace. I'm ready to really give all my support 

and talk to the community so they should accept this. So I convinced him and I 

convinced all these other eight people, the key people. (R8) 

Disarming the Mind (2) 

However, this process can be very difficult, because for a lot of people in South Sudan war is 

all they know. R7 also explains that people don’t see each other as humans. People see the 

‘other’ as animals, as beasts, and that is why people can kill without any remorse. R5 explains 

that he was told that the Jie have tails or eat people. In this culture of war, “the mentality is 

dehumanization” (R7). That is why it is very important to change this culture of war into a 

culture of peace, where people see each other as humans again. This line of thought is closely 

related to the condition for reconciliation of Kelman (2004), which states that there should be 

“mutual acknowledgement of the other’s nationhood and humanity” (p. 122). According to 

several interviewees, it is very important to first disarm people's minds and let them see other 
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people as human beings. 

  In this, a few things are very important. First, it is very important that people are 

educated on the culture of peace and about humanity. R7 explained that it is important to 

educate and teach people about peace and about the value of humanity and human dignity: 

"We are all South Sudanese, we belong to this country, the country belongs to all of us”. 

People need to be educated to understand the danger of the war mentality (R6). R7 also 

explains that people need to understand the danger of wars, and the danger of guns, and show 

them this is the reason why their relatives were killed. This will hurt the people, but it can also 

change their minds. This can be done by different means, for example, conferences, through 

the radio but also in training. In Yei for example there were trainings that educated people 

about the meaning of peace and conflict (R6).   

  In addition, trauma healing is also very important. In every case, the importance of 

trauma healing was discussed. According to R4 trauma healing is essential because you 

cannot forgive someone when you have not forgiven yourself. It is almost impossible to talk 

to someone about reconciliation when a person is traumatized:  

You have lost your dear one you have lost everything. You have lost your farms, you 

have lost your property, no food no nothing, probably what NGOs bring is very 

limited, children are not going to school, no medication, no hospital. You are locked in 

one place, you cannot travel as usual, those kind of challenges. (R14) 

So these sessions focus on healing the trauma. That way people don't see revenge as the only 

option and don’t go back to a history of killing, displacement and so forth (R14). People 

really explained that they were really in the darkness and they had a very bad self-image and 

that these sessions helped them to come out of it. R3 describes that when people go back to 

their communities after they attended a trauma-healing session, they tell stories about the 

trauma-healing sessions, and this also convinces other people to attend. 

  In order to humanize the ‘other’ and move towards a culture of peace, it is also very 

important for people to be in contact with each other. One of the ways is, of course, through 

community dialogue. But there are many other (more informal) ways in which people can 

meet and realize that others are not enemies, but they are friends. In both Kuron and Yei 

(Mukaya), this was done by using sports as a means of reconciliation (R5, R6). R5 talks about 

the peace and sports program, that was supported by PAX. This program especially targeted 

the youth who are active in cattle raiding. There were different activities such as football, 

athletics, running etc. The youth were divided into teams and had to work together. According 
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to R5 this let them forget their stereotypes and made them realize they had more in common. 

There is also the Education for Peace program in Kuron, where children and students from 

hostile communities study together peacefully in Kuron, and promote peace and reconciliation 

through theatre and drama performances (R5). But also other cultural activities are often 

mentioned as a means of bringing people together and letting them forget their prejudices, for 

example, cultural galas, dancing together, and singing together (R5, R6, R8, R9). R10 points 

out that this gives people the chance to show their human side. The importance of contact is 

also evident in the training, where groups of about 15 people come together. R6 explains that 

when “you have already trained together, they feel like we are brothers, we are sisters, we are 

one”. All these processes are there to allow communities to forgive themselve, because in the 

end, they are the same people. R3 also emphasizes that it can be really helpful to use 

‘connectors’ to establish this contact: “For example coming from the same tribe, like the 

Toposa. And then we used, for example, the beliefs and the rituals that they have in 

common”. According to R6, the main goal is to make the communities realize that:  

They are the ones losing. The politicians are not losing anymore because they are now 

in Juba enjoying their political seats, enjoying their fancy cars. But people are 

suffering in the villages. So they realise that the people who are suffering, are actually 

them.  

Actors:  

In these processes, it is crucial to involve all the individuals who still hold onto a war 

mentality or a affected most by the conflict, with a specific focus on women and the youth. 

Because women are often most affected by the conflict, while the youth are the main 

perpetrators of the conflict (R8, R9). R3 also explicitly mentions the role of the army and 

national security in the trauma-healing processes:  

Because these people, whenever they get a call, a phone call from the leadership 

somewhere in Juba or somewhere, in Tambura things break up. When you take these 

people through trauma-healing sessions and give them some insight on how they can 

really be able to help themselves not to fall victim of this perpetrator of conflict.  

In addition, stakeholders need to be involved who are capable of facilitating such processes. 

The church at the local and subnational levels, including structures such as the ICCs, is very 

capable of facilitating the processes aimed at disarming people's minds, such as trauma 

healing. The majority of South Sudanese are Christian. This is one of the reasons why people 
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will listen to the church. R7 states that by basing interventions on the Bible and then focusing 

on the values of non-violence, forgiveness and reconciliation, people were actually more open 

to reconciliation. This is consistent with Leiner's (2018) precondition “requirement of 

particular attention to language” (p. 181), where emphasis is placed on respectful and non-

violent communication. The trainings, trauma-healing sessions and cultural activities are 

mostly organized by the church or by faith-based organizations working to promote peace in 

South Sudan. For example, the Diocese of Torit between Ibahore-Lohutok and Laarim-

Didinga in Eastern Equatoria, RECONCILE in the area around Yei and Kuron Peace Village 

in the Kuron-Boma corridor of Kapoeta East County, with support from PAX.  

Development & Security (3)  

It was often mentioned that South Sudan is a very poor country. According to a survey 

conducted in 2016/17 by the World bank (2021), 76,4 per cent of the South Sudanese 

population lives in poverty (at the international poverty line of $1.90 per person per day). This 

was especially high in rural areas, where the percentage is 79.6 per cent, which is 26 

percentage points higher than in urban areas (World bank, 2021). At the local levels, where 

child abductions and cattle rustling are common, the conflict dynamics are linked to the 

economic situation. People don't have the basic needs to survive, so they will fight over 

resources. The current government is not providing these basic needs to the people, “no roads, 

no electricity, no proper education, no health” (R6). That is why a lot of the interviewees 

emphasize the importance of development for long-term reconciliation to succeed. In 

addition, there is a lack of security in many local and subnational areas. This makes it very 

difficult to establish a reconciliation process because people are afraid for their safety. Lack of 

security leads to further underdevelopment, and lack of development leads to further 

insecurity. It is therefore crucial to break this cycle. That is why a lot of interviewees stress 

the importance of a focus on alternative ways of providing this. R3 gives an example of local 

youth structures in South Sudan, that have been given the authority in their tribes/villages. 

They are responsible for taking care of the security and development issues. For reconciliation 

to succeed it can be very important to support these local structures, so that: “whenever a 

conflict erupts, they have their own mechanism of how they can be able to address this kind 

of conflict in order to restore a situation into a peaceful coexistence and harmony” (R3). 

 Both the R5 and R6 explain that they also focus on development aspects in their 

reconciliation work. In Kuron, there are vocational schools where people learn certain skills, 

such as construction and carpentry. In this way “people can receive money and support your 
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family instead of cattle raiding” (R5). In addition, there was also the cultural livelihood 

program in Kuron, where people are engaged in farming using oxen. In this way, they do also 

not entirely depend on cattle. In Yei, there are Income Generating Activities (IGA) where 

people are selected, and they are trained on business skills and gifted grants so that they are 

able to start their own business (R6). These initiatives exemplify the “patterns and 

mechanisms of cooperation” (p. 124) that Kelman (2004) identifies as crucial for 

reconciliation. According to Kelman, cooperation on functional issues can significantly 

contribute to the reconciliation process. 

 According to the report In It for the Long Haul (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal 

communication, May 6, 2024), it is important to realize that peace is a security issue, and 

therefore at local and subnational, it is also important to be prepared to engage with security 

actors, for example the army and militias. The government is also a very important actor in 

this. Because in the end it is or should be the responsibility of the government to provide 

security:  

Securing the security, securing to the group that nobody is coming to attack them. That 

particular community is not in danger. The government is the protector. The 

government is the security insurer. In case of anything, the organized forces are there 

to secure their safety. That is the most important element for disarming the mind. 

When people feel mentally secure, then they don’t see any more of killing guns. (R7) 

According to R9, it is also important for the government to strengthen the local chiefs. He 

explains that the chiefs used to be very important and respected and people would listen to 

them. Today, however, the youth are more armed than the local chiefs. Therefore, the 

government should provide some kind of bodyguard for the chiefs so that "the chief is 

protected and can have a voice in the village" (R9). 

  Development and security as conditions for sustainable local and subnational 

reconciliation are closely related to Green's (2009) “Commitment & Action” (p. 23) stage, 

where the emphasis is on addressing root causes, which is important to ensure that the conflict 

doesn't recur.  

Actors:  

Youth involvement is critical to providing security and development. As mentioned by R3, in 

some tribes/villages, youth have been empowered to take care of security and development 

issues. Higher-level security actors, such as the army, militias, or government officials, are 
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also important in providing security at the local and subnational levels. However, they are too 

often not engaged by peacebuilders (Christian Aid, 2018). In addition, security actors at the 

local and subnational levels, such as armed community members and even criminals, need to 

be included in these processes. The church at the local and subnational levels and faith-based 

organizations, often with the support of PAX, play a crucial role in facilitating activities and 

training that promote security and thus development.   

Transitional Justice Processes (4) 

In the literature, (transitional) justice processes are often mentioned as a crucial condition for 

reconciliation (Leiner, 2018), in order to prevent people from taking matters into their own 

hands and seeking revenge. Kelman (2004) states that it is important to look for a common 

moral basis for peace, “which is consistent with the principles of justice and fairness for both 

sides” (p. 123). When dealing with justice and peace processes, the peace-justice dichotomy 

arises. Is it important to always pursue justice? Or can peace also be achieved without justice? 

R9 explains that:  

First of all, people have to live in peace, and then slowly come to justice, because at 

the moment it is still too sensitive to exactly mention who did what. So when people 

later on are living in peace, then they can address those issues of justice.  

R7 explains that the goal is to eventually arrive at restorative justice. Restorative justice is 

about “healing, through structured communication processes among victims, offender, 

community representatives and government officials” (Gilbert & Settles, 2007, p. 7). 

Restorative justice seeks to achieve this in a way that promotes community peace and 

stability, ensures justice for victims, and provides appropriate restitution for offenders (Gilbert 

& Settles, 2007). Elements of restorative justice are evident in traditional justice practices in 

South Sudan. Traditional justice mechanisms involve “a diverse range of practices and 

processes rooted in the cultural traditions, customs and norms of specific communities” 

(Matiyas, 2024, p. 28). In the community dialogues, as explained before, there is space for 

both perpetrator and victim to tell their stories. Within restorative justice, it is not about 

punishing, but about repairing the harm done to the victims. The interviews revealed that 

there are different ways of doing this at the local level and subnational levels in South Sudan. 

R6 and R8 talk about traditional justice in the case of Yei and between the Ibahore and 

Lohutok in Eastern Equatoria. Compensation is a very important component of this. For 

example, if someone is killed, the victim must be compensated, often through means such as 
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providing cows. In addition, traditional rituals can also be a way of forgiving the perpetrators 

of the violence, regardless of whether or not someone has paid something or went to prison. 

These customary justice processes are crucial for reconciliation on the local and subnational 

levels. These traditional justice processes are consistent with the “Reparations” (Green, 2009, 

p. 25) stage. R14 adds that it is very important that people are educated about transitional 

justice processes because this is often not the case now. The SSCC works with experts in the 

field of transitional justice to provide workshops to help people resolve conflicts without 

resorting to violence (R14).  

  R7 also states that in some cases retributive justice can also be important. Mainly for 

people who “always violate reconciliation” (R7). Because after the reconciliation process is 

over, some people will come and do harm again, because the mentalities are different. 

According to R7, these people need to be identified and they will require some element of 

retributive justice. However, retributive justice is challenging due to the government’s 

inability to provide effective enforcement or punishment. This lack of government 

effectiveness is also highlighted in a study conducted by Oduayi, Ojore & Soko (2021), where 

75,4% of the respondents in Eastern Equatoria State (EES) confirm that there is “no 

accountability and rule of law in EES” (p. 37). They attribute this to the military rule that 

South Sudan has been under since 2011.  

  R7 also stresses the importance of distributive justice. Distributive justice focuses on 

the fair distribution of the burdens and benefits in societies (Lamont, 2017). When this 

distribution is not fair, this will have a negative impact on reconciliation (R7).  

  Implementing transitional justice mechanisms at the local level is challenging or 

impossible without justice processes at the national level due to the lack of police and judicial 

power (R1). Therefore, it is crucial to address these shortcomings. At the national, traditional 

justice practices are also important, because they can enhance “the potential effectiveness and 

acceptability of the formal justice system and its procedures when implemented in a culturally 

relevant and community-involved framework" (Matiyas, 2024, p. 29).  

  In conclusion, while some transitional justice processes are occurring at the local and 

subnational levels in South Sudan, significant challenges remain. For peace to be sustainable 

in the long term, victim-centered transitional justice processes at both the local/subnational 

and national levels are of key importance to end impunity and promote accountability.  

Actors:  

The actors involved in these transitional justice processes are the victims and perpetrators of 



58 
 

atrocities and their families. In addition, it became clear in the interviews that the people who 

can facilitate these complex transitional justice processes and mechanisms are the church at 

both the local/subnational and national levels, faith-based organizations, elders and 

community leaders. As the discussion above makes clear, the government is also a key actor 

in local and subnational transitional justice processes. It is important that they are involved 

because they are and should be responsible for ending impunity and promoting security, law 

and order, and the provision of basic services. At the moment, however, key provisions of the 

peace agreement such as Chapter V on transitional justice remain largely unfilled or delayed. 

An accountable government is needed that focuses on basic service provision for all citizens, 

promotes law and order and protects citizens, which is happening only to a limited extent at 

the moment in South Sudan (PAX internal communication, June 13, 2024).  

Reconciliation as a Long-Term Process (5) 

Much less emphasized in the literature is the importance of long-term commitment. However, 

it was highly emphasized in all interviews. “Reconciliation needs time” (R6). R3 explains that 

it should not be a one-time event lasting just two or three days, but rather an ongoing process 

where people are continuously supported as a group. This process should be sufficiently 

embedded in the local community so that people can take ownership and monitor both its 

successes and failures. This is also at the core of the Action Plan for Peace (APP). Building 

trust is a crucial aspect of this process. It is very important that people leading these 

reconciliation processes are trusted by the communities. R7 and R8 explain that the leaders of 

the reconciliation processes must really be committed to it, because it takes a lot of time and 

effort. R8 states:  

So, there was not any stone left unturned. So, that's why it takes one year. Of course, 

there are some stones that are so heavy, but you need to carry. Yes. You really, you 

accept that. You need to carry it and you turn it. So, we do not leave any stone unturned.  

 

When a resolution is reached, it is very important that there is follow-up on its 

implementation:  

When a resolution is made, and then if there is nobody to follow up the 

implementation of that resolution, people forget, when there is nobody to remind 

them, and in no more than one or two years they will forget and they will continue. 
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For the culture of peace, the culture of reconciliation to be among the people, it is a 

long-term process. (R7)  

R6 explains that they go to the communities and sit with them for two or three days and listen 

to the people. In this way it is possible to make a comparison between the past and the 

present, are there any positive changes? Training sessions are also organized to keep people 

together and to address issues that were not addressed in the dialogue. R9 also explains that 

after the reconciliation process between the Laarim and Didinga in Eastern Equatoria, it is 

very important that the communities continue to be visited and informed about peace, 

otherwise there may be spoilers who destroy the peace that has been made.  

  R5 also explains that because Kuron Peace Village has been in existence for over 20 

years, the people have a bit of trust in them. Kuron Peace Village has been with the people for 

a long time, so the people now believe that they are doing the right thing and that they mean 

well to them. This is also evident in the Laarim-Didinga reconciliation process in Eastern 

Equatoria because of the presence, capacity and service of church actors to people in need. 

R8, who was the facilitator of this process, kept trying to consult with people to start this 

reconciliation process when others gave up because it was taking too long and it was too 

dangerous. Eventually, he succeeded because he dedicated a lot of time and effort to it. 

Additionally, he was very familiar with the context and truly understood what the people 

needed. Therefore, it is very important that reconciliation processes are led by people who 

really know the people and the context they are working with.  This is discussed further in the 

next section. 

Actors:  

In all interviews, it was clear that the church is a key actor in reconciliation in South Sudan, 

including at the local and subnational levels. The role of the church is highly valued by the 

grassroots. They have the reputation of having done a lot in the area of peace, but also in other 

areas such as education and health facilities. The church is respected by many people. The 

church is also very accessible. They are everywhere, even under the trees in the villages. They 

are present with the people on the ground whereas in many places the government of South 

Sudan is not present or providing services to the people (R3, R4, R5). People in South Sudan 

generally see the religious institution as a neutral actor that doesn't take sides (R6). The 

church is there for the long haul and is deeply involved in communities. This is evident in the 

following quote from R3 about the role of the church in the case of Tambura-Yambio:  
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They prayed with them, they ate with them, they went into their churches, they went 

into their community, their health consultation meeting, finding their opinions as 

communities, whether they will really want you to come together and to talk to one 

another.  

This demonstrates that the church has a crucial role to play in ensuring that long-term 

reconciliation processes take place, which are essential for sustainable peace in South Sudan. 

The church also uses symbolism and imagery to gain the trust of the people. R3 gives an 

example of the cardinal of the Catholic Church in South Sudan:  

He was there with us in the bush, sleeping in the wilderness for three days. He told the 

two communities that I am going to put a tent in the border area between the two 

villages. He put the tent in the middle of the border. Half of the tent was placed in the 

land belonging to this village, and half of the tent was placed in the land belonging to 

the other village, just to say that he is neutral and he is there for the sake of the people. 

In addition, faith-based organizations that have been active in a region for a longer period of 

time can also be very important, such as the Kuron Peace Village and RECONCILE 

mentioned above (R5, R6). This ensures that there is an understanding of the specific needs of 

all parties involved and that there is thorough preparation before the process begins, which is 

a precondition for reconciliation according to Leiner (2018). In addition, the church and faith-

based organizations will not leave when conflict breaks out, contrary to the other NGOs who 

then follow their security policy evacuation plans (PAX internal communication, June 13, 

2024).  

Context Specific & Local Ownership (6) 

Another important condition for the success of reconciliation initiatives, which is also not 

emphasized as much in the literature on reconciliation, is that local and subnational 

reconciliation must be context-specific and that there must be local ownership. According to 

R10, it is very important to realize that there are no universal solutions, every context is 

unique, with new people involved. R7 states that it is very important that the initiatives take 

into account “South Sudanese behaviour, South Sudanese culture, South Sudanese people”. 

That is why, there should also be an emphasis on traditional beliefs and practices. R9 explains 

that in the reconciliation process between the Laarim and Didinga in Eastern Equatoria, the 

communities asked for a traditional ritual to take place after the dialogue meeting. Two white 

bulls symbolizing peace were killed. In addition, before the people of Mukaya could return 
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home, there had to be a ceremony to cleanse the land (R5).  

  Central to this approach is local ownership. The concept of local ownership was 

widely mentioned in the interviews. According to R6 the reconciliation initiative in Mukaya 

(Yei) was such a success because the reconciliation process was really led by the 

communities. The communities have initiated the process, this is very important according to 

the R6 because otherwise, the communities will not be aware of the problem. They have to 

realize that they have a problem and they need help to solve it: “Number one, for it to 

succeed, it should require a mandate from the community, you should have an invitation by 

the community. If you don't, you don't succeed. Then there will not be anything, they really 

have to own it” (R6). According to R4, it is indeed very important for the communities to 

identify their own problem and how they are going to deal with it. They emphasize that 

organizations such as PAX are there to support the reconciliation processes, which can 

include providing a neutral space to hold the conference, funding, or someone to facilitate the 

process. But it is important for the rest to remain with the communities themselves. R9 also 

adds that when doing the consultation meetings he tried to let the people realize that they have 

a crucial role to play in peacebuilding, they must accept that “the peace is for me as an 

individual, as a family, as a community” (R9). This shows that the reconciliation initiative 

doesn't always have to originate from the communities. R5 also explains that in the case of 

Kuron, it sometimes happens the other way around, that they engage the communities. This 

line of thinking is closely related to adaptive peacebuilding, where it is about enabling the 

self-organizaiton of the social institutions within society. This has to happen from within. The 

adaptive peacebuilding theory also emphasizes that this is very context-dependent, however, 

the guiding principle should be that the affected community should sufficiently be represented 

in all aspects of the peacebuilding.  

Actors:  

As evident from the discussion above, the communities are the main actors in this context. 

Again, it is important to involve all the demographic segments: the women, the youth, the 

elders, etc. In addition, the church at both the local and subnational levels (e.g. ICCs and 

Dioceses) and at the national level (e.g. SSCC), along with faith-based organizations such as 

Kuron Peace Village, RECONCILE, and international NGOs like PAX, all play an important 

role facilitating the reconciliation process. Ultimately, however, the process must be led by 

the communities themselves. 
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5.1.3 Challenges  

Several challenges to local and subnational reconciliation have already been addressed. These 

will be further highlighted. There are also challenges that have not yet been identified. The 

first challenge that already has been identified is the culture of war in South Sudan. This 

became evident in the interview with R5:  

You know at first these communities normalize the violence and they just felt like they 

were born to it. Of course for example my father was a very good raider so they have 

to train the son and then tells them that the Toposa are not good people, they're 

enemies and so this felt like it's part of the culture and I am born to that you know 

there's no alternative this is the right way to do it and so it was kind of a mentality that 

was there. 

The conflicts between the different communities have been going on for a very long time. 

Before the emergence of the SPLM, these raiding practices were done with spears and had to 

do with demonstrating male strength and getting cattle for dowry, they would not "go and 

fight and burn" (R9). However, the emergence of the SPLM completely changed the 

dynamics of the conflict, and the spears were replaced by Kalashnikovs. A lot of young 

people went into the system and were brainwashed (R9). R7 explains that gender dynamics 

play an important role in the culture of war. He explains that in the African tradition, killing 

or destroying can give men a sense of superiority. In addition, R3 also explains that in African 

tradition, a man should not shed tears in front of the people, and should not be seen as weak. 

Of course, this is not the case for everyone: "For some, peace is seen as power" (R7). 

However, changing this mindset is a major challenge for local and subnational reconciliation 

initiatives.  

  The second challenge, also mentioned above, is underdevelopment and insecurity in 

many areas of South Sudan. R3 explains that the lack of development is a challenge and that it 

is caused by the failure of the national government to provide basic services to the people. For 

example, people have to wait five to six months for their salaries. According to R5 for 

reconciliation to succeed it is crucial to provide basic services to the people, otherwise, they 

will again fall back on other means that obtain them. In addition, there is also a lack of 

security. This is evident in the case of Tambura-Yambio, where the peace conference that was 

planned on the 18th of March, 2024, could not continue, because of security concerns (R4). R8 

explains that they were attacked while travelling between the communities of Ibahore and 

Lohutok. However, they were eventually allowed through because they were from the church. 
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This is also a government-related issue. They do not provide the resources that are critical to 

building security at the local and subnational levels. R4 explains:  

The army or the security sector people are not really being paid salaries, because at the 

moment they get about 15 dollars per month, but then this 15 dollars per month takes 

months to be paid. So you can imagine someone is already very angered. Those are the 

kind of challenges that really affect reconciliation. 

The third challenge is the amount of arms present in South Sudan. Since the outbreak of the 

conflict in the 1990s, the amount of arms has increased significantly. R7 explains that arms 

make it easier for people to commit atrocities. For example, when people lack something, they 

just use their guns to change this (R5). It is very complicated to reconcile people when one 

group has arms and the other doesn’t (R7).  

  The fourth challenge is the lack of funding. R6 explains that another challenge for 

local and subnational reconciliation initiatives is always finance. He states that facilitating a 

dialogue costs around five or six thousand dollars, or even more depending on the site or the 

dialogue. The communities themselves are often unable to contribute because they have been 

made so vulnerable by the conflict. That is why funding is very important, but this is often 

challenging: “But without that, we still push on with the little resources we have. With so 

many demands but sometimes we cannot afford to really answer them all because the 

resources are limited” (R6).   

  The fifth challenge is the protracted nature of the conflict. Many of the conflicts in 

South Sudan have been going on for a very long time. In these conflicts people experience a 

lot of atrocities: “Because of the atrocities experienced, the pain in the hearts of people and 

then the ongoing suffering of the people, people think that reconciliation is a waste of time, 

that is the challenge now” (R7). People are traumatized, “the daughter was killed, a child was 

killed, a husband was killed, maybe she missed very narrowly an attack” (R9). People are not 

ready to see eye to eye. Therefore, trauma healing is of crucial importance.  

  The sixth and final challenge is the interference of the national level. Different 

interviewees describe the government as solely acting out of self-interest and being primarily 

concerned with maintaining their position. According to R3 in a democratic system, this 

would be seen as working against the interests of the people to participate in governing their 

situation and strengthening their peace and reconciliation. R6 explains that the leaders in Juba 

are deliberately trying to divide the people by sending back reports that confuse the people. In 

addition, R3 spoke about the peace conference between the Azande and Balanda in Tambura-
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Yambio that should have taken place. However, the conference did not take place due to the 

political interference of the commissioner. The commissioner is an Azande, who is affiliated 

with the SPLM-IG. The Azande believe that the SPLM-IG should take power in Western-

Equatoria state. The current governor is Balanda and is affiliated with the SPLM-IO. The 

Azande are trying to gain control of the state. That is why, allegedly the commissioner wrote 

a letter to cancel the peace conference:  

Then eventually the conference collapsed and the impact of the collapse of the 

conference has resulted into what we are now seeing today, and there is a renewal of 

conflict, tribal conflict, people are being killed, people are being displaced. So you’ll 

find as if the interests some of the elites is like to fish in the murky water, in the dirty 

water, this is what they are doing. (R3) 

R4 described general directors, before the current general director of Yei River State were not 

willing to intervene in the conflicts. They even ensured that NGOs like RECONCILE were 

not allowed to reach out to the community. One of the reasons is the culture of appointment in 

South Sudan. R7 explains that all the leaders are appointed, “based on party affiliation, 

friendship and personal interest instead of common interest”. This culture of appointment 

ensures that the leaders will be loyal to the person who appointed them rather than to their 

communities. As a result, they often do not have the best interests of local communities at 

heart. In addition, because of this culture of appointment, the leaders lack legitimacy or 

support, which can cause unrest. All in all, “it doesn’t sustain peace” (R7). According to the 

study of Oduayi, Ojore & Soko (2021), to ensure peace for the community in EES, promoting 

good governance is essential. While the study focuses on EES specifically, it is likely that 

similar principles apply to other areas as well. 

5.1.4 Conclusion  

In conclusion, the above analysis shows that many of the conditions for successful 

reconciliation are in place or being actively worked on at the local and subnational levels in 

South Sudan. However, one precondition is not mentioned in the interviews, “Reconciliation 

should be promoted publicly” (Leiner, 2018, p. 181). R10 talks about a peace process 

involving the Lord Resistance’s Army (LRA) that is not specifically related to any of the 

cases discussed, but where the publicity that the process received complicated the proceedings 

of the process. This led to the involvement of many other actors, ultimately ensuring that the 

people on the ground withdrew. This shows the importance of knowing when to involve 
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different stakeholders. Sometimes it is crucial to start with the ‘key’ people and then expand 

to include the ‘more’ people (Christain Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, May 6, 

2024).  

  Overall, the local and subnational reconciliation initiatives in South Sudan are truly 

addressing the specific needs of the communities involved. However, there are also a lot of 

challenges that complicate these processes. In order for these local and subnational initiatives 

to contribute to the national level, the many challenges facing South Sudanese communities 

must be addressed at different levels. For example, insecurity, the impact of war, the political 

interference in the local and subnational dynamics and also high levels of underdevelopment. 

The national-level government is a major contributor to these challenges, which why 

significant changes need to happen on that level (section 5.3) and also in linking both levels 

(section 5.4).  

5.2 The National Level  

In analyzing local and subnational, it became clear that many of the challenges and causes of 

conflict at the local and subnational can be traced back to dynamics at the national level. 

Therefore, change is needed at the national level to prevent a return to war. As discussed in 

the theoretical framework, Chapman (2009) identifies two dimensions that are very important 

for reconciliation at the national level.  

5.2.1 Dimension 1: Transforming Human Relationships 

In 2018, the R-ARCSS was signed between the SPLM-IG, led by Salva Kiir and the SPLM-

IO, led by Riek Machar. However, the peace agreement has not ensured peace between these 

two conflicting parties. Formally, South Sudan has a multiparty political system, however 

“due to seven years of civil war and lack of democratic history, this is largely a façade” (BTI, 

2024, political and social integration). The political landscape is characterized by corruption, 

a lack of rule of law and competition for power among various political actors (BTI, 2024). 

This fuels the cycle of conflict in South Sudan (BTI, 2024). R9 stresses the importance of 

reconciliation among political leaders on the national level. R9 states that the political leaders 

need to discuss their grievances just like the villagers did:  

In a state, you know, everybody is suspicious and they sit back and they wait. I think 

they need really not to sit back, but really to move together and sit down and listen to 

each other and then something can come. (R9)  
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However, this is very difficult. R5 explains that the pride and sense of superiority of the 

leaders is a major challenge to this reconciliation. They don’t have the political will for peace 

and harmony, the will for nationalism (R7). They feel they can do anything because they have 

the backing of the tribes. The tribal nature of the conflict, creates a lot of differences in the 

country that make it very difficult to reconcile (R4, R5, R6, R7). Therefore, some explain that 

a change of people in the government is necessary (R3, R6). According to R13, one of the 

most important things needed to bring peace to South Sudan is nationalism. She also 

emphasizes that South Sudan is still very tribal, divided into communities. She states that 

“nationalism is one of the things that will remind us that the future of our country rests on us, 

as citizens, as church leaders and as political leaders” (R13).  

  The R-ARCSS focuses only on peace between the two main government parties, but 

for reconciliation to take place at the national level, relations between former antagonists who 

are not signatories to the peace agreement should also be transformed. This is a key aim of the 

church-led Action Plan for Peace, which promotes this through neutral forum work, trauma 

healing and reconciliation and advocacy work. There is hope that the current Tumaini 

Initiative in Nairobi will contribute to this process. Although it remains to be seen whether 

regional political will and pressure will be exerted on political and military actors through the 

Tumaini initiative (PAX internal communication, July 8, 2024). R2 highlights the crucial role 

of civil society involvement in these high-level peace processes because at the moment these 

processes are predominantly controlled by elites and people with weapons wielding military 

power: “In doing so, you're essentially favouring those with military power in terms of 

effectiveness, or at least strengthening their status. And you're actually taking them quite 

seriously" (R2).  

5.2.2 Dimension 2: Renewed Relationship between the State and the Citizens  

The second dimension that is important for national reconciliation is the “establishment of 

effective national political institutions” (Chapman, 2009, p. 151). These political institutions 

should be able to provide justice and equity, be able to resolve and manage conflict and instil 

democratic and human rights (Chapman, 2009). Currently, there are instances of good 

governance at the local and subnational levels, but these are suppressed by poor governance at 

the national level. There are numerous governance challenges, which include “poor 

leadership, incapacity of leaders to understand and use the constitution and laws of the 

country, poor governance, corruption, military rule and inter-communal conflicts” (Oduayi, 

Ojore, Soko, 2021, p. 43f).  
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  This is also evident from the interviews. R3 emphasizes that the government in South 

Sudan is certainly not democratic at the moment: “The national leaders just sit around 

themselves, and decide what they want to decide”. The government is only concerned with 

maintaining its position and not with the communities in South Sudan, they are not providing 

resources to the people: no roads, no electricity, no proper education, no health” (R6). They 

incite the tribes in South Sudan against each other, purely out of self-interest: "Hundreds of 

thousands of people are being raped, destroyed, villages demolished. Why? Because you want 

more power, and more access to certain resources. If I put it bluntly." (R2)   

 R6 points out: “Liberators will never build a country. Liberators are liberators”. The 

current Tumaini peace talks in Nairobi with the non-signatories of the R-ARCSS peace 

agreement will probably not change this dynamic (R13). R13 states that she thinks they are 

using these peace talks “as a scapegoat to extend the transitional period”. She explains that it 

is just a replica of the R-ARCSS that was signed in 2018 because it is still only about power-

sharing and is not about community welfare: “The big guys that are discussing on the table 

and no consultation has been done on the ground” (R13). In addition, there is also a lack of 

joint diplomatic pressure to change these dynamics. Some international countries and donors 

seem fatigued by the lack of political will and delayed implementation of R-ARCSS (PAX 

internal communication, July 8, 2024).  

  However, for national reconciliation to occur it is crucial that these harmful dynamics 

at the national level change. In almost all the interviews the importance of democratic values 

is emphasized. R4 and R5 state that the first step is a fully instituted constitution, that outlines 

every role in the government. R6 adds that communities should have the space to talk, without 

being intimidated by the political elite. In addition, the importance of elections is often 

mentioned. Elections are scheduled for December 2024 at the end of the transition period. 

However, several interviewees articulated that the basic requirements for the constitution-

making process have not been met. For example, census, voter registration, and meeting the 

prerequisites of the R-ARCSS on the constitution and transitional justice (R4).  

As a result, many respondents believe there is a high probability that there will be no elections 

this year (2024). Alternatively, if elections do occur, they may be poorly conducted due to the 

lack of the necessary conditions for fair elections. This could potentially lead to a resurgence 

of violence (PAX internal communication, June 13, 2024). However, at some point equal and 

fair elections have to happen in order to strengthen the relationship between the state and the 

citizens of the country. But only if it is a real political process, from the bottom up, and people 

cannot just vote "for a few prefabricated candidates" (R10). As mentioned earlier in the 
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analysis, currently, all the leaders in South Sudan are appointed, so they are not loyal to the 

communities, but only to the person who appointed them. This ensures that it is difficult to 

contribute to the communities (R4). This must change in order to renew the relationship 

between the state and the citizens. R7 states: “The culture of appointment should transit to the 

culture of election”. According to R4 a culture of election is the only way that the leaders feel 

accountable and responsible for the communities they represent, ensuring that their rights are 

also protected.  

  In addition, the importance of the rule of law by the state is also highlighted (R6, 

R10). R6 states that the government “should have the rule of law in his hand”. In this way, the 

government will also be better able to manage the conflict, for example by removing all 

firearms from the hands of civilians (R6). In general, the government should be better able to 

ensure the security in the country. This is also articulated in Chapter 2 of the R-ARCSS. For 

example, Chapter 2 of the R-ARCSS provides for the establishment of the Joint Transitional 

Security Committee (JTSC) and the Joint Defense Board (JDB). However, many of these 

agreements have not been implemented (Gituai, 2023).   

  The importance of transitional justice mechanisms is also emphasized at the national 

level. R4 underlines the importance of the Truth, Reconciliation and Healing Commission 

(CTRH) for transitional justice in South Sudan: “The thing that I see that is very paramount is 

the Truth, Reconciliation and Healing commission being formed and making sure it is active.” 

In the R-ARCSS it is stated that the CTRH is a “critical part of the peacebuilding process in 

South Sudan, to spearhead efforts to address the legacy of conflict, promote peace, national 

reconciliation and healing” (Intergovernmental Authority on Development, p. 62). The goal of 

the CTRH is to let the victims have remedies, including measures for reparations and 

compensation (Intergovernmental Authority on Development, 2018). In addition, it is stated 

that the CTRH shall utilize “the existing traditional practices, processes and mechanisms, 

where appropriate” (Intergovernmental Authority on Development, 2018, p. 59). In chapter 5 

it was also articulated that a Hybrid Court for South Sudan (HCSS) and Compensation and 

Reparation Authority (CRA) will be formed. However, R2 states: “But you actually knew 

from the beginning that the hybrid court would not be established, because then most of the 

leaders should be given amnesty, and there was insufficient capacity in that area from the 

African Union”. While there was some progress with the CTRH, this process is also very 

gradual. R4 explains her concerns:  
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But looking at the context of the country and with the elections coming up and 

everything, we realize that this could just be one means or a way for the people who 

are already in power to hold power for themselves. 

R13 clarifies that the commission has not been formed yet. However, a committee has been 

formed to facilitate the formation of the CTRH. This committee will consult the citizens on 

what they want the commission to do and what it will look like. However, as mentioned 

above, there is a risk that this will be managed by the government and therefore politicize the 

process. Because most of the top leaders don’t want accountability, they are afraid of it, 

because the government officials in power are actually the perpetrators of the violence (R7, 

R13). These government officials are doing everything they can to delay the implementation 

of the CTRH in order to find a way "to maybe get immunity, or to silence people, or to find a 

better way to do it, maybe compensation” (R13). They make it as political as possible, for 

example by excluding many civil society organizations (R13). They blame a lack of funds as 

the reason for the delay in implantation, but R13 explains that she doesn't believe this because 

there is a high level of corruption in South Sudan, so she knows the money is there. Despite 

the challenges of implementing the CTRH, interviewees stressed the importance of its 

formation. R13 highlights the important role of the church in advocating for the 

implementation of CTRH. She explains that the SSCC advocates for the formation of the 

CTRH, particularly the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs. In addition, the SSCC 

also advocates to encourage citizens to participate in the consultations held by the committee 

so that everyone is aware of the information gathering that is taking place. R3 and R13 both 

mention the civil society concerned with justice as a key stakeholder in advocating for the 

finalization of the CTRH. R10 states that the international community should also insist on 

implementation, for example, through diplomatic pressure.  

 PAX collaborates with and promotes the work of partners such as the Transitional 

Justice Working Group and the Dialogue and Research Institute on critical advocacy work on 

the CTRH and CRA bills (R4). They are focusing on including all stakeholders in the 

commission. Initially, the focus was only on children, youth and women. However, it was 

mentioned that people with disabilities and men were not included, even though they were 

also victims of the conflict. So, the proposal is to have representatives of youth, women, men, 

and people with a disability elected to take a seat in the CTRH. According to R3 the legal 

framework for the CTRH is in place, and “that is the most important part of it” (R3). 
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5.2.3 Conclusion  

In conclusion, both dimensions for national reconciliation are not present at the moment in 

South Sudan. Although there is a peace agreement between the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO, 

there are still political tensions between the two opposing parties, which are also causing a lot 

of conflict in the country. One might conclude that a group of military political elites captured 

the state through an exclusive peace agreement, pushed by outside actors. The good 

governance mechanisms that were supposed to be implemented, as outlined in the R-ARCSS, 

including Chapter 2 on security and Chapter 5 on transitional justice, accountability, 

reconciliation, and healing, and much-needed institutional reforms have not been enacted. 

This underscores that the relationship between the state and its citizens lacks the foundations 

of justice, equity, conflict management, resolution, and the promotion of democratic and 

human rights that Chapman (2009) argues are essential for national reconciliation, and thus 

hinder genuine national reconciliation. In order for local and subnational reconciliation to 

contribute to the national level in a way that also addresses the needs of communities (for 

truth, justice, reparations, and structural reforms that promote human security), it is essential 

that structural changes be made at the national level. Bottom-up advocacy is crucial, as will be 

elaborated in the following section (5.4). 

5.3 Linking Levels  

As the preceding analysis makes clear, a top-down focus on peacebuilding in South Sudan 

will not bring long-term peace to South Sudan. Top-down policy processes have done more 

harm than good by exacerbating competition (Christian Aid, 2018; PAX internal 

communication, April 23, 2024). The analysis of local and subnational reconciliation 

initiatives shows that on the local and subnational levels, there is a very important foundation 

for peace. Local and subnational reconciliation addresses the majority of violence in the 

country by resolving conflicts among numerous local communities, rather than focusing 

solely on a few national politicians. Local and subnational reconciliation can be considered a 

fundamental component to prevent the country from going to war at the local and subnational 

levels and work towards achieving national peace. The interviews indicate that, under certain 

conditions, local and subnational reconciliation initiatives can contribute to the national peace 

process in ways that take into account the needs of communities.  

5.3.1 Building a Foundation for Peace  

In several interviews, it becomes clear that it is very important to build a ‘basis for peace’ on 

the local and subnational levels. First, it is crucial because it "saves lives" and creates more 
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stability and security at the local and subnational levels (R2). In addition, R2 emphasizes that 

it is very important to create a network of agreements and interdependencies on which to 

build. In this way, it is possible to lay the groundwork for more counter-pressure at the 

national level. R14 explains that the institutional structures in South Sudan are corrupted by 

issues of communities:  

Communities even from the local until the national, they still look at who is there in 

the national government, who is from our community, from our tribes. They don't look 

at who gives services to the nation, they don't look at that, who does good work for the 

people. 

This ensures that it is easier for the national government to exploit or manipulate local 

communities for their political gain. National leaders turn to local communities to foment 

violence as a way of indirectly pressuring their opponents (R14). Therefore, it is important 

that the communities on the ground reconcile, because this will not allow leaders at the 

national level to mobilize communities for their own gains (R2, R14). R8 states the 

communities will not want to be involved in the issues of the political elite when they are 

living in peace. So that is why: “It is important to start from the grassroots level because in 

this way the political elite will have no chance to confuse the community, to confuse the 

youth, to confuse the women and all that” (R8). R3 explains that when reconciliation is 

celebrated in a particular community, it sets an example for other communities to emulate. In 

the end, there will be ‘a strong foundation for peace’ that will spread throughout the country. 

R7 argues that decentralization of power is essential for this:  

There needs to be a real devolution of power. Where resources to the nation trickle 

down to the subnational groups, the ones I mentioned. To support them, to empower 

them, to promote their own security, promote their own peace, promote their own 

coexistence. And then they work in collaboration with neighbours. And after that it 

becomes contagious, and then it takes the whole country to live in peace.  

Awareness creation is an important initial step in lobbying. Communities on the ground lack 

access to information and awareness of what is happening: “People are deceived to join 

whatever party, whatever rebellion, without knowing their ideology” (R6). They don’t know 

why they are fighting. That is why according to (R6) it is very important that people are 

educated on the dangers of this mindset. People need to be educated on the value of peace and 

reconciliation:  
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People need to be aware of the processes that are happening. Like reconciliation, what 

is the importance of this? What are the disadvantages of living in grief with your 

friend? So, these are some of the things that trigger the communities to start coming 

closer and to come and live together. (R4)  

For this to happen, it is important to identify and develop members from different 

communities to take on leadership roles in peacebuilding. These community members need to 

be empowered through training. According to several interviewees (R3, R4), there is a very 

important role for the local and international NGOs in creating and providing these trainings. 

In this way, more people will be aware and successful initiatives can be replicated in different 

communities. It is important to realize that building a foundation for peace requires patience 

and persistence. Scaling up initiatives rooted in South Sudan, such as the APP, and 

establishing local partners in key locations are processes that demand time (PAX internal 

communication, June 13, 2024).  

5.3.2 Direct Link to the National Level: Advocacy  

In addition, advocacy work is essential in letting the local and subnational reconciliation 

contribute to the national-level peace process. R3 explains that advocacy is important because 

it brings the needs and rights of local communities to a higher level. In addition, R4 states that 

it can really help if the national leadership adopt some of the strategies that local leaders are 

using in their communities. For example, in using "customary and cultural values and 

practices such as truth-telling, cultural rituals and performances" (Christian Aid, p.6). 

  What is very evident from the interviews is that the church is the most important actor 

in linking the local/subnational and national levels through advocacy. R7, R9 and R14 explain 

that the church structures can easily access the communities on the ground as well as the top-

level political elites. According to R3 “they are in a good position to be able to carry the 

sentiment, to carry the feeling of the people and share them with the national figures, this is 

what is lacking nowadays”. The church is considered credible and very legitimate, so people 

will believe the information that comes from the church (R13). R2 adds that different church 

groups represent different ethnic groups, so if you are able to keep these bishops together, 

then you can also "exert peaceful pressure" (R2). The South Sudan Council of Churches 

(SSCC), comprises seven member churches and associate churches in South Sudan (Global 

Ministries, n.d.). R13 explains that the SSCC is made up of a board of trustees who are 

usually very influential church leaders. These church leaders have meetings with the top 

officials in the country, such as the president: "The church plays a role of moral leadership to 
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remind them of the role they have to play for the citizens" (R13). R14 adds that the SSCC is 

well-positioned for this task because of its understanding of local and subnational conflicts. 

They aim to represent the voice of the community in negotiations at the national level. The 

SSCC is also important in resolving conflicts between the country's top leaders. For example, 

when the president and the opposition disagreed about the elections. Currently, the SSCC has 

two formal representatives in the Tumaini process (R14). 

  However, R13 highlights that there are currently struggles within the leadership of the 

SSCC. The SSCC is undergoing a leadership transition, which affects the implementation of 

the Action Plan for Peace (APP) and likely also the advocacy strategies. They are hoping to 

be back in a few weeks’ time. Therefore, it is important to prevent divisions within the church 

and to emphasize the unity of voice and purpose among its members, working together as one 

ecumenical family, which is work that PAX supports to prevent further divisions in the 

country (PAX internal communication, June 13, 2024). 

 The current leadership struggles in the SSCC underscore the importance of ensuring 

that advocacy at the national level is not carried out only by church structures. Civil society 

also plays a crucial role. R3 mentions that for churches it is very important to advocate from 

an informed position, and civil society can help with this, a kind of church-civil society 

collaboration for capacity building and advocacy. If this succeeds: “they will be able to have 

an impact on liaising with the subnational and national structures to address issues of peace 

and conflict, and conflict transformation and resolution in the country” (R3). In addition, it is 

key to have civil society present at high-level peace talks to represent what is happening at the 

subnational level. R2 explains that this was the case in the talks that led to the signing of the 

R-ARCSS. R13 also explains that in the Tumaini Initiative, civil society members are present 

at the negotiating table, which is essential because they are the only ones "talking about social 

welfare and security, human security, the other groups are just pretending to talk about it” 

(R13).  R13 clarifies that CSOs are in the communities, so the messages they present at these 

high-level processes are really from the people. But it can be really hard when you are at a 

table where others do not prioritize the needs and rights of communities. R13 states that it also 

really depends on who is mediating the process. The chief mediator in the Tumaini process 

seems to be really giving a listening ear to civil societies. So the SSCC is hoping that the 

CSOs influence the process, “Of course not entirely, but in one way or the other they will 

influence the process” (R13).  

  Also, the NGOs that are working on the reconciliation initiatives on the local and 

subnational, are active in advocacy. R6 explains that they have one-on-one meetings with 
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certain ministers or generals about the situation that is happening at the local and subnational 

levels that is affecting the people. They reach out to the subnational and national levels on 

behalf of the community, because this is not possible for the community themselves. 

Advocacy by NGOs is important because R6 highlights: “We have to have alliances. If you 

do it alone sometimes, it is difficult, you cannot succeed” (R6).   

  In addition, it is also stated that it is very important there is inclusion of all 

demographics of people in this process: youth, women, people with disabilities, church 

leaders and traditional leaders (R13). She explains that there is a special role for youth and 

women because: “Women usually think about their children and youth think about their 

future. So if we include these two groups of people, you can imagine the magic that can 

happen” (R13). An example is the ‘Women Link’ initiative, which connects women from 

church communities with women politicians to advocate for women’s participation in politics. 

They have successfully advocated for a provision that ensures 35% of political participation 

for women, as part of the Action Plan for Peace of the SSCC (R13). In the literature it is 

argued that by giving women a voice in political and peace processes, the rights and 

protection of women will be more prominent, thereby advancing women’s security and 

promoting greater gender equality in the country (Krause et al., 2018; Pankhurst, 2003). 

According to the research of Hudson et al. (2009) the higher the equality in the country, the 

more peaceful and secure the country is. 

  However, this process of advocacy can be very difficult in the current political climate, 

characterized by leaders who prioritize power and self-interest over the needs of the people 

(R13). R6 adds they experience difficulties in their advocacy efforts because the political 

leaders view them unfavorably. They perceive them as a threat because they sensitize 

communities to policies that may not be beneficial to them. Despite these challenges, they 

will continue to advocate for the rights and needs of communities. 

5.3.3 Interconnectedness with the National Level  

As emphasized in the report of Christian Aid In It for the Long Haul, for “strategically linked” 

(Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17), local and subnational reconciliation to contribute to the national-

level peace process it is important that the community-level conflict “is part of the national 

conflict equation” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17). This interconnectedness is present in all the 

cases. In Tambura-Yambio, the tensions between the SPLM/A-IG and SPLM/A-IO are 

transposed onto the ethnic division between the Azande and Balanda by the political elite. 

This is causing a lot of violence and complicating the reconciliation process in that area. In 



75 
 

Mukaya payam (Yei) the conflict erupted because several bomas were occupied by armed 

groups and claimed responsibility and ownership over these bomas. In Kuron, there was a 

connection to the national-level conflict equation when in 2013, David Yau Yau, a Murle 

general, rebelled against the government of South Sudan, impacting the relations between the 

Toposa and the Murle. Following a successful mediation process, David Yau Yau and the 

government reconciled in 2014, and he became part of the national government. However, the 

national peace process remains highly unstable due to a lack of political will, causing all sorts 

of political manoeuvring including of generals. Therefore, it is important that the national 

peace process becomes sustainable and durable because otherwise similar dynamics can occur 

again. In the conflict between the Ibahore-Lohutok in Eastern Equatoria, there were political 

leaders involved who were working for the nation, which makes it also interconnected with 

the national-level conflict equation. In the conflict between the Laarim and Didinga in Eastern 

Equatoria, the linkages are less obvious, but the lack of resources, security and salaries 

provided by the national government ensures the dynamics of the conflict on the ground.   

5.3.4 Conclusion  

Reconciliation at the local and subnational level will not simply ‘add up’ to the national level. 

For this reason, it is crucial to build a ‘foundation for peace’ because it is possible to exert 

counter-pressure on the political elites at the national level. To create this ‘foundation for 

peace’, it is necessary to create awareness, by educating and informing the general population 

in the periphery about what is happening at the national level, and to advocate for the 

decentralization of power. In addition, the advocacy work of different actors is also crucial in 

letting the local and subnational reconciliation contribute to the national level in a way that 

takes into account the community’s needs. The church, civil society organizations, and local 

and international NGOs are very important actors in advocating for the rights of communities 

at the national level. It is also emphasized that it is important to include all demographic 

groups in these advocacy initiatives. The third and final condition for letting local and 

subnational reconciliation initiatives contribute to the national level is that there should be an 

interconnectedness between the local and subnational conflict dynamics and the “national 

conflict equation” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17).  
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6. Conclusion and Considerations  
 

The current situation in South Sudan demonstrates that, although there is a signed peace 

agreement in South Sudan (R-ARCSS), there is no sustainable peace in the country. The R-

ARCSS has been successfully exploited by the political elite to secure their position of power 

at all levels of the country (Craze & Marko, 2022). This ensures that the peace agreement has 

not been able to actually bring about peaceful relations between former adversaries in South 

Sudan (Bar & Tal, 2009; JC & Marko, 2022). This suggests that a top-down approach to 

peacebuilding alone will not create sustainable peace in South Sudan. It is critical for 

peacebuilding in South Sudan to integrate bottom-up approaches, adopt multi-level thinking, 

link key connectors and weaken and address spoilers. Including community perspectives and 

ensuring their representation in formal processes is essential for achieving sustainable peace.  

 By interviewing people involved in local and subnational peace work in South Sudan, 

this thesis has explored the conditions under which local and subnational reconciliation 

processes in South Sudan can contribute to the national-level peace process in a way that is 

responsive to the needs of communities, in order to answer the main question of this research:  

Under what conditions can local and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan 

contribute to the national peace process? In a way that it helps solve the fundamental 

problems related to the communities’ needs?  

This thesis focused on different levels: the local and subnational levels, the national level and 

the linkage between these levels. The analysis of the specific cases of reconciliation in 

Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and Eastern Equatoria shows that at the local and 

subnational levels in South Sudan, many of the conditions for reconciliation as presented in 

the theoretical framework, exist or are being actively worked upon. The focus of this thesis 

has been to learn from practical experiences in South Sudan that are meaningful to the South 

Sudanese.  

 Section 5.1. identifies six main themes for successful local and subnational 

reconciliation: Dealing with the Past, Disarming the Mind, Development & Security, 

(Transitional) Justice Processes, Reconciliation as a Long-Term Process, and Context-

Specific/Local Ownership. The analysis of this research shows that reconciliation initiatives 

in the cases discussed are genuinely trying to address the specific needs of the communities 

involved, including demands for truth, justice, reparations, and structural reforms that 

promote human security. The analysis shows that when the factors of Dealing with the Past, 
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Disarming the Mind, Development & Security, (Transitional) Justice Processes, 

Reconciliation as a Long-Term Process, and Context-Specific/Local Ownership are 

addressed, the results of the local and subnational reconciliation initiatives are predominantly 

successful. For example between the Laarim and Didinga communities and between the 

Ibahore and Lohutok communities in Eastern Equatoria, in Mukaya and between some 

communities in Kuron. However, the results were less successful in the case of Tambura-

Yambio. This can be attributed to several challenges. In Tambura-Yambio the main challenge 

is the interference of the national-level political elite competing over power at the national 

state level, access to resources and entry routes to neighbouring countries. Additionally, 

spillover risks from armed groups in neighbouring countries, such as the Mbororo nomads 

from Congo, pose a challenge to reconciliation in Tambura-Yambio. The peace conference 

scheduled for March 18, 2024, in Tambura-Yambio was cancelled due to tensions between 

the political elites. In recent months, there has been a resurgence of conflict, with people 

being killed and displaced. 

 National-level political and military elite processes negatively influence community 

relations or reconciliation processes at local and subnational levels. The cases also show that 

lack of rule of law, insecurity, limited infrastructure and underdevelopment challenge the 

sustainability of reconciliation processes in the long term. The respondents attribute this to a 

lack of political will and the failure of the national government to provide security, law and 

order, and basic services to the people. The lack of national justice processes is cited as a 

major challenge to sustainable local and subnational reconciliation. It is necessary that 

significant changes take place at the national level to prevent the country from falling back 

into another war. 

 Section 5.2. identifies numerous shortcomings at the national level that hinder 

progress towards long-term and sustainable peace in South Sudan. It is evident that, at 

present, there is a lack of transformed political and social relationships between the former 

antagonists. Not only should the relationship between the SPLM-IG and the SPLM-IO be 

transformed, but non-signatories should also be included in the national-level mediation and 

reconciliation processes in South Sudan. There is hope that the current Tumaini Initiative in 

Nairobi will contribute to this process. Although it remains to be seen whether regional 

political will and pressure will be exerted on political and military actors through the Tumaini 

initiative (PAX internal communication, July 8, 2024). The analysis also shows that the 

relationship between the state and the citizens of the country is incapable of providing justice 

and equity for all, resolving and managing conflicts, and instilling democratic and human 
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rights. This situation indicates that the top-down peace processes in South Sudan over the past 

decade have failed to bring sustainable peace to South Sudan and to address the 

multidimensional nature of most of the country's conflicts. It is of critical importance to have 

and promote a more bottom-up peacebuilding strategy that learns from indigenous knowledge 

and cultural practices that have proven to be successful, and to integrate this strategy into the 

national-level peace process. Those who have endured the worst of the violence and are 

directly impacted by its consequences are in the best position to formulate suitable solutions 

and initiatives to heal their communities (Liaga & Wielenga, 2020). For bottom-up 

approaches to truly contribute to peace in South Sudan, significant changes must occur at the 

top. Crucial to this is the implementation of Chapter 2 on security arrangements and Chapter 

5, which aims to end impunity, promote accountability, and contribute to national 

reconciliation and healing. In order to achieve sustainable peace, it is very important to 

combine bottom-up and top-down processes, with a focus on community representation in 

national transition processes. 

 In Section 5.3. it was discussed how the local and subnational reconciliation processes 

can be linked to the national level. Firstly, the analysis shows that building a foundation for 

peace is critical to enabling local and subnational contributions to the national-level peace 

process. By building a foundation for peace, it is possible to create counter-pressure at the 

national level. When communities live in peace and are aware of what is happening at the 

national level, the political elite will be less able to manipulate them for their own gains. 

Educating and informing the general population in the periphery about what is happening at 

the national level is critical for raising awareness. Increasing access to accurate information, 

particularly about government manipulation of communities for political gain, can help 

reduce the likelihood of people, especially youth, being persuaded to engage in politically 

motivated fighting. Devolution of power is essential to building a foundation for peace, where 

local leaders are chosen through elections. However, it is not only important that they are 

elected, but also that the relationship between local leaders and the national government 

changes in order to create the necessary distance. The leaders must feel responsible and 

accountable primarily to the communities they represent, not to the national government. 

Secondly, advocacy work is of critical importance in linking the local and subnational 

reconciliation processes to the national level and vice versa. Advocacy can be important in 

bringing the needs and the rights of the local communities to a higher level to assure their 

representation and promote democracy from below. The analysis emphasizes the importance 

of advocating for the representation of women and civil society in (high-level) peace and 



79 
 

political processes, which are currently predominantly controlled by male elites and people 

with weapons wielding military power. The conflict in South Sudan is a man-made conflict, 

with a significant portion of the violence targeting girls and women. Therefore, it is crucial to 

ensure the rights and protection of women in this context, which will guarantee their safety 

and uphold their rights. When there is more gender equality in South Sudan, the country will 

ultimately be more secure and peaceful (Hudson et al., 2009). In addition, local strategies and 

reconciliation practices that have worked well need to be communicated to the national level 

so that they can be scaled up and provide valuable lessons, including for policymakers and 

diplomats. Finally, for “strategically linked” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17), local and 

subnational reconciliation to contribute to the national-level peace process, it is important that 

the community-level conflict “is part of the national conflict equation” (Christian Aid, 2018, 

p. 17). 

 Linking local and subnational reconciliation initiatives to the national-level peace 

process is a long-term process, but if done strategically, it can ultimately contribute to the 

national peace process in ways that take into account the needs of the community. Based on 

this research, several considerations are suggested for local and subnational reconciliation 

initiatives and how they can contribute to the national-level peace process:   

Considerations for policymakers, peace practitioners, and donors:  

Local and subnational Reconciliation:  

• Dealing with the past: to ensure the success of local and subnational reconciliation 

efforts, it is critical that people share their knowledge and experiences on what 

happened during the conflict. This is a first step in the process of ever achieving its 

closure. Storytelling is essential in these processes, allowing everyone to share their 

experiences. This approach helps uncover the truth and identify the key issues that 

affect the communities. Based on this, communities can draw closer to each other and 

thereby progress towards reconciliation. Facilitating these processes is essential in 

progressing towards reconciliation. In these processes, it is important that all affected 

demographic segments are involved. Women, in particular, should be recognized as 

leaders in their communities and play a key role in these processes. This ensures that 

women’s interests and rights are also prioritized, especially given the fact that a 

significant portion of the violence targets girls and women. There are many survivors 

of sexual violence in South Sudan. The importance of including women in peace 

processes, as emphasized in the analysis, aligns with the literature on women's 
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participation in peace processes. Research indicates that when women are included in 

peace processes, it contributes to longer-lasting peace (United Nations, 2023; Krause 

et al., 2018). 

• Disarming the Mind: the people of South Sudan have endured prolonged conflict that 

has created a culture of war, whereby people sometimes no longer see each other as 

humans. It is crucial to transform this culture of war into a culture of peace, where 

people humanize each other. Before reconciliation can be achieved, it is important that 

the minds of people are ‘disarmed’, enabling them to recognize each other as human 

beings. The analysis highlights several crucial factors in achieving this goal. First, it is 

very important to educate people about the culture of peace and humanity. In addition, 

trauma healing is essential to disarm people's minds. Trauma healing is a key issue, 

therefore more attention and funding should be given to trauma healing when 

promoting peace and development work. It is important to include all people who have 

a war mentality. The inclusion of the army and national security in trauma healing and 

peace work is explicitly mentioned in the analysis. Finally, intercommunity contact is 

important because it allows people to let go of their stereotypes. The church plays a 

crucial role in facilitating these processes and needs better support, greater capacity-

building, and scaling up of its initiatives. 

• Security and Development: much of South Sudan lacks infrastructure, electricity, 

proper education, and health care. The government does not provide these basic needs 

to the people. People are fighting over resources. In order to achieve long-term and 

sustainable reconciliation, it is important to focus on addressing the root causes of 

conflict. Addressing security is crucial, because peace is a security issue (Christian 

Aid, 2018; PAX internal communication, May 6, 2024). Since the government is not 

providing the basic needs of the people, it is also important to explore alternative ways 

of promoting development and security for the people. For example, through local 

youth structures responsible for development and security issues, or through Income 

Generating Activities (IGA), where people are trained in business skills and are 

provided with seed grants to start their own businesses. Ultimately, however, it is 

important for the government to fulfil its responsibility to provide these basic needs 

for the people. 

• Transitional Justice Processes: this research demonstrates that transitional justice 

processes play a crucial role in the reconciliation efforts in the current context of 

South Sudan. It became clear that it is not necessarily about punishing, but about 
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repairing the harm that is done to the victims. Due to the lack of implementation of 

Chapter V of R-ARCSS and the limited transitional justice infrastructure in the 

country, justice is more often handled through customary forms. For example, 

compensation through cows or traditional rituals can serve as a means of forgiving 

perpetrators of violence. This is often successful. But bigger atrocities taking place, 

require an effective national-level transitional justice process. For peace to be 

sustainable in the long term, transitional justice processes at both the local/subnational 

and national levels are of key importance to end impunity and promote accountability. 

• Reconciliation as a long-term process: it is crucial to maintain a long-term 

commitment to achieve peace and reconciliation. It is emphasized by a lot of 

respondents in this research that reconciliation cannot be achieved through a one-time 

event that lasts only two or three days. It should be an ongoing process in which 

people receive ongoing support. This will help the facilitators of the reconciliation 

initiative, to build trust with the communities involved, and among the communities 

themselves. Long-term and sustainable reconciliation requires facilitators who are 

neutral, who really know the context in which they are working, and who understand 

the specific needs of the people. This requires thorough preparation, continuous 

monitoring of the process, and the skills to facilitate such processes because they are 

extremely complex. Most often, the church is the one that can do this. 

• Context-Specific & Local Ownership: it is very important that local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives are context-specific. Every context is unique, and there are no 

universal solutions. There should be an emphasis on traditional beliefs and practices.  

Central to this approach is local ownership. This research shows how important it is 

for communities to take the lead in reconciliation initiatives or they will not succeed. 

They must be aware of the issues at hand and willing to address them in order to 

effectively start a reconciliation process.  

The National Level  

• National Level Reconciliation: reconciliation at the national level is necessary to 

achieve peace in South Sudan. However, from the research analysis and desk study, 

the conclusion is that the national leaders do not seem to have the political will for 

peace. This research highlighted that some leaders feel that they can do anything as 

they intimidate communities and peace and human rights activists. Regional and 

international pressure is needed on the political and military actors for a genuine 
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national-level reconciliatory process to take off. Civil society and the church are 

critical actors that need to be represented in the high-level peace processes, to prevent 

political and military elites from continuing to place their own interests above the 

community interest and the development of a nation-state.  

• Renewed relationship between the state and the citizens: for sustainable peace to be 

achieved in South Sudan, it is crucial that the relationship between the state and its 

citizens is founded on good governance and upholding democratic principles. 

Currently, the state is increasingly developing towards an autocratic oppressor with a 

sad resemblance to its former oppressor in Khartoum against whom they fought a 

liberation war for decades. It is essential to apply diplomatic pressure now to ensure 

this change occurs before it is too late. Democratic values should be the basis of this 

relationship between the state and the citizens. The state should promote the ‘rule of 

law’ and provide security. This is also articulated in the R-ARCSS in chapter 2. 

However, many of the agreements articulated in Chapter 2 have not been 

implemented. Furthermore, the state should establish transitional justice mechanisms 

as outlined in Chapter 5 of the R-ARCSS. This chapter includes agreements on the 

establishment of the Commission for Truth, Reconciliation, and Healing (CTRH), the 

Hybrid Court for South Sudan (HCSS), and the Compensation and Reparation 

Authority (CRA). From the analysis in this research, it became apparent that pressure 

is needed to establish the CTRH and the CRA, as well as to implement transitional 

justice provisions.  

Linking Levels  

• Building a foundation for peace: from the analysis, including the UNHRC reports, it 

can be concluded that the national government of South Sudan has exploited 

communities for political gain. Building the foundations for peace at the local and 

subnational levels is therefore critical to the sustainability of long-term peace and 

reconciliation processes. Critical mass, a well-informed, educated population, basic 

infrastructure, and some level of development could prevent the same political and 

military leaders at the national level from continuing to prey on communities and 

mobilize them for their own ends. For this to happen, awareness raising at all levels, 

especially in the periphery, is crucial. Local communities lack access to information 

and awareness of what is really happening. Therefore, people should be educated 

about the value of peace and reconciliation. Peace-building requires a holistic 
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approach, as in Kuron Peace Village, which includes community education and 

development components.  

• Advocacy: advocacy is important for local and subnational reconciliation to contribute 

to the national peace process, as it elevates the needs and rights of local communities. 

The church and civil society organizations play a crucial role in advocating critical 

issues at the national level. It is important that all ethnic and demographic groups are 

represented in the advocacy processes, including women, youth and people with 

disabilities.  

• Interconnectedness: As emphasized in the report of Christian Aid ‘In it for the long 

haul, for “strategically linked” (Christian Aid, 2018, p. 17), local and subnational 

reconciliation to contribute to the national-level peace process it is important that the 

community level conflict “is part of the national conflict equation” (Christian Aid, 

2018, p. 17). 

Considerations for future research:  

• It is crucial to recognize that South Sudan is a patriarchal society with harmful cultural 

practices against women, including (sexual) violence and early and enforced 

marriages. Impunity for abuses against women and girls persists (United Nations, 

2023). Including women in the peace process is vital to ensure that women’s rights are 

protected. In 2000, the United Nations adopted Resolution 1325. This resolution states 

that women's "full, equal and meaningful participation" (United Nations, 2023, p.1) in 

peacebuilding should be the norm. However, this goal remains largely unmet. There is 

significant groundwork to be done in South Sudan regarding women’s representation 

and achieving gender equality. Though this thesis insufficiently highlights this 

important issue, the author came across several (PAX) programs that continue to 

promote the important Women’s Peace and Security Agenda in South Sudan. Future 

research could focus on the specific and different gender roles and their participation 

in multi-level reconciliatory processes.   

• This research examined five cases across three states in South Sudan, a relatively 

small number. For future research, it may be very interesting to upscale and analyze 

more cases in different states in South Sudan to see if similar results can be found. 

From the research analysis it became clear already that increased donor support is 

needed for local and subnational reconciliation processes, in particular those backed 

by churches and supported by civil society initiatives.   
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• The people interviewed for this research were all peace practitioners. For future 

research, it may be very interesting to include people from the local and subnational 

levels who are victims or perpetrators involved in the reconciliation process, in order 

to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the impact and effectiveness 

of reconciliation initiatives from the perspective of those directly affected by the 

conflicts. 

• It can also be insightful to explore the link between the local and subnational 

reconciliation process and the national-level peace process in other countries. Though 

reconciliation processes are very context-specific, it could be interesting to compare 

cases and learn from successful strategies and challenges across a variety of contexts. 

• Finally, it might be interesting for future research to focus solely on how the dynamics 

of neighbouring countries like Sudan, the DRC, CAR, Uganda, Kenya, as well as 

other foreign countries, impact the conflict in South Sudan.  
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Appendix 1. Code Overview  

Local and Subnational Levels   

Categories  Codes  

Actors  Church 

 Community  

 Elders 

 Government 

 Local chiefs  

 Media 

 NGOs 

 Peace Clubs/Committees  

 Political Elite 

 PAX 

 Sphere Masters 

 The Army  

 Women  

 Youth  

Activities  Community Consultation 

 Community Dialogue 

 Conference  

 Counseling 

 Cultural Expression 

 Customary Law 

 Mediation 

 Neutral Forums 

 Signing an Agreement  

 Storytelling 

 Traditional Rituals 

 Trainings 

 Trauma Healing 

Conditions  Acceptance 

 Acknowledgement 

 Adressing Grievances 

 Adressing Root Causes 

 Apology 

 Common Good 

 Commonalities  

 Contact 

 Context Specific  

 Cultural Norms  

 Culture of Tolerance 

 Development 

 Disarming the Mind 

 Education 

 Exposure to the Outside World 

 Humanization 
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 Importance of Leadership 

 Inclusiveness 

 Joint Future 

 Local Ownership 

 Long-Term Process 

 Neutralism 

 Security 

 Symbolism 

 Transitional Justice 

 Trust  

Timing Community Preparedness  

 Conflict Early Warning   

 Continuous Engagement 

 Rapid Response  

Causes Subnational Conflict  African traditional (gender) values 

 Alcohol  

 Arms 

 Cattle Raiding 

 Child Abduction 

 Climate Change 

 Connection to the national-level conflict 

 Culture of Appointment 

 Culture of War 

 Dehumanization 

 Ethnic Hatred 

 Impact of Colonialism 

 (Revenge) killings 

 Lack of Structures 

 Land Conflict  

 Looting  

 Pastoralists vs. Agrarians 

 Resource Conflicts 

 Role of Youth 

 Shortcomings National Level 

 Underdevelopment  

Challenges Closure of Civic Space 

 Colonial Legacy of Development Work 

 Conflicting Mentalities 

 Disconnect between Policy and Practice  

 Fall Back  

 Funding 

 Gender Inequality 

 Impact of War 

 Insecurity 

 Insincerity   

 Negative Political Interference 

 Protracted Conflict  

 Underdevelopment 
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The National Level   

Categories Codes  

Actors Church/SSCC 

 Civil Society  

 Government 

 International Community 

 NGOs 

 Riek Machar & Salva Kiir 

 PAX 

 Women 

 Youth  

Activities APP 

 CTRH & CRA 

 Disarmement  

 National Dialogue  

 R-ARCSS 

Conditions Awareness Creation 

 Context Specific 

 Democratic Values 

 (Transitional) Justice 

 National Level Reconciliation 

 Rule of Law 

 Nationhood 

Challenges Fear for Accountability 

 International Peacebuilding Dynamics 

 Lack of (good) state structures 

 Political Dynamics 

 Tribalism 

 

 

Linking Levels   

Categories Codes 

Actors Church/SSCC 

 Civil Society 

 Communities 

 Women Groups 

Activities Advocacy  

Conditions Bottom-up & Top-down Simultaneously  

 Building a basis for peace 

 Church Reconciliation 

 Community Empowerment 

 Devolution of Power 

Desired Outcomes Community Integration Initiatives  

 Culture of Peace 

 Intermarriages 

 Spread of Peace 
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 Elections 

 Interconnectedness to the national level 

conflict equation  

 Subnational Reconciliation  

Challenges Negative Influence National Leadership 

 Lack of Funding 

 Lack of High-Level Representation  

 

Internal & External Factors   

Categories Codes 

Characteristics of South Sudan  Diversity 

 Multi-level Conflict  

 Ethnic Borders 

External Influences Geopolitics  

 Sudan War  

Internal Dynamics  Elections  
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Appendix 2. Questionnaire  

1. Introduction  

1.1.Can you shortly introduce yourself? 

2. Reconciliation  

2.1.What is your experience with reconciliation initiatives?  

2.2.According to you, what does reconciliation entail?  

3. Preconditions:  

3.1.How was the reconciliation initiative prepared for? What is important before 

setting up a reconciliation initiative? --> Are there specific things you should focus 

on?  

3.2.How did you know people were ready for this process? What were the signs or 

signals that showed that people were prepared for it?  

4. Conditions & activities:  

4.1.What do you see as the most crucial factors for a reconciliation initiative to 

succeed? Are this present in [case]? (role of truth, justice, acknowledgement, 

reparations, etc.)  

• Successes. I read a report about the reconciliation initiative in Mukaya Payam; 

This reconciliation initiative has been a success, what has contributed to that? 

And what are other success in Yei county?  

• Problems 

4.2.In your experience, what do people need the most within these reconciliation 

initiatives? What are people most concerned about? 

4.3.How will you ensure that the reconciliation initiative remains effective in the long 

term? 

5. Context of South Sudan   

5.1.Which actors play a significant role in these subnational reconciliation processes? 

(e.g. churches/ local-indigenous actors/international community)  

• To what extent is it a cooperation with a diverse range of local and national 

organizations/institutions (local/national government/ NGO’s/ local grassroot 

organizations/ international organizations etc.). Can you give examples? And 

can you tell more about the collaboration?  

5.2.What is the role of traditional customs and rituals in the reconciliation initiatives?  

6. Linking Levels:  
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6.1.To what extent do you believe local and subnational reconciliation processes can 

be important for the national peace process? And how?  

6.2.Do you think the processes that worked at the local level can also work at the 

national level? Why or why not? 

7. National level  

7.1.What do you think has to happen on the national level in order to achieve 

reconciliation? What would be needed for a national peace process?  

7.2.What is your opinion on the R-ARCSS? (Chapter 2, security and Chapter 5, truth, 

reconciliation and healing) 

• Do you know what the current status is of the commission of truth, 

reconciliation and healing (CTRH)  

7.3.What is your opinion on the national dialogue process initiated in 2017 by Kiir?  

• Successes  

• What, in your opinion, is the reason behind the deadlock in the national 

dialogue process? 

7.4.What role do you think the upcoming elections will have in the peace process in 

South Sudan? 

8. Final Questions  

8.1.What, in your view, are the key ingredients for long-term peace in South Sudan? 

8.2.Do you have anything that you would like to share?   
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Executive Summary  

The current situation in South Sudan demonstrates that, although there is a signed peace 

agreement in South Sudan (R-ARCSS), there is no sustainable peace in the country. The R-

ARCSS has been successfully exploited by the political elite to secure their position of power 

at all levels of the country (Craze & Marko, 2022). This ensures that the peace agreement has 

not been able to actually bring about peaceful relations between former adversaries in South 

Sudan (Bar & Tal, 2009; JC & Marko, 2022). This suggests that a top-down approach to 

peacebuilding alone will not create sustainable peace in South Sudan. It is critical for 

peacebuilding in South Sudan to integrate bottom-up approaches, adopt multi-level thinking, 

link key connectors and weaken and address spoilers. Including community perspectives and 

ensuring their representation in formal processes is essential for achieving sustainable peace.  

 By interviewing people involved in local and subnational peace work in South Sudan, 

this thesis explores the conditions under which local and subnational reconciliation processes 

in South Sudan can contribute to the national-level peace process in a way that is responsive 

to the needs of communities, in order to answer the main question of this research:  

 

Under what conditions can local and subnational reconciliation processes in South Sudan 

contribute to the national peace process? In a way that it helps solve the fundamental 

problems related to the communities’ needs?  

 

This thesis focuses on different levels: the local and subnational levels, the national level and 

the linkage between these levels. Based on these levels the three sub-questions are formulated.  

 The theoretical framework of this thesis focuses on an overview of the peacebuilding 

and reconciliation literature. Peacebuilding literature distinguishes between bottom-up and 

top-down approaches. For reconciliation, the definition, (pre-)conditions and activities are 

outlined.  

  A qualitative research design was used to explore how the local and subnational 

reconciliation initiatives could contribute to the national-level peace process in ways that 

addressed the needs of communities. More specifically, this research used a comparative case-

study design. This research focused on local and subnational reconciliation initiatives in 

Western Equatoria, Central Equatoria, and Eastern Equatoria. Specifically, it examined the 

peace processes in Tambura-Yambio in Western Equatoria, Yei in Central Equatoria, and 

Kuron, and between the Laarim-Didinga and Ibahore-Lohutok in Eastern Equatoria.  
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 The data was collected through extensive desk research and semi-structured interviews 

with 14 respondents involved in local and subnational peace work in South Sudan. All the 

interviews were transcribed, and after the transcription, all the interviews were coded using 

Atlas.ti.  Eventually, 19 main categories were established, which are the main starting point 

for the analysis.  

 The main conclusions of the data analysis include:  

1) Local and Subnational level: the analysis of the local and subnational analysis identifies six 

main themes for successful local and subnational reconciliation: Dealing with the Past, 

Disarming the Mind, Development & Security, (Transitional) Justice Processes, 

Reconciliation as a Long-Term Process, and Context-Specific/Local Ownership. The analysis 

shows that when these are addressed in the local and subnational reconciliation initiatives, the 

results are predominantly successful. However, national-level political and military elite 

processes negatively influence community relations or reconciliation processes at local and 

subnational levels. The cases also show that lack of rule of law, insecurity, limited 

infrastructure and underdevelopment challenge the sustainability of reconciliation processes 

in the long term.  

2) National Level: the analysis of the national level identifies numerous shortcomings at the 

national level that hinder progress towards long-term and sustainable peace in South Sudan. It 

is evident that, at present, there is a lack of transformed political and social relationships 

between the former antagonists. Additionally, the relationship between the state and the 

citizens of the country is incapable of providing justice and equity for all, resolving and 

managing conflicts, and instilling democratic and human rights. It is of critical importance to 

have and promote a more bottom-up peacebuilding strategy. For bottom-up approaches to 

truly contribute to peace in South Sudan, significant changes must occur at the top, including 

the implementation of the peace agreement.  

3) Linking Levels: local and subnational reconciliation initiatives can contribute to the 

national-level peace process if strategically linked to national efforts, through building a 

foundation for peace, advocacy work and interconnectedness with the national-level conflict 

dynamics.  

Linking local and subnational reconciliation initiatives to the national-level peace process is a 

long-term process, but if done strategically, it can ultimately contribute to the national peace 

process in ways that take into account the needs of the community. 

 


