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Preface
  Paul Murphy

the following collection of reflections on aspects of community (and 
state) security in South Sudan is a valuable example of the type of locally-grounded 
analysis that has been missing from the last decade of statebuilding engagement.  
I remember well the excitement and hopefulness that accompanied the signing of the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005. But even then, it was striking how 
the task of addressing underlying grievances from decades of conflict and securing 
basic public safety and security (both fundamental building blocks for future peace)  
were relegated by decision makers in the rush to establish an interim period of southern  
governance. Twelve years later, the human and political cost of side-stepping these 
‘fundamentals’ has exceeded our worst imaginings, especially since 2013. Unthinkable 
violence and abuse has followed, immobilising critical thinking and strategic actions 
to stop violence and re-set the country on a credible pathway to peace.

So in what way are these essays on community defence groups helpful when considering  
South Sudan’s future? At the outset, they cast a nuanced understanding of some of the 
different ways communities seek to protect their lives and assets in a context where 
government institutions either don’t exist, or can no longer be depended upon. This 
is not to deny the sometimes extraordinary dedication of individuals scattered across 
South Sudan who offer communities degrees of safety or justice, whether as a police 
officer, judge or community leader. But in the end, many citizens have no other option 
but to mobilise, making community defence groups as relevant today as they have 
been in the past.

The collection sheds light on the purpose, complexity and sophistication behind a 
small number of these groups: the gelweng/titweng, White Armies and arrow boys. 
Tracing their historical and community roots, the essays untangle the myths and 
romanticism that have often coloured depictions of their role. Such groups have been 
heavily shaped by South Sudan’s conflicts and have frequently fallen into the manipu-
lative hands of self-seeking political leaders. They have sometimes helped achieve 
relative security, or contributed to local peace agreements. More frequently however 
they have exacerbated violence, presenting harsh dilemmas for vulnerable community 
members involved. At the same time, defence groups pose critical policy dilemmas 
for South Sudan’s fledgling state – incorporate, disband or transform them? To ignore 
them, as the collection makes clear, is not a viable option.  

The authors make no suggestion that local defence groups can fill the vacuum created 
by the absence of a functioning state security system. Rather, by highlighting how 
communities are actually responding to insecurity, the collection’s value lies in helping 
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identify entry points, actors and local concerns that should inform measures to restore 
peaceful coexistence and build a more responsive security system in South Sudan in 
the long term. The safety of citizens and communities will need to be placed at the  
centre of these endeavours. 

Undoubtedly, the journey to transform the drivers and effects of violence will require 
immense political courage and sustained investment at every level of the state.  
But moving beyond our traditional approaches to security building – and recognising 
the significant and complex role that actors outside the state play in community lives – 
must be central to that process. Let’s begin by putting the realities in front of us and be 
ready to engage with South Sudan’s informal and emerging state security institutions.



 1  In October 2015, South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir decreed that the country’s ten states would be sub-divided into 28 states, 
a measure that was subsequently approved by parliament. This article refers primarily to the ten state borders that existed 
prior to the announcement, for ease of reference only. 

 1 
Introduction
The state, security and community defence groups 
in South Sudan

  Jok Madut Jok

south sudan was born of a history of armed struggle. During the long 
second civil war against the government of Sudan (1983–2005), it was rendered one 
of the most war-ravaged places on earth, as a result of damage inflicted directly by the 
Sudanese state and by South Sudanese themselves in the course of fighting each other 
as they fought the north. What was then Southern Sudan experienced multi-level splits 
within the armed movements, even as they agreed on the goals of liberation. As such, 
at independence, the challenges of becoming a unified, cohesive, stable and successful 
state could not be any more daunting, given the history of violent acrimony. 

This history has left a serious burden on the country’s psyche and shoulders. Much of  
the violence that has now come to engulf the world’s newest country is unquestionably  
rooted in that history, as well as in the deficits of post-independence statecraft and 
nation-building, or perhaps in the shortcomings or failure of those endeavours. To 
manage this burden of history requires a complex and nuanced combination of efforts.  
It involves sifting through a growing subculture of violence produced by that protracted  
liberation war, examining the changing livelihood landscapes at communal levels, 
understanding the crumbling social order and coming to terms with the nation’s weak 
security sector and rule of law. This is a potent mix that has to be carefully studied and 
understood if the dreams of the population for a stable country and human security 
are to become a reality. 

On security issues, the sigh of relief that greeted the signing of the CPA in 2005, which 
ended the two-decade north-south war, was short lived. The Sudanese Armed Forces 
(SAF) retreated to the north and with them went the indiscriminate aerial attacks,  
torture and repression that had characterised the relationship between civilians and  
army in the southern garrison towns. Also gone was Khartoum’s recruitment of counter- 
insurgency militias within the south, which had pitted ethnic groups against each 
other. But it was not long before these threats were replaced by different sources of 
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insecurity, some home-grown, some building on the history of SAF involvement in the 
south and others coming from across the border. 

Violence continued to claim just as many if not more lives as the north-south war had 
done in a similar period. There were recurrent and deadly episodes of cattle rustling 
in seven out of then ten states.1 Various fighting forces sprung up, some left over from 
the war days and others created at communal levels as defence measures against the 
increasing levels of violence and to confront the decline of human security all across 
the country. Rebellions emerged within South Sudan’s army – the Sudan Peoples’  
Liberation Army (SPLA) – as soldiers reacted to their exclusion from the gains of 
peace and others protested alleged rigging by the ruling Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement (SPLM) during the 2010 general elections in favour of party cadres who 
lacked local support. Some episodes of violence took on ethnic dimensions, sowing  
the seeds of discord that paved the way for the 2013 civil war. 

All these dynamics wreaked incredible havoc. Communities bought into the myth that  
more arms meant increased security. But the more guns that South Sudanese – civilian  
and combatant alike – had in their possession, the less secure everyone became. Nowhere  
did it become more evident than in South Sudan that a society where everyone is 
armed on the pretext of self-defence is a society where no one can be assured of safety. 
This is the climate in which the so-called White Armies in Greater Upper Nile, the 
arrow boys in Equatoria and the titweng or gelweng in Bahr el Ghazal were all formed, 
primarily as community defence outfits but in some cases later turning violent and 
unwieldy, in ways community leaders who initially supported their formation could 
not have predicted, or can now rein in. These groups have put the government in a 
dilemma. To support them as extensions of its security apparatus risks outsourcing a 
dangerous enterprise to entities that are not constrained by the central command and 
control of the national army. To disband them or fight them as they become sources of 
insecurity risks further militarising community-state relationships. Their removal also 
risks creating a security vacuum that the state is currently fundamentally unable to fill.

Community protection forces have their origins in historical patterns of community 
mobilisation in South Sudan and the intensification of violence from 1983, when South 
Sudan started the second Sudanese civil war against the government in Khartoum. 
Since then, and despite the north-south war, which united southerners against the 
government in the north, much fighting occurred within South Sudan. This has  
followed three interconnected tracks. 

The first is resistance against the Sudanese state’s armies by local communities that 
were targeted by SAF and its allied militias. Threats to communities were particularly 
acute along the north-south borders during the liberation era. During this period, 
especially between 1986 and 2002, the Khartoum government collaborated with or 
encouraged and armed Baggara Arab militias from South Darfur and South Kordofan 
known as the Muraheleen, and used them to attack Dinka and Nuer because these  
communities formed the support base of the SPLA. In response, the Dinka of Northern  
Bahr el Ghazal organised bands of armed youth to fight the Muraheleen. Dinka youths 
were sometimes assisted by the SPLA or directly recruited and armed by it, making 
them an informal extension of the SPLA’s fighting strategy. This was a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand, these forces provided much-needed protection against the 
Muraheleen. On the other, their presence and mixing into civilian areas, including 
residential villages, exposed entire villages to indiscriminate reprisal attacks by the 
Sudanese army. It was different groups of these armed youth that eventually developed 
into the so-called titweng or gelweng – ‘cattle guards’. 

The second strand is the political contest for power within the various liberation 
movements during the civil war, which continued into a contest for state power when 
South Sudan became autonomous in 2005 and then independent in 2011. This type of 
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violence happens when political leaders draw their local communities into political 
contests that are fundamentally individual power struggles. This dynamic was central  
to the evolution of the titweng or gelweng, which morphed into an informal militia after  
the 1991 split in the SPLA, when Riek Machar and Lam Akol broke away, eventually 
forming SPLA-United (led by Lam Akol) and the South Sudan Independence  
Movement (led by Riek Machar). With backing from Khartoum, these splinter groups  
fought against the main SPLA under John Garang. What was predominantly a personal  
battle for power eventually degenerated into a Nuer-Dinka confrontation, at least in 
Jonglei and along the Western Upper Nile and Bahr el Ghazal border, as leaders pulled 
their civilian populations into violence. 

Armed groups such as the gelweng and titweng on the Dinka side became central to 
that confrontation, defending Garang’s faction of the SPLA, but with devastating  
consequences for the communities where they operated. When Kerebino Kuanyin Bol, 
along with several prominent SPLA commanders, joined SPLA-United and stationed 
himself back in his home territory of Gogrial and Twic, offshoots of the titweng  
developed into local defence forces against Kerebino’s forces. This pattern consolidated  
later on, when some politicians who failed to win office through peaceful means 
reached for the ethnic card and, drawing their ethnic constituencies – their political 
support base – into violence, turned their individual quests for power into a matter  
of survival for their entire ethnic communities. This has played very prominently into 
the ongoing civil war that erupted in late 2013.

The third stream of violence is localised competition for resources that has occurred 
along ethnic lines, and which often escalates into all out ethnic warfare. The raiding 
and counter-raiding between the Dinka of Warrap and the Nuer of Unity State, among 
the Agar Dinka of Lakes, and in Jonglei State between Dinka, Murle and Nuer, have 
been some of the most deadly in South Sudan over the past ten years. This type of 
violence often becomes protracted due to the inability of the state to contain armed 
groups, disarm civilians and monopolise the legitimate use of force. The result is that 
large-scale destruction and deaths have continued for years, devastating communities.  
On the occasion this type of conflict abates, it often does so without a political resolution  
and without investigation, compensation or justice for the victims. Ends are often 
temporary, and happen when fighters get tired of war, run out of ammunition or food, 
when well-known militia leaders move away or join the SPLA, or when the onset of the 
rainy season causes people to turn to cultivation. But these unsettled conflicts strain 
ethnic relations for long periods of time, leaving communities with a sense of injustice 
and injuring dignity in a sub-culture where men feel an obligation to avenge past  
incidents of aggression. And in the absence of the state, some communities are left to  
fend for themselves, allowing a cycle of revenge and counter-revenge to become the  
only form of justice available to rural communities where government is virtually absent. 

All these strands connect to cause pervasive militarisation among South Sudan’s 
population. Community militia have often been formed for self-defence in conflicts 
between competing communities. They have also been deployed against the state’s 
armies, particularly when communities suspect formal forces are not neutral. They 
have been appropriated by politicians protesting missed positions in government. The 
following chapters address each of these drivers. Common to all of the groups is their 
roots in ethnic groups or region. In other words, they are responses to the localised 
nature of violence and a suspicion that the state has become monopolised by some 
ethnic groups while others are excluded, forcing them to rely on their own means of 
defence. In this way, the community defence groups reviewed here differ from other 
armed actors, including those with political identities and objectives. 

The arrow boys, the subject of one of the chapters in this collection, was formed locally 
when groups of Azande young men found themselves without a choice but to protect 
their communities and property from the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), who from 
2005 began attacking their villages, abducting children and displacing people from 
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their homes. The LRA, a rebel movement with its origins in northern Uganda, is  
arguably one of the most vicious non-state armed actors still operating on the African  
continent. When the Uganda People’s Defense Force (UPDF), with the aid of the 
United States Marines, finally chased the LRA out of Uganda, it entered South Sudan’s 
Western Equatoria. Their retreat in 2011 was due to a combination of efforts and  
political events, including a reduction in support from the Khartoum Government, 
UPDF collaboration with the United States Marines, the 2005 International Criminal 
Court indictment of LRA lead Joseph Kony and South Sudan’s 2006 attempts to broker 
a peace deal between Kampala and the group. But it was the arrow boys that managed 
to reduce LRA attacks and the young men were praised widely, including by leaders 
in the national government in Juba and by the SPLA command in Western Equatoria. 
The justification for forming the arrow boys played out and bore fruit. 

Developments since 2011 however have changed the dynamics of civilian mobilisation 
in Western Equatoria. The first was the outbreak of the new civil war, which saw the  
arrow boys gradually become drawn into conflict with the SPLA. Secondly, other militia  
groups began to emerge led by actors with political ambitions beyond community 
defence. The proliferation of security actors in Western Equatoria has complicated the 
security scene there significantly. 

There is already a long list of militias who have used their informal fighting roles as 
assets they could sell to the government or opposition. The government may be  
tempted to absorb them into the army in order to buy peace, as these groups have the 
potential to disrupt stability if they are not accommodated, and to join the opposition 
in a war that had already gained disastrous momentum. But rushing to integrate them 
into the army, as had been the norm for many years since the CPA, means that the 
SPLA is being kept at ransom until it puts everyone with a gun on the payroll. Given 
the size of South Sudan’s army, which includes a number of generals unprecedented  
in Africa, further absorptions bankrupt the country while failing to contribute to  
efficiency and professionalisation. 

The second group is the titweng or gelweng – cattle guards in Dinka – whose involvement  
in intra-SPLA fighting during the 1990s marked some of the worst south-on-south 
violence during the long civil war. Some of the gelweng were absorbed into the SPLA 
and others returned to civilian life. The majority however remained cattle guards on 
the Warrap-Unity-Lakes tri-state border, engaging in seasonal fighting internally, with 
the Nuer and with the Murahileen. In his chapter, Professor Luka Biong Deng Kuol 
describes the changing role of the gelweng since the second Sudanese civil war, which  
has seen fierce internecine fighting in Lakes State and Bahr el Ghazal. The communities  
in these locations face a perpetual dilemma of both needing locally-organised defence 
forces and facing few options when the same forces threaten local security. What the 
government should do about them is also uncertain. To disarm them is operationally 
hard, and needs to be done evenly across communities. To allow them to continue 
means ceding the state’s control over security. 

The third group in the study is Jonglei’s White Armies. In their chapter, Ingrid Breidlid 
and Michael Arensen highlight the origins of the White Armies in old patterns of Nuer 
mobilisation. They have since evolved however to become perhaps the best known and 
most feared of all South Sudan’s non-state fighting forces. Their infamy derives from a 
mix of mythical stories of prophecy about South Sudan’s independence and the history 
of local confrontations among and between ethnic groups, including Nuer, Dinka and 
Murle. This chapter however illustrates that the White Armies – their origins, linkages 
to Nuer society, and leadership structures – are more complex than popular narratives  
suggest. Those factors underlie the White Armies’ ability to mobilise in significant 
numbers, and are what have made Nuer forces such a desirable ally among political 
leaders. The White Armies were mobilised against the Sudanese army as early as the  
1970s, against the SPLA from time to time, and for local confrontations with neighboring  
ethnic communities. 



 saferworld  5 

These local confrontations are fuelled by revenge for past incidents of killing, cattle 
rustling, abduction of children and competition for dry season grazing lands. Jonglei 
has long-entrenched community feuds that reach back decades, but feuds have taken a 
more deadly turn following the CPA. From 2006, violent attacks between Murle youth 
and Lou Nuer were frequent, in 2011 culminating in a 6000-man strong assault on the 
Murle. The incident underlined the potential for South Sudan’s ethnic disputes to  
escalate at any time. Besides the history mentioned above, these deadly attacks are 
made recurrent by two realities that are not likely to be resolved in the near future: 
namely, an absence of justice in the wake of attacks that leaves revenge the only 
recourse available to South Sudanese citizens and the failure of the state to provide 
protection.

The White Armies’ more recent growth can also be found in elite political rivalries  
for control of state power, where the White Armies are sometimes used to augment 
one’s power base and leverage position in power-sharing negotiations. When Lou 
Nuer youth mobilised at the outset of the new conflict, Riek Machar, the former Vice 
President, and other prominent Nuer politicians responded quickly to cooperate with 
the forces in Jonglei and Eastern Upper Nile. Lou Nuer youth and the Nuer political 
leadership found common ground, with the former angered by the massacres in Juba 
and eager to protect Nuer civilians and the latter needing to swell its forces. 

The following chapters put a spotlight on these complex dynamics. In doing so, they 
help outline the bases for a more informed approach to peacemaking in South Sudan – 
and to tackling some of the security dilemmas at the heart of the current crisis.



 2  In October 2015, South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir decreed that the country’s ten states would be sub-divided into 28 states, 
a measure that was subsequently approved by parliament. This chapter refers to those new 28 state borders. 

 2
Arrow boys, armed 
groups and the SPLA:
Intensifying insecurity in the Western Equatorian 
states

  Mareike Schomerus and Charles Taban

in june 2016, the road leading towards the small town of Ezo in South Sudan’s new 
Gbudue State was impassable: large trees were strewn across it, cut down and placed 
there by an armed group hiding in the vast bushland alongside the road.2 The purpose 
of blocking the road was to impede the government army, the SPLA, and to make it 
possible to rob civilian cars that were passing through. 

The group hiding in the bush answered to a leader called Alfred Futiyo (or Futuyo).  
At the same time, in Yambio, the capital of Gbudue State in Western Equatoria, a leader  
of another armed group – James Kabila of the South Sudan National Liberation  
Movement (SSNLM) – was moving around town with government-supplied body-
guards and an entourage that announced his new status as a military big man. He had 
been elevated to this status after leading armed violence in the region in late 2015  
and early 2016. He and his group had signed a peace deal with the South Sudanese  
government in April 2016. The agreement provided that Kabila’s troops would be 
retrained and integrated into the national army. 

Both groups – Alfred Futiyo’s men in the bush and James Kabila’s, now in a government  
training camp – are part of an increasingly complicated security landscape in the three 
Western Equatorian states. Now comprising Maridi, Gbudue and Amadi states, the 
Western Equatorian region has experienced high levels of violence since mid-2015. 
The years 2005 to 2016 saw brutal attacks on civilians in major towns and surrounding 
areas -including Yambio, Ezo and Source Yubu – violent clashes between the SPLA 
and armed groups, and fighting linked to livestock movement. Several groups have 
announced new rebellions against the government. Civilians have been targeted and 
are suffering from hunger due to the closing of roads. 

This tumultuous security scene is often misleadingly attributed to a group of young 
men who once protected their own communities and are now seen to have turned 

i. Introduction
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 3  For analysis on this process in other contexts, see Seymour L J M (2014), ‘Why Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars: Rivalry, 
Patronage and Realignment in Sudan’, International Security 3, pp 600–617.

 4  South Sudan News Agency (2015), ‘Former Western Equatoria State’s minister joins rebellion, vows to topple “kiir’s tribal 
regime”’, 24 November.

 5  Radio Tamazuj (2015), ‘Understanding new violence in South Sudan’s Western Equatoria’, 10 October.
 6  Ibid.
 7  Schomerus M, Tumutegyereize K (2009), ‘After Operation Lightning Thunder: Protecting communities and building peace’ 

(London: Conciliation Resources); Koos C (2014), ‘Why and How Civil Defense Militias Emerge: The Case of the Arrow Boys 
in South Sudan’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 37, pp 1039–1057.

against them: Western Equatoria’s so-called arrow boys. This depiction overlooks  
the important role civilian protection groups have played in Western Equatoria, the 
incentives that drive the various armed actors that have emerged since 2014 and the 
broader developments in South Sudan that have contributed to increasing insecurity 
in this region. 

This chapter sheds light on the political and security context in Western Equatoria in 
which recent developments can be better understood. Sections i and ii trace the history 
of the arrow boys and their former role and links this history to emerging new actors. 
Section iii situates these developments in South Sudan’s wider civil war and the 2015 
peace agreement. A concluding section draws out implications for engagement with 
the security situation in Western Equatoria in particular and with armed groups in 
South Sudan more generally. 

The chapter draws on empirical material collected in Western Equatoria since 2006 
in addition to interviews conducted with residents of Maridi State in early 2016 and in 
Gbudue State in June and July 2016. Some of the conclusions presented are based on 
previously published research by the author. 

Labelling perpetrators of violence in South Sudan is always difficult. Titles claimed by 
or applied to rebel groups can suggest a level of stability in their aims and membership 
that is rare in South Sudan’s shifting security landscape. Armed violence is more often 
characterised by side-switching, changing loyalties and incentives, also because actors 
respond to opportunities generated by peace deals and security reforms.3 The security 
scene in Western Equatoria is no less complex, and has become ever more changeable 
since insecurity intensified in 2015. 

Some important actor groups can nonetheless be identified. This chapter uses the  
term ‘arrow boys’ to describe civilian groups that between 2005 and 2015 were the main  
provider of civilian protection. ‘Armed groups’ describes movements that have emerged  
as part of South Sudan’s ongoing civil war since 2013 and have made political claims or 
announced their loyalty to the SPLM-in-Opposition (SPLM-IO).4 A third category – 
‘disgruntled SPLA’ – describes particular armed groups that have their roots in  
discontent within the army. ‘Unknown gunmen’ has become a prominent term for 
those committing crimes without any discernible political agenda or readily identifiable  
alliances. Unidentified armed groups have also engaged in fighting with the government  
army, the SPLA.5 

These are not clear-cut categories: there can be – and has been – overlap between them.  
Members of the arrow boys have also joined the ranks of armed groups and periodically  
aligned with disgruntled SPLA soldiers. But drawing distinctions is necessary to high-
light that not all groups in the region are the same and that differing incentives, security  
functions and identities need to be taken into account in programme interventions 
that aim to bring peace and stability to the region.6

The term ‘arrow boys’ was for years used to describe community-based protection 
militias that emerged in the mid-2000s to protect civilians from attacks by the  
Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA).7 The ‘arrow boys’ – named after their  
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primary weapons – mobilised in 2005 following the movement of the LRA from 
Eastern Equatoria into Western Equatoria along the Congolese border, where they 
attacked communities in 2005 and again from late 2008. Attacks were interrupted by 
two years of peace talks from 2006 mediated by the vice president of what was then 
the semi-autonomous Government of Southern Sudan, Riek Machar.8 Many residents 
in Western Equatoria were critical of Machar’s engagement with the LRA. An agree-
ment to designate an area in Western Equatoria’s border with the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) as the official assembly area of the LRA kept the armed group in the 
area, which was threatening even during the times when the LRA did not attack. It was 
clear during peaceful times that there would be no meaningful protection of civilians. 
Movements by Ambororo nomads in the area added to security fears. While very few 
violent incidents involving the Ambororo were ever confirmed, rumours of Ambororo 
collaboration with the LRA increased citizens’ perception that effective protection was 
urgently needed.9

The formation of the arrow boys was thus a response to a clearly identifiable security 
threat. Patrick Zamoyoa, state governor for Western Equatoria in 2005 (who returned 
to the post in 2015) supported the formation of the protection militia. Such political 
support for the arrow boys’ activities by the state government and later the central 
government was an implicit acknowledgement that neither SPLA nor the UN forces 
present in the area at the time were able to effectively protect communities from LRA 
attacks.10 

Among Western Equatorians, the SPLA’s failure to respond to the LRA threat confirmed  
long-held perceptions of marginalisation by the Juba government. Western Equatorians  
regularly express frustration about the lack of recognition for their contribution to the 
SPLA war effort during the 1983 to 2005 second Sudanese civil war.11 People complain 
that the region missed out on many of the benefits of the 2005 Comprehensive Peace  
Agreement (CPA). Another concern is that the SPLA regularly fails to act in the interests  
of Western Equatorians, which residents link to low representation of their region in 
the national army.12 There are also fears among local farmers that farmland is under  
threat of being taken over for cattle grazing. This has created tensions between Western  
Equatorians and cattle keepers migrating into the area from further north; these  
tensions have at times turned violent, most notably in 2005 and 2015. 

From late 2008 until 2014, the arrow boys mainly operated in rural areas along the  
border with the DRC where they patrolled and responded to attacks. With the  
majority of Western Equatorians dependent on agriculture and hunting, the arrow 
boys functioned superbly in the remote bush along the border with the DRC and the 
Central African Republic (CAR), for them both hunting ground and farm land. 

During this period, which marked the height of the arrow boys’ activity, there were 
very few incidents reported in which the the arrow boys did not act in the interest of 
their communities. Continued community support for the arrow boys shows that they 
were seen as a legitimate actor.13 One notable exception came in June 2013, when close 
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to 100 arrow boys from Tambura County launched a cross-border attack on armed 
forces in the town of Obo in CAR. The circumstances and reasons for the attack –  
during which seven arrow boys died in custody – remain unclear.14

The community’s response to the LRA threat, through the arrow boys, was widely 
acknowledged to be more effective than that of any other armed forces stationed in  
the area. From 2008 onwards, these other armed forces prominently included the 
Ugandan army and then later also US military advisers, in addition to the SPLA and 
UN troops. American and Ugandan soldiers regularly consulted the arrow boys and 
periodically furnished them with equipment in exchange for information.15 

Since the formation of the arrow boys, membership had been fluid and not limited by 
age or sex.16 Core groups were often made up of young men, who would suspend their 
livelihood activities, such as farming or hunting, to go on patrol. When security threats 
were acute, however, arrow boy numbers would swell (sometimes to encompass whole 
villages) and included women and older men if the situation required. Groups of arrow 
boys organised locally, the most active operating along the border from Maridi to  
Tombura counties. Even bigger towns like Yambio mobilised if needed, though generally  
only in response to acute security threats. Groups depended on community donations 
for sustenance, with a specific arrow boy tax levied in some communities.17 

Embedded in the community, the arrow boys reflected and drew upon local governance  
structures. This also meant that they generally did not pose a political or social challenge  
to local mechanisms. Leadership was flexible and impermanent, often tight for the 
duration of a patrol but easing up soon after. And while many areas nominally had 
an arrow boys ‘head’, command powers varied significantly between individuals and 
heads always worked closely with local chiefs or payam administrators.18 In some 
areas, the arrow boys also supported local justice systems, working with chiefs and 
helping to apprehend people called to the local customary court.19 Loose connections 
existed between groups. 

Beyond adhering to a loose hierarchy, the arrow boys never clearly organised into  
military ranks, nor did they aspire to a unified structure across all of Western Equatoria.  
This is significant in the highly militarised environment of South Sudan, where a  
military title is great currency, offering status and material rewards. 

The arrow boys’ failure to adopt overtly military structures reflects the strength of their 
community connections and the uneasy relationship groups often maintained vis-à-
vis the central government. In the early days, the arrow boys were cautiously accepted 
by the central government, with the national assembly in September 2010 promising 
to provide monetary assistance (which never materialised).20 From 2010 however this 
muted support shifted. Initially closely associated with Governor Zamoyoa, the arrow 
boys had an even more vocal advocate in his successor Joseph Bakosoro, governor  
between 2010 and 2015. Bakosoro often paid visits to the arrow boys to show his  
support for their community protection work. A vocal critic of the central government,  
Bakosoro’s relationship with the arrow boys gradually aroused the suspicion of the 
Juba elite, who feared he was using the groups to build an anti-government Western 
Equatorian front. 

Structure, command 
and relationship with 

the state 
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Allegations of such a broad-based rebellion were never very compelling. During their 
most active years, few arrow boys seemed to view themselves as part of the governor’s 
private militia. Many stressed that while Bakosoro was supportive in his speeches, 
meaningful material assistance was never forthcoming. On the contrary, in many 
regions – particularly in areas northwest of Yambio and in the Maridi area – members 
of the arrow boys stressed that their existence was proof the governor had failed to  
provide for the community’s protection. However, even when they were expressing 
disappointment at not having received recognition for their protection work, the 
arrow boys did issue demands. These tended to be social rather than political, for 
example requesting government funding to send orphaned children to school.21 

For ordinary Western Equatorians, support for the arrow boys did not appear to  
entail rejection of other authorities, including central government. Quantitative and  
qualitative empirical data collected in 2013 indicates that popular loyalties locally  
did not divide sharply between state and non-state authorities: those who supported 
the arrow boys did not necessarily oppose the SPLA, just as those who supported  
traditional authorities did not always oppose central government.22 The issue that 
divided people more clearly instead appears to be mode of governance – support for  
military or security forms of governance on the one hand and civil forms of governance  
on the other. Specifically, some interviewees conveyed a clear conviction that force – 
whether delivered by the arrow boys or the SPLA – was a legitimate way to govern.23 
This conviction is likely to have shaped individuals’ decision to join other armed 
groups as the civil war progressed. 

A confluence of factors during 2014 saw the arrow boys become gradually absorbed 
into South Sudan’s unfolding civil war. Dinka pastoralists from neighbouring Lakes 
State had for generations moved their cattle southwards into Western Equatoria’s more 
fertile grazing lands during the annual dry season. From early 2014, however, serious 
fighting in Jonglei and Lakes states – in addition to the emergence of new cattle  
diseases – drove cattle into Maridi and Mundri counties in even greater numbers.24 
Cattle movements contributed to rising tensions between cattle-keeping nomadic  
communities and resident communities in the two counties, as cattle keepers disrupted  
agricultural production and access to water sources. The SPLA was again not seen as 
a protective force – on the contrary, interviewees highlighted that they had witnessed 
the SPLA directly aiding the cattle movement, citing political and ethnic loyalties 
between some soldiers and cattle keepers. The SPLA’s failure to halt clashes between 
cattle keepers and residents continued to feed the sense among communities that the 
army was acting against them. Community accusations included the suggestion that 
the SPLA even provided guns to the cattle keepers.25 

The growing tensions underlined a longer-term deterioration in the arrow boys’  
relationship with the SPLA and the central government. Throughout 2014, the narrative  
that Western Equatorians were getting ready to ‘rebel’ against the government – 
possibly in direct alliance with the SPLM-IO under Dr Riek Machar – continued 
to gain traction and had in various cases been the explanation for SPLA action.26 
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Reports linked the rebellion to the sitting governor, Bakosoro, and to the arrow boys, 
rumoured to be providing the necessary military strength. As a result, 38 arrow boys 
from Maridi were arrested by National Security and accused of participating in a  
rebellion. One was killed. 

The SPLA accusation that the arrow boys were part of a fledgling rebellion was used to 
justify violent crackdowns by the army against civilians. If there was a rebellion to be 
quashed and if this rebellion was seen to come from within the community, violence  
against communities was justified.27 Allegations circulated that the SPLA were harassing  
and attacking civilians in the Yambio and the Maridi areas. Community leaders 
describe the SPLA as becoming increasingly aggressive, particularly so in July and 
August 2015: “The army would shoot people. This area was frontline and no one was 
passing. The army was burning houses.”28 

What had been a source of Western Equatorian pride – successful community-based 
defence through the arrow boys – had become a security issue that could not be talked 
about for fear of government repercussions. Interviewees stated that they were not 
afraid of the arrow boys, but of government soldiers.29 

The clashes that erupted in Western Equatoria, including in Maridi, in early 2015 
marked the beginning of a different phase. In early 2015, the arrow boys in Maridi  
County seemed to have reached a decision – due to increasing tensions between resident  
communities and cattle keepers as well as tension between resident communities and 
the SPLA – that their community protection role should be expanded to include the 
protection of community crops and preventing violence between residents and cattle  
keepers. In mid-2015, as violence against civilians from both SPLA and cattle keepers  
increased, the arrow boys acted, clashing with cattle keepers and SPLA soldiers 
deployed particularly in Maridi and Mundri counties and who had failed to enforce 
orders to press cattle keepers to return to their home states.30

Events in 2015 spurred changes in the behaviour of the arrow boys and triggered the 
emergence of new armed actors in the Western Equatorian states. The involvement 
of the SPLA in actions against the community triggered violent responses from the 
arrow boys. Meanwhile, the signing of a peace agreement in August 2015 between the 
national government and opposition forces in Addis Ababa appears to have triggered 
the emergence of new armed actors, some linked to arrow boy groups/mobilisation 
structures and others entirely separate. However it is important to note that armed 
actors now present in the Western Equatorian region are not simply the same as the 
community protection arrow boys. 

In late 2015, violence continued in the western part of the Western Equatorian region, 
including in and around Ezo and Tombura counties. Violence was largely attributed 
to the arrow boys – that is, to members of the community – collaborating to fight the 
SPLA. In fights between the SPLA and arrow boys in Ezo, it was reported that 18 SPLA 
soldiers were killed.31 A group of arrow boys attacked Yambio town in September 2015, 
causing heavy fighting with the SPLA over several days. A few triggers appear to have 
caused this rise in violence: accusations of rebellion in the Western Equatorian region, 
the emergence of disgruntled SPLA being referred to as arrow boys, unfulfilled  
promises and an increasingly difficult economic situation, the dismissal of the elected 
governor, and possibly the lure of gaining access to the benefits of the peace deal.

The arrow boys’ 
changing role in 

violence
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However, it appears that after these events, the arrow boys as a community loosened.  
While most stopped fighting and returned home, a few did not. The once tight relation- 
ship between communities and members of the arrow boys who continued to fight 
also appears to have begun to strain from this period. 

Tensions between the arrow boys and the SPLA in Ezo were calmed with the help of 
the church, who brokered a local peace deal. “But some of the boys went back to the 
bush [to continue fighting],” explained a resident. “The community was very confused 
and disappointed. They cannot understand why the boys turned against them.”32 
While local leaders agree that some of the community arrow boys were involved in 
fighting now, they were adamant that “it’s the same boys but they are not attacking 
civilians, only ever SPLA. The SPLA has been aggressive.”33

By late 2015 – and continuing into 2016 – communities appeared to be caught between 
a rock and a hard place: “The community was in trouble because in the bush there was 
the problem of arrow boys and in the town the problem of SPLA.”34 

These tensions increased with the signing of a peace agreement between SPLM  
and SPLM-IO in August 2015. In the months leading up to the signing, the security 
landscape in Equatoria had been shifting.35 

One of the first groups to emerge in Western Equatoria (without any obvious links to  
the arrow boys) was the Revolutionary Movement for National Salvation (REMNASA).  
REMNASA announced its presence through a press release in early 2015. The group 
appeared to be supported by the diaspora, had an internet presence,36 and circulated 
press releases that highlighted a range of long-term anti-government grievances.37 
However, reports of its activities were difficult to verify, particularly reports of attacks 
on the SPLA, and its numbers appear to have been tiny.38 After just a few months, the 
group – if it did ever exist as a group – joined the SPLM-IO. 

Two other rebellions announced their presence around the time of the August peace 
agreement. Both operate near or in the main city of Yambio, which in late 2015  
experienced prolonged fighting and reports of forced recruitment.39 While the sources 
of fighting are often referred to as the ‘arrow boys’ in press reports, interviews or  
government statements, a local government official argued that the nature of how the 
groups behaved – primarily that they were no longer a community protection force 
and instead aggressive fighters –marked a significant shift away from the arrow boys: 
“These groups should not really be called arrow boys.”40

Alfred Futiyo’s group – responsible for felling the trees on the road to Ezo in June 2016 –  
emerged as a prominent armed actor in Western Equatoria in 2015. Declaring his 
allegiance to SPLA-IO and Riek Machar in May 2015, for a while it seemed that with 
Futiyo’s loyalty declared, the emergence of IO in Western Equatoria was confirmed, 
which created further fighting between the SPLA and the armed group.41 Futiyo 
himself, speaking through a translator, explained that one reason for the escalation 
between his forces and the SPLA was his alliance with IO: “When Riek said we are with 
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him, our state government got very angry. And that is when the government started 
fighting us.”42

The exact origins of Futiyo’s group and its links with IO are unclear: the IO has never 
confirmed this close connection. Futiyo had been a trader in Yambio market since 1988 
after fleeing to the town when his land was reportedly taken by Dinka cattle keepers. 
He was in Yambio when residents clashed with cattle keepers in 2005. A local leader 
reported that between 2005 and 2015, Futiyo had made a living selling teak illegally  
and that when the shift in state leadership in mid-2015 closed off this source of income, 
he had started an armed rebellion.43 The story contradicts Futiyo’s claim that he joined  
the IO rebellion on 15 May 2014.44 Locals highlighted in interviews that they themselves  
were confused by Futiyo’s alliances.45 Local leaders also doubt the extent to which  
Futiyo’s group is connected to IO.46 “Machar never came. There is no real connection,”  
was how another leader summed up the link.47 Among local officials, there is no 
knowledge of supplies having been brought to the group.48

While it is the case that IO officers have sought information on Futiyo’s group through 
various channels, Futiyo’s group was in interviews asking to be connected to the IO, 
which casts a doubt on his connection to the IO.49 At other times Futiyo’s group  
claimed to be in touch with IO and had been told by IO representatives that no military  
supplies could be sent to them since the IO had already signed a peace deal in Addis 
Ababa.50 

Futiyo’s group is fiercely distrustful of the state government, having also accused other 
actors seeking to make connections to start peace talks of being government agents. 
At the same time, local residents report that there was more to the tension between 
Futiyo’s group and the state governor: it was described as a personal fall-out.51

When asked why a group of Western Equatorians now wanted to align themselves  
with Machar – who had been despised during the LRA talks – Futiyo’s group argued: 

“We are not angry with [Machar] now. It is true that he was not helping us or giving the 
arrow boys support. The reason we are trusting Machar now is because we are in the bush  
and he is talking about the peace and the rights of the people… There are other Equatorians  
who are saying that when the government comes with the money, they will take the money. 

The reason why we are still with Riek Machar is about the rights of the people. There are 
other politicians in Equatoria, when the government gives them money they will do their 
work. That is the reason why we stand with Dr Riek Machar… The reason why we don’t 
want to talk with the state government is because they plan to bring cattle keepers to our 
areas. That is the reason why we don’t want to talk with him [the state governor]. If the 
other governor would be sent in we would talk with him, not with Zamoyo. The reason 
why we don’t want to talk with Zamoyo is in 2005, he was the person who said let us not 
fight with those of Dinkas. In 2005 he came as a governor, and now we consider him an 
agent of cattle keepers.” 52 

Inclusion in a disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration process mandated by 
the August 2015 peace agreement appears to have been a particularly important  
incentive in the case of Futiyo’s men. In July 2016, Futiyo’s spokesperson spelt out the 
group’s demobilisation demands, including cantonment sites (usually referred to 
colloquially as ‘containment’ sites) for IO fighters: “What we want now that we have 
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joined with Riek Machar, we want our containment [sic] area…We expect in contain-
ment [sic] area, what we want is one [lieutenant] general Alfred Futyo, and two major 
generals, and eight brigadier generals and 36 brigadiers and other officers. That is why 
we want in our containment [sic] area and then we will sit quiet. That is our agreement 
with Dr Riek Machar and then we will sit in the containment area and it will be good 
for our lives and our nation.”

Other ways that national politics were influencing violent actions in the Western 
Equatorian region were expressed through Futiyo’s dismissal of the newly created 28  
states of South Sudan: “We want federalism in our containment [sic] area… Federalism.  
We want to be an Equatoria region, Upper Nile region or Bahr el Ghazal region. We 
have 62 tribes in South Sudan. So we are from Zande. We want to be in our own area. 
We are Equatorians. We want to have power like those of the government. That is what 
we mean by federal system. We don’t want 28 states. We want three regions. The reason 
why we don’t want 28 states is because it can divide other people. We want ten states 
according to the agreement.”53

The extent of Futiyo’s access to weapons and supplies remains unclear. A foreign engineer  
who was abducted by the group in June 2016 and kept by them in the bush for five days 
recounted that he estimated their camp held about 150 people, including women and 
children. Many, he said, spoke English and all men had guns and ammunition.  
In addition, all men were dressed in uniform. “These were military men”, was how he 
judged the group.54 It is unclear, however, whether the equipment points towards close 
military connections – either to SPLA or SPLA-IO – or whether what was on display 
came from other sources. A reported raid by Futiyo’s men on a number of wildlife force 
stores in the Yambio area is also alleged to have provided the group with a new influx 
of weapons and supplies. More recently in December 2016, however, it seems that 
Futiyo’s group has been rearmed; the source of these arms is unclear.55

The SSNLM appear to have been formed in mid-2015 by Western Equatorian soldiers 
frustrated by the SPLA’s treatment of local residents and by the region’s continued  
marginalisation by the central government. In July 2016, the SSNLM leadership with 
James Kabila – now comfortably situated in Yambio town with their forces in a nearby 
government training camp – highlighted a range of grievances linked to regional 
neglect. These include the central government’s failure to acknowledge Equatoria’s 
contributions to the second civil war, the under-representation of Equatorians in the 
national government, army, judiciary, and the lack of promotion opportunities for 
serving Equatorian soldiers. SPLA harassment of local civilians and the removal and 
arrest of the popular elected governor was also cited by the SSNLM leadership.56 While 
the grievances echo long-held sentiments of many Western Equatorians, the timing 
and pursuit of an integration deal with the SPLA suggest an opportunistic use of these. 

Kabila had left the SPLA in mid-2015 and fled to the bush, taking others with him. 
Residents from Maridi pointed out that some individuals within the newly-formed 
SSNLM had been members of the arrow boys, but that this did not mean that the 
SSNLM was composed of arrow boys.57 This group was described by a resident as:  
“The arrow boys was just like a brand name, within them were police, civilians, army  
personnel, but they were all under one umbrella. All leaders of the arrow boys rebellion  
came from SPLA.”58

Disgruntled SPLA:  
the SSNLM
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Church leaders facilitated a peace agreement between SSNLM and the government in 
April 2016.59 Having signed the deal, the SSNLM was quick to distance itself from the 
arrow boys.60 

The SSNLM is indicative of another South Sudanese security phenomenon: the dismissal  
of ‘rebellion’ as a means to marginalise groups. The leadership of the SSNLM was 
adamant that it was the description of them as ‘rebels’ – meaning of people who are 
excluded from the power and resources of the government – that drove them to  
actually rebel. The labelling as rebels continues to create feelings of grievance even 
after the signing of a peace deal.61

Another Maridi resident saw the motivation for the SSNLM rebellion elsewhere – 
particularly the SSNLM’s insistence to be moved into a training camp in Yambio.  
“I know these guys from Maridi. They were in the army and mistreating people, raping.  
They will not go back to Maridi because the community will target them.”62

Asked to explain the confusing proliferation of armed actors in Western Equatoria 
since 2014, a local leader linked events to the broader situation in South Sudan:  
“People make use of political instability to incite people here.”63 The trajectory of actors 
in the Western Equatorian region – the retreat of the arrow boys (at least as originally 
constituted) and the emergence of new armed groups – highlights the encroaching 
influence of national political dynamics. It also shows the shift away from community  
protection mechanisms. In the Western Equatorian states, tensions between the central  
and state government, and between agriculturalists and pastoralists, resulted in an 
SPLA-led campaign against the arrow boys that made their existence untenable.  
It also made popular support for the arrow boys outright dangerous. This means that 
current armed violence in the area is not community-driven as a way to rebel against 
the government.

Neither SSNLM nor Futiyo’s groups seem to be broadly supported by the community. 
This is likely because not everyone fighting in those groups used to be an arrow boy, 
although some are clearly identified by their community members. The attacks on  
displaced people and religious sisters in 2015 have further cost the armed groups’  
credibility. Individual reports of violence against civilians contrasts with the behaviour 
of the arrow boys since 2005, as do reports of forced recruitment into these armed 
rebellions. 

There are persistent claims by community members that the ‘armed rebellions’ are 
not former or current ‘arrow boys’, but rather town dwellers who have enough access 
to information and connections to Juba to understand that being part of the broad 
SPLM-IO affiliates could be beneficial if the national peace deal is implemented. 
Known members of the arrow boys interviewed in 2016 often refer to the armed 
groups as ‘town people’. Some also highlight that looting and attacks on civilians – 
which have increased since 2015 – are carried out by those who joined the rebellion  
in search of financial rewards. 

South Sudan’s dire economic situation – which has entailed sharp rises in food prices 
and a shortage of basic food stuffs in local markets – may well have fed this dynamic, 
increasing the movement of Western Equatorians from rural areas to towns in search  

The muddled picture of 
armed violence
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of livelihood opportunities, spurring criminal activity and increasing the attractiveness  
of armed rebellion. Unknown gunmen, who are at times called arrow boys or rebels 
by those reporting on their actions, might primarily be made up of those who had 
formerly sought livelihoods in towns, often as motorcycle taxi drivers. Since joining 
an armed rebellion did likely not result in quick gains, criminal violence was the most 
obvious choice.64

Even though there are marked differences between the original arrow boys and the 
various armed groups described above, it is worth highlighting their similarities.  
For all armed actors in the region, there has been, as one resident described “very high 
frustration over many years with the lack of acknowledgement [for the community 
protection work done by the arrow boys].”65 This lack of acknowledgement refers 
to the arrow boys’ claim that they were promised money in 2009 which was never 
received, the SSNLM’s expressed frustration with lack of promotion in the SPLA and 
Alfred Futiyo’s group’s insistence of being a part of IO and asking for demobilisation  
programmes. One of the central factors driving the uptick in armed activity in Western 
Equatoria since 2015 appears to have been awareness among armed protagonists about 
the significant opportunity offered by the peace agreement for rebalancing a longer-
term lack of access to security positions and finances. 

These developments highlight a central dilemma of the recent peace agreements and 
wider history of demobilisation in South Sudan: the deal and the demobilisation and 
reintegration process it outlines for non-state actors have generated new incentives  
among armed actors in Western Equatoria to organise, position themselves for security  
rewards, and address the region’s exclusion from the post-2005 political dispensation 
in Juba. Reflecting this, in Western Equatoria the agreement heralded the start of a 
new period of armed activity, as actors struggled to create a platform for entry into the 
post-conflict security apparatus in the context of worsening economic crisis.66

There are signs that the recent upsurge in armed activity in Western Equatoria – and 
particularly the changing image of the arrow boys – may also be used by the central 
government to justify new popular disarmament campaigns, which have typically 
involved high levels of violence against civilians. Government officials from Yambio 
argued that allowing the arrow boys to operate freely for many years was a mistake, 
enabling them to acquire arms that ultimately “fell to the wrong people.”67 With the  
arrow boys predominantly dependent on bows and arrows and older guns (often loaded  
with hand-made bullets), the narrative is likely a convenient line used to legitimise the 
reassertion of government control in the region in the wake of the August 2015 deal. 

The arrow boys and armed groups that have dominated Western Equatoria’s recent 
security scene appear to vary significantly in terms of their legitimacy, accountability 
and interests, despite some spheres of overlap. Before 2014, the arrow boys were closely 
tied to their communities, providing protection and deferring to community leaders 
and structures. The arrow boys’ legitimacy stemmed from their composition and  
success: membership was highly inclusive, expanding quickly to include all members 
of a community able to patrol the bush when danger was announced. Meanwhile,  
their effectiveness in repelling LRA attacks gave them authority in the eyes of local 
communities. The arrow boys’ accountability to community decision makers also 
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seems to have regulated their behaviour, resulting in very few abuses of power and 
helping to sustain popular support. 

The close attachment of the arrow boys to local communities sets them apart from 
many of the armed actors that have announced their presence in Western Equatoria  
since 2015. The SSNLM argues that its legitimacy lies in its objection to SPLA behaviour  
and resistance to SPLA structures. The extent to which this makes them legitimate in  
the eyes of the community, however, is questionable. Anecdotally, residents interviewed  
in Yambio in mid-2016 suggest that the SSNLM were quick to agree to be reintegrated 
into the SPLA once they had been promised higher ranks. Alfred Futiyo’s group locates 
its legitimacy in having aligned itself with a larger and more powerful actor in South 
Sudan’s civil war – the SPLA-IO. This has little appeal among a community who has 
suffered rising levels of violence in the months since the group’s formation in 2015.  
The unclear – or at best ad hoc – connection to the IO also highlights that command-
and-control structures within the IO are difficult to ascertain if loyalties are declared 
without obvious central support. 

The varied origins and interests of main actors in Western Equatoria’s recent security 
scene – the arrow boys, disgruntled SPLA soldiers and those fighting for a share of the 
peace agreement – pose three substantially different dilemmas for consolidating peace 
and strengthening security at the state level:

 1.  The arrow boys’ formation and regional importance as a security actor highlight the 
serious protection gap that has existed in Western Equatoria since 2005, a gap that the 
state was unable to fill. This gap has widened since 2014, as state violence has stepped 
up and the arrow boys have found their activities curtailed. The community protection 
militia now no longer exists.

 2.  Violence by disgruntled SPLA soldiers highlight that force is seen as an effective – if not  
the only – available path for securing promotions.

 3.  Those seeking to leverage access to power and resources highlight political grievances,  
including perceptions of exclusion from the benefits of recent peace agreements.  
Escalating violence since 2015 is partly grounded in efforts to address Western  
Equatoria’s long-term marginalisation, and underscore the heavy toll that seeking 
entry by force can involve for communities. Impacts have been magnified by the  
SPLA response, which has entailed violent crackdowns on suspected rebels and their  
supporters. This has further decreased already low levels of trust between the SPLA 
and communities, which likely makes it harder for community-led security actors 
such as the arrow boys to operate in the post-war period. 

Developments in the Western Equatorian region highlight a number of themes with 
relevance across South Sudan. State-led attempts to respond to localised unrest – 
through repression or disarmament – have regularly worked to exacerbate mistrust at 
a community level, and have entailed little to no attention to the political grievances  
underpinning armed rebellion. International security engagement in South Sudan since  
2005 has been similarly apolitical in nature, focusing overwhelmingly on technical 
support to the security services with little attention to sub-national conflict dynamics 
and tensions.68 

Events in Western Equatoria since 2014 also highlight the perverse effects of South 
Sudan’s 2015 peace deal between SPLA and SPLA-IO, which has increased incentives  
at a local level to fight for access to power and resources and to do so through violence.  
The period in the run up to the agreement’s signature and afterwards saw a flurry of new  
alliances between local groups and national armed actors – both real and imagined – 
as actors sought to position themselves to benefit from the deal’s terms. The process 
highlighted the sizable gap that exists between the deal’s objectives at the national level 
and its effects locally. 
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The implications of the above processes for safety and security in Western Equatoria 
are wide-ranging. First, the arrow boys as originally constituted – a community  
protection force with fluid membership – do not currently exist: protection against  
the SPLA is difficult, by virtue of the SPLA’s substantially greater numbers and fire 
power, and claiming linkages to the arrow boys exposes people to arrest, harassment 
and other forms of retaliation. This also means that communities have lost their only 
effective protection mechanisms – the defunct arrow boys – while gaining more  
security threats from armed groups and an aggressive government army. 

The feeling of exposure to armed groups and the SPLA is itself destabilising, fuelling 
fears of violence that can inform decisions to join armed groups. Protection needs 
have thus increased at the same time that community mechanisms for meeting them 
have become defunct. Communities are unlikely to trust government forces to protect 
them, with SPLA forces widely seen as abusive and ethnically partisan.69

A crucial shift is required to address three interlinked challenges. 

 1.  It is necessary to revisit assumptions that underpin security sector reforms that suggest 
that strengthening the state will constructively strengthen local security. 

 2.  To make communities safer will require community engagement in meeting security 
needs.

 3.  It will be crucial to engage politically to deal with the long-term problems of marginal- 
isation and neglect that underlie Western Equatoria’s current security crisis.
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 3
Dinka youth in civil war:
Between cattle, community and government

  Luka Biong Deng Kuol 

gelweng and titweng have played a major, if less visible, role in South Sudan’s 
present civil war. Since December 2013, groups of Dinka youth have fought alongside 
SPLA soldiers in offensive attacks and in defence of the Bahr el Ghazal region against 
SPLA-IO in former Unity State.70 To the south, the gelweng have been embroiled in 
violent clashes with farmers in the Equatorias, fuelling a climate of tension from which  
new armed groups have emerged. At the same time, gelweng and titweng have continued  
to engage in Dinka-Dinka violence, in the form of lethal inter-clan raiding and revenge 
killings in Lakes State during 2014 and 2015.71

The titweng and gelweng have also been a source of recruits for new SPLA configurations  
whose struggles lie at heart of the ongoing national crisis. Over the last five years,  
commanders from Bahr el Ghazal enlisted many gelweng and titweng into their more 
formal, government forces. Individual commanders were able to consolidate power 
in the SPLA during the ongoing civil war because of the expanding force under their 
direct command. This remaking of the SPLA has intensified internal ethnic divisions 
within its ranks: already poorly unified, these waves of recruitment have produced an 
army of soldiers who are primarily loyal to individual commanders.

Gelweng and titweng can both be translated as ‘cattle guard’. They are community-based  
groups of armed actors whose guardianship of communities’ cattle herds is a central 
part of their identity. Young adult Dinka men have long had responsibility for caring 
for and protecting their cattle. Formed in collaboration with the SPLA during the  
second Sudanese civil war (1983–2005) in the late 1980s and 1990s, they were used by the  
community as a local defence force against Arab militias and Nuer raids. Commanders 
in the SPLA also used them as an informal paramilitary force, carrying weapons and 
equipment and proving a large, mobile reserve of fighters.72 Through their absorption 
into the war, these groups of Dinka youth acquired weapons and became a conduit for 
the transformation of the war into a larger Dinka-Nuer confrontation.

i. Introduction
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The gelweng and titweng continued to operate to the west of the Nile in the wake of the  
2005 CPA, which provided no clear, uncontested options for their future. Local demand  
for their protective services also remained high, as western Dinka communities  
continued to experience lethal, costly raids on their cattle. But new proximity to the 
military also spelt significant changes, reducing the influence of chiefs and elders over 
their behaviour and eroding community norms that had limited their participation 
and conduct in violence. Military interest in the titweng and gelweng has also under-
pinned a struggle for control over the forces between the community and government, 
and contributed to a gradual blurring of the line between home and more remote 
‘political’ wars. This process has continued since December 2013, as many former  
titweng and gelweng have been drawn into the SPLA and others have fought alongside 
the army and their Bahr el Ghazal leadership.

Animal husbandry, particularly cattle, is the primary feature of the economy among the  
Dinka. Like in other pastoralist communities, Dinka youth play a pivotal role moving 
and protecting cattle, guided by a number of normative principles that govern their 
conduct as an adult – principles of cieng (morals), adheng (the behaviour expected of 
an adult man and a gentleman) and dheeng (dignity).73 Until the SPLA’s arrival in rural 
communities of South Sudan in the mid-1980s, governance among the Dinka sat apart 
from state government structures, and relied instead on traditional institutions to 
maintain law and order and protect cattle and property. Political life was organised by  
age-sets – discrete, traditionally leaderless groups united by generation and a common 
identity – to which all Dinka belong.74 Age-sets worked as the basis for military  
mobilisation and a rite of passage for all able-bodied men that marked his transition 
into adulthood.75

The military functions of Dinka youth have often overshadowed other social responsi- 
bilities. Before the late 1980s, however, discipline and recourse to violence was regulated  
by a number of factors. The cattle camps operated as important learning institutions 
in which youth learned the Dinka way of life, and the ideals of cieng and dheeng. After 
initiation, youth were subject to training under the guidance of elders and oriented on 
the use of violence as a last resort to protect their community and cattle; ‘legitimate’ 
violence was supposed to be defensive, and only in this case should youths be assured 
of ancestral support and the blessing of God.76 Dinka typically resorted to violence 
when cattle were raided or they were denied access to grazing lands and water points, 
but retaliation would ordinarily be guided by a defined structure of beliefs, ideas and 
values.77 Generational age-sets also competed for dominance. Among the western  
Dinka, Pendle describes this competition gradually becoming predominantly theatrical  
and symbolic.78

The second Sudanese civil war brought significant changes in Dinka society. Attacks 
by Khartoum-backed northern militia in the late 1980s terrorised Dinka communities 
in the Greater Bahr el Ghazal region. The Government of Sudan used youth from the 
western Dinka and western Nuer alongside Arab pastoralist groups as proxy forces in 
their campaign against southern rebels, intensifying violence against civilians. Dinka 
lost large portions of their livestock. In the context of increasing violence, the titweng – 
the protectors of cattle – were organised with the support of some commanders in the 
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SPLA among youth who had a traditional role defending the community and cattle. 
SPLA commanders benefited from the additional support of these armed youth, but 
the need for the titweng also highlighted the inability of the SPLA to protect the people 
and cattle of Bahr el Ghazal.

Compared with the SPLA, the titweng wielded greater legitimacy among local  
communities because of their respect for local norms, relationship with chiefs and 
elders, and their emphasis on protecting cattle.79 They became a significant source of 
local pride, and in turn attracted new young recruits. New names emerged – Tit Baai 
(protectors of the home) as their role extended to the protection of community and 
Machar Anyar (black buffalo) in recognition of their bravery. 

The formation of the titweng also disrupted traditional patterns of Dinka mobilisation  
and initiation. Their emergence was a clear departure from the age-set system, organ-
ising men into military units that cut across generational divides. Initiation processes, 
in which elders played a role instilling values of cieng, adheng and dheeng weakened, 
as youths instead looked to the SPLA for training and orders. The SPLA also provided 
some titweng with guns, which were in turn sometimes bought by family members.80 
Elders would often sell cattle to generate money to purchase weapons.

The split in SPLA in 1991 brought new dynamics to the role of titweng and contributed  
to militarising divisions between Nuer and Dinka.81 The SPLA splinter group headed by  
Dr Riek Machar rallied western Nuer youth (see chapter 4, ‘The Nuer White Armies’) 
in the mid-1990s to defend against and raid Dinka villages to the west, strongholds of 
the main SPLA led by Dr John Garang.82 Increased attacks by western Nuer on western 
Dinka communities in current Lakes State encouraged the SPLA to adopt a similar 
strategy of community mobilisation. The titweng were mustered among western Dinka 
at the border with Sudan, and the gelweng organised further south to defend western 
Dinka against raids from western Nuer.83

Many youth responsibilities remained the same despite their absorption in large  
numbers into the gelweng/titweng. Yet the youths’ new weapons – and the brute power 
it gave them in the community – and the division that emerged between youths’  
allegiance to traditional authorities and the SPLA also challenged traditional relation-
ships between youths and elders. This appears to have disrupted the sway of cieng, 
adheng and dheng among young men and their mediating influence on violence and  
its resolution. In some areas, traditional conflict resolution processes – whereby  
perpetrators of violence would pay compensation, or ‘blood money’, to the families  
of victims of killings, among other measures – were gradually eroded by the sheer scale  
and indiscriminate nature of killing made possible by automatic weapons.84 Effects 
were not universal: the titweng’s proximity to the SPLA did not always undermine 
their relationships with local chiefs, where chiefs also worked closely with the SPLA.85 
In some areas, chiefs were able to remake local norms to keep relatively tight control 
over gun use at least among the local community (even if not in inter-ethnic raids).

The SPLA itself was also divided over the titweng and gelweng. Local communities of 
western Dinka and their elites in the SPLA, including Salva Kiir (then deputy leader  
of SPLA), supported their role in defence in the Bahr el Ghazal region. Dr John Garang  
(then leader of SPLA and eastern Dinka), however, was more sceptical, as their activities  



22   informal armies: community defence groups in south sudan’s civil war

 86  Johnson D (ed) (2003), The Root Causes of Sudan’s Civil Wars (Bloomington: Indiana University Press). 

were not under his direct control and SPLA supervision.86 The differing positions of  
Kiir and Garang on the titweng and their role is likely to have contributed to the political  
rift that emerged between them over the SPLA leadership in 2004. The division that  
emerged between Salva Kiir’s government and the so-called Garangists – which included  
some of the 11 SPLA heavyweights accused of plotting to overthrow the government 
and detained in late 2013 – has its roots in this period of friction within the SPLA  
leadership.

The church-mediated Wunlit peace agreement brokered between western Nuer and 
western Dinka (known as the Wunlit Dinka-Nuer Covenant) on 8 March 1999  
contributed both to easing ethnic tensions in the war-torn South and to the reunification  
of SPLA in 2002, following the return of Dr Riek Machar to the SPLA/M fold.  
Unlike peace agreements before or since, the process of disarming local militias such 
as Nuer White Armies and the Dinka gelweng was discussed and agreed in the Wunlit 
Covenant, with chiefs and local authorities playing the lead role formulating those 
provisions.

Unlike Wunlit, the 2005 CPA focused on power-sharing arrangements among elites 
and excluded the large range of non-state security actors that existed across the South. 
The only reference to southern armed groups outside the SPLA was through the 
umbrella term ‘other armed groups’, which were to be either incorporated into formal 
forces or disarmed and reintegrated into civilian institutions. Discussion on ‘other 
armed groups’ focused on armed militias used by the Government of Sudan to wage 
war in southern Sudan, such as the South Sudan Defence Force and even the Nuer 
White Armies. Little attention was given to pro-SPLA armed groups such as gelweng/
titweng. This might partly be because these forces were not seen to pose an immediate 
threat to the SPLA government, due to their historic role supporting the SPLA and 
pro-SPLA communities.

Excluded from the CPA and overlooked in subsequent security sector reform initiatives  
the gelweng/titweng continued to play a major role in the post-conflict period from 
2005. The Southern Sudanese Government maintained an ambiguous relationship 
with the groups, veering between repression and intermittent cooperation. In most 
parts of South Sudan and particularly in the former regions of Bahr el Ghazal and 
Upper Nile, serious gaps in government security provision meant that popular  
incentives to relinquish small arms remained very low and that pressure continued  
to be placed on young men to defend their families and communities. 

While the CPA’s security provisions had included a requirement that internal security 
in the South be taken up by a newly created Southern Sudanese police force, policing  
capacity in practice remained desperately low. Internationally-led police reform  
programmes struggled to train and support a force that consistently fell to the bottom 
of the security pecking order for the new central government. National government 
budgetary allocations to the force remained meagre and unreliable throughout this 
period, and far below resources channelled to the national army. The police service  
was widely acknowledged to operate as a welfare system for absorbing older or illiterate  
former soldiers unable to perform in the SPLA. Large numbers of officers on the  
payroll are thought to have been inactive: in 2014, a senior police official with the South  
Sudan peacekeeping mission estimated that of the 3,000 plus South Sudanese police  
officers on the payroll in Lakes State, a maximum of 500 were involved in active policing  
work and the bulk of those engaged as personal bodyguards for senior politicians. 

The weakness of South Sudan’s security institutions created a context in which violence 
between sections of the gelweng escalated unchecked. Extreme poverty, few livelihood 
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opportunities and a ready supply of small arms meant that as the second civil war 
wound down, the gelweng in Lakes State turned their guns on each other.87 Violence 
was fuelled by a demand for cattle wealth, required as dowry to marry, and by a tit-for-
tat pattern of revenge killing that neither the security services nor the nascent justice 
system were able to contain. 

From 2005, rival Dinka sections armed with AK-47s and sometimes heavy machine guns  
and rocket-propelled grenades, clashed regularly in different parts of Lakes State and 
with armed youths in neighbouring Warrap. In December 2011, county commissioners 
reported that at least 249 people had been killed and 319 injured in cattle raiding since 
the start of the year. Violence between Dinka sections escalated again in August 2014, 
after the killing of Paramount Chief Apareer Chut Dhuol – brother of the governor – 
in Rumbek East reignited a 12 year-old conflict between the Thiyic and Gony sections. 
Eighteen cases of rape were reported in retaliatory attacks that followed the killing, 
according to a senior UNMISS official. 

Disarmament campaigns carried out by the SPLA in 2000, 2006, 2008, 2010 and in 
2014 recovered a few thousand weapons, which were often quickly replaced through 
the easy trade in small arms with neighbouring communities across the state border.88 
Operations have done little to quell the violence in the long term, with heavy-handed 
tactics used by SPLA soldiers as part of the ‘forceful’ phase of disarmament campaigns 
(generally preceded by a brief period for voluntary disarmament) spurring an increase 
in violence and deepening local hostility to security forces. Interviews with senior  
government security officials in mid-2014 indicated that at the time the government 
and the military believed cattle camp youth heavily out-armed SPLA troops stationed 
in and around Rumbek. 

Violence has been fuelled in part by the involvement of state and national politicians, 
and by government policies that have run counter to disarmament. Gelweng in Lakes 
protect not only their communities’ cattle but also the cattle of county commissioners 
and other government and army elites, who often use relatives in cattle camps to guard  
their herds. Rising bride prices in the post-2005 period has increased the susceptibility  
of young men to elite patronage, where cattle protection and military loyalty are 
exchanged for gifts from elites of guns and ammunition.89 Traditional bride-wealth 
practices – and inflationary pressures on dowries – have operated as a critical conflict  
driver in Lakes. In turn they are a potentially important focus for conflict management. 

Disarmament targeting the gelweng has drawn criticism for its violence, its limited  
returns, and because of the intrusion of political interests on the conduct of campaigns,  
with elite-sponsored herds reportedly overlooked as others were targeted. Other state 
government measures have also undermined disarmament impacts. Following the 
outbreak of the current civil war, a disarmament process underway in Lakes State 
was suspended and, sometime around February 2014, a stockpile of weapons in SPLA 
stores was released to the general population.90 Periodic initiatives to co-opt parts of  
the gelweng as so-called ‘community police’ – initiatives that have often entailed little by  
way of training or salaries – has also reinvigorated the gelweng, increased incentives for 
joining, and elevated young men with no experience of civilian policing into a poorly-
defined and unstable force. In February 2015, the national government announced that 
upward of 10,000 irregular troops would again be recruited from Warrap and Lakes 
states. Initiatives suggest that the national and state governments continue to see the 
young men as a flexible, irregular reserve force for reinforcing state security capability, 
even as those forces continue to inflict violence on local communities. 
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Addis Ababa.

Despite their central role in violence in Lakes State, it is clear that the gelweng continue 
to garner some legitimacy and support among local communities. Interviews in  
Rumbek and Rumbek East from 2014–15 indicate that young boys widely aspire to 
become gelweng when they grow up. During heavy violence in central Lakes during 
mid-2014, communities in Rumbek town also reported population movements from 
town to the cattle camps, as people sought the protection of the gelweng. 

Disarmament campaigns in Lakes and elsewhere contrasted from 2012 with moves 
by the SPLA leadership to use the titweng from the north of South Sudan for military 
operations. The process saw part of the titweng transform into a personalised force  
and later become absorbed into the SPLA. 

In April 2012, the titweng were reportedly organised into a quasi-formal force known as  
the Mathiang Anyoor (brown caterpillar in Dinka) to reinforce government offensives  
in the contested oil-rich border area of Panthou (Heglig).91 Interviews with the military  
elite carried out by the African Union Commission of Inquiry formed to investigate 
abuses committed during the conflict in South Sudan from December 2013 indicate 
that the Mathiang Anyoor were never formally incorporated into the armed forces.92 
The group appears to have existed outside the SPLA hierarchy, and no budget was ever 
acquired for their activities.93 Senior military officials estimate the group to be between 
7,500 and 15,000 people strong.94 

Another force known as Dotku Beny (‘rescue the chief ’ in Dinka) was formed in mid-
2013 from titweng and Mathiang Anyoor. Moved to a location near Juba immediately 
before the crisis, the Dotku Beny along with the Presidential Guard are reported to 
have carried an initial recce of Nuer households on 9 December 2013 before carrying 
out atrocities against Nuer civilians from 15 December 2013.95 Because of their ethnic 
composition and their association with the president, the SPLA High Command 
resisted recognising the forces as part of the formal national army. The replacement  
of SPLA Chief of Staff General James Hoth in April 2014 with Paul Malong however 
triggered a shift in their status, with recruits ordered to report to SPLA bases during  
early 2014. The formation of Mathiang Anyoor from the titweng – and their incorporation  
into the SPLA – marked a shift in the status of these non-state security actors from  
their traditional role protecting cattle and communities to one focused on the protection  
of elites in the national government, particularly elites hailing from their homelands in 
Bahr el Ghazal. 

Mirroring events in the early 1990s, the gelweng and titweng in 2014 again found  
themselves guarding grazing lands against an opposition led by Riek Machar.  
They acted as a community-based line of defence to protect government-held areas. 
In 2014 and 2015, however, the SPLA-IO did not launch large-scale offensives to raid 
cattle from Warrap or Lakes states. Thus, while the western Dinka-Nuer grazing lands 
became a de fatco frontline between the SPLA-IO and Juba government, there was  
little active fighting.

The gelweng have fought along SPLA units, though often only for short periods and 
where participation in attacks offered opportunities to fulfill other, more local aims. 

Gelweng/titweng and 
defence against the 

SPLA-IO 
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In December 2013, a number of gelweng seized the opportunity offered by the national 
crisis to attack from Rumbek North County in Lakes State to grab contested lands in 
Madhol to the north.96 In 2014, gelwemg from parts of Lakes and Warrap states also 
launched an attack through Madhol into Panyijar in southern Unity State, towards the 
centre of the national conflict.97 As yet, however, these individual incidents have not 
become a constant feature of the national crisis.

Since 2014, gelweng have also worked as a conduit for the intensification of fighting in 
the Equatorias. During the driest months of the year, from January until May, Dinka 
cattle herders cannot find adequate pastures for their cattle in much of Lakes State.  
For their cattle to survive, they face a choice of migrating their cattle to pasture either 
to the northeast (near the Nuerlands) or to the southwest (near Western Equatoria).  
By late 2014, fighting between the government and SPLA-IO caused the borders with 
the Nuerlands to become a frontline in the national conflict, and highly militarised. 
The conflict meant that many gelweng herded their cattle to southwest, to Maridi and 
Mundria counties in Western Equatoria. As usual, the gelweng were armed, and the 
influx of cattle aggravated tensions with local populations.

In January 2015, significant fighting erupted between gelweng and local communities  
in Western Equatoria and northern Central Equatoria. An April 2015 presidential  
decree ordered the gelweng to leave with their cattle, which the gelweng refused to heed,  
prompting community retaliation including by the arrow boys. SPLA-IO leaders used 
this tension around cattle movements to mobilise local support.

Clashes between cattle-herders and farmers in the Equatorias during the current civil 
war reflect longer-term political tensions, dating back to the movement of the Dinka’s 
cattle to the Equatorias in the 1990s. After the 1991 ‘Bor massacre’, Dinka Bor found 
safety for their cattle by moving them to the Equatorias, where they forcibly demanded 
grazing for their cattle and ignored previous systems to peacefully negotiate grazing 
rights. Dinka from Bahr el Ghazal have also sought grazing land for their cattle in the 
Equatorias, due to its relative safety. In 2014, many gelweng herded cattle to grazing 
areas they knew from the 1990s.

Equatorian resistance to Dinka cattle herders does not reflect an intrinsic hostility 
between pastoralists and farmers. Rather, Equatorians’ frustration appears to be with 
herders’ militarised approach to negotiating access and associations with the brute 
force of the SPLA. In 2016, it appeared that cattle movements and the close relationship 
between the gelweng and the SPLA had again sparked violence. Tensions point to the 
value of further research on historic relationships between Dinka herders and  
communities in the Equatorias, including to help identify fruitful opportunities for 
dialogue. 

Gelweng/titweng 
and fighting in the 

Equatorias
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The gelweng and titweng have received little attention in analysis of South Sudan’s  
conflicts and among international observers. This appears to reflect a number of  
factors, including their relative invisibility during past civil wars and in the CPA’s  
provisions, their ambiguous relationship with the state in the post-CPA period, and 
the limitations of an international security sector reform field that has tended to 
overlook the wide range of non-state and hybrid actors that exist outside the formal 
security services. Embroiled in local cattle raiding from 2005, conflict perpetrated by 
these actors has often been consigned to the less political category of ‘inter-communal’ 
violence. The current civil war, however, has highlighted the ability of commanders to 
use these forces to violently cement power at the heart of government. 

At the local level, people have experienced the titweng and gelweng as both sources of 
protection and instability. Gelweng or titweng have undoubtedly asserted themselves  
as ‘legitimate’ security providers among some communities and reinforced central 
government through the Mathiang Anyoor or Doku Beny.98 Their shifting relationship  
with government also has implications for local governance, changing the authority  
of chiefs and elders over local youth. There is still much space however to better 
understand the role of the titweng and gelweng in current South Sudanese conflicts. 
International and nationally-led initiatives to support a more constructive role for 
Dinka youth should seek to address important gaps in knowledge about their roles in 
violence and relationships locally. These include, for example, evidence of resistance 
among the titweng/gelweng to elite or military pressure to fight, sources of authority 
or legitimacy that might regulate their behaviour and conduct in violence, and signs 
of more productive, peaceful relationships that exist locally – among Dinka youth or 
between Dinka youths and Nuer community forces – all of which could provide  
constructive entry points for peace measures. 

Programmatic considerations also abound. Disarmament alone has failed to deliver 
improvements in local security or security provision in Lakes State, often instead 
deepening violence and worsening relationships with communities. A more effective 
approach to security will need to respond to the reality that arms possession is both 
a cause of violence and an unsurprising response to the pressing lack of state security 
provision. In this context, measures geared at simply disarming or repressing the  
gelweng/titweng – without concomitant work to reduce local violence risks – are 
unlikely to succeed. Conflict resolution expectations and measures in Lakes and  
elsewhere instead need to be tied to generating livelihoods and entrepreneurship that  
preserve local cultural attachment to cattle. Elite involvement in bride-wealth payments  
and the inflation of bride-wealth over recent years has also spurred violence. Local 
calls for measures geared at limiting dowry payments exist, and need to be supported. 

v. Conclusion: 
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The Nuer White Armies: 
Comprehending South Sudan’s most infamous 
community defence group

  Ingrid Marie Breidlid and Michael J. Arensen

within days of the outbreak of conflict in Juba on 15 December 2013,  
and the subsequent targeting of Nuer civilians by government security forces, armed 
Nuer civilian youth – commonly known as the White Army – mobilised on a massive 
scale to avenge the killings. In the following months, Nuer youth, fighting alongside 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army-in-Opposition (SPLM/A-IO), clashed 
with the government army (the SPLA) and its allies across the Greater Upper Nile  
region. Both warring parties committed grave human rights violations against civilians  
residing in conflict-affected areas.99 

While multiple civilian defence groups have mobilised in South Sudan since the start 
of the present civil war, the Nuer White Army has received perhaps the most attention 
from international observers. Media reports have perpetuated popular images of the 
White Army as a ferocious, disorderly and uncontrollable force, driven by deep-rooted 
hatred for the Dinka ethnic group.100 Researchers have often reinforced some of these 
narratives by focusing on secondary sources and the perspectives of the educated, 
political and urban (or peri-urban) elite.101 Meanwhile, the views and perspectives of 
the core membership of the White Armies – cattle camp youth residing in rural areas 
of South Sudan – and the communities they reside within are rarely included. As a  
result, the origins of the White Armies, their historical role in conflict, and their complex  
leadership and mobilisation structures remain poorly understood. 

This chapter aims to complement and challenge existing literature on the White 
Armies by situating them in wider Nuer society and the history of Nuer responses to 
local and political violence. It highlights a number of factors that are central to under-
standing the nature of the White Armies today, including their origins in community  
defence and protection, sophisticated leadership and mobilisation structures, historical  
involvement in political wars, and the complex motivations behind their decisions to  

i. Introduction
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participate in violence. Far from a recent or ‘unruly’ feature of South Sudan’s changing  
security scene, the White Armies are continuations of traditional Nuer defence  
structures, which have evolved in response to an increasingly hostile and militarised 
environment. As they usually engage in defence and offences on behalf of their  
communities, the White Armies are locally perceived to be legitimate security providers.  
The White Armies’ efficient leadership and mobilisation structures have at the same 
time made them desirable allies for military actors, as illustrated by their alignment 
with SPLA-IO in the current civil war. 

The chapter concludes by outlining the steps needed to engage the White Armies in 
constructive peace and security sector reform processes in the future. Attempts to 
manage the White Armies in the past through disarmament campaigns or measures to 
integrate forces into state security organs have failed largely because the factors under- 
pinning their existence as a force – a failure of governance, particularly in security and  
justice provision – have never been addressed. Better understanding of and engagement  
with community defence structures such as the White Armies in security provision 
will be essential to facilitate a durable peace in Greater Upper Nile and South Sudan 
more widely.

This chapter is based on primary research on the White Armies conducted in various  
rural locations of the Greater Upper Nile region between 2011 and 2016.102 During this  
time period, more than 300 semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions  
were carried out with primary respondents, including current and former White Armies  
members and leaders residing in cattle camps and villages, educated town youth, 
elders, women, and traditional authorities. Separate interviews were also conducted 
with government officials at the local and national level and with representatives of the 
Nuer elite and SPLM/A-IO politicians in Nairobi, Kenya and Gambella, Ethiopia.103 

The name the White Army, or dec in bor in Nuer, is commonly thought to derive from 
the ash youth cover their bodies with to protect against mosquitos.104 According to 
current and former White Army members, however, the term refers to their lack of 
uniforms and training, and contrasts with the Black Army, or dec in char, a Nuer term 
for trained soldiers in uniform.105 The White Army is not a single cohesive force, but 
is comprised of various Nuer community defence groups in the Greater Upper Nile 
region.106 These forces might therefore more accurately be referred to as the White 
Armies.107

Although the name emerged at different times in various Nuer areas over the last 
few decades, the White Armies are continuations of traditional Nuer mobilisation 

ii. Origins: 
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structures documented by the anthropologist Evans Pritchard in the 1930s.108 The 
involvement of Nuer youth in the White Armies is closely linked to their security 
responsibilities at home – to their role as cattle keepers and protectors of the family’s 
cattle wealth.109 Similar to other pastoralist communities in South Sudan, after Nuer 
boys go through an initiation ceremony to become men, they are given the prime 
responsibility of protecting the family’s cattle herd against wild animals and potential 
enemies.110 This can involve participating in ‘blood feuds’, inter-communal wars and 
revenge attacks.111 

Nuer youth coordinate their protection responsibilities as part of territorial units 
at various levels – ranging from the smallest homestead unit to larger sections and 
even sub-ethnic groups. The Nuer ethnic group is divided into 11 different sub-ethnic 
groups – such as the Lou Nuer and Eastern Jikany Nuer to the east of the Nile, or Bul 
Nuer and Dok Nuer to the west. These groups are again divided into primary sections 
and sub-sections (or cieng in Nuer).112 Importantly, Nuer peoples identify more closely 
with their immediate kinship groups than the larger sections and the greater ethnic 
group.113 Reflecting this, intra-Nuer feuds frequently occur between sections at various 
levels, over social matters, cattle, grazing and water points, as well as homicides. When 
faced with external threats, however, members of these groups often temporarily seek 
unity.114 Members of the Lou Nuer primary sections of Gun and Mor, for example – 
based in Greater Akobo – fight each other frequently, but unite when threatened or 
attacked by other ethnic groups (as they have done in response to the Murle in Pibor  
and Dinka in Bor) or sub-ethnic groups (such as the Jikany Nuer). On rare occasions,  
sub-ethnic groups like the Lou Nuer and Jikany Nuer – which fought frequently 
between 1993 and 2010 – have also aligned. This was most recently illustrated in their 
joint mobilisations in support of SPLA-IO during the civil war.115 The ability to unify 
Nuer youth across sectional divides accounts for the White Armies significant  
mobilising power. Efficient local leadership structures in place also play significant 
roles in large-scale mobilisations. 

Popular presentations of the White Armies as an unruly mob ignore the complex 
leadership structures regulating violence within and between Nuer communities and 
their neighbours. Leadership within the White Armies is flexible and has evolved over 
time in response to changing security risks and dynamics. During the colonial period, 
war leaders at village levels were self-appointed or selected on a temporary basis for 
specific raids or local feuds because of their skill and bravery.116 Larger mobilisations 
required the permission and guidance of Nuer prophets, who would perform sacrifices 
and sometimes accompany youth in battles against neighbouring communities.117  

iii. Leadership, 
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The violence of the first and second civil wars, however, precipitated the introduction 
of new leadership positions and fighting tactics.118 Recent research carried out among 
Lou and Jikany Nuer communities suggests that permanent leadership positions, 
known as kuaar burnam, were established in the 1960s and 1970s in several eastern 
Nuer locations in response to rising levels of insecurity, internal fragmentation among 
the Nuer, and local leadership vacuums.119 Similar leadership structures spread to 
western Nuer areas in the 1990s.120 

The kuaar burnam structures have since come to play critical roles in mobilisation  
and decision-making processes within the White Armies. Mirroring the hierarchical  
system of chiefs created by the British colonial administration, each unit of organisation  
within local White Armies is represented by their own kuaar burnam – from the 
smallest territorial unit (the homestead) to the county level.121 Compared to Nuer  
war leaders in the past, kuaar burnam today have an expanded range of security 
responsibilities during both war and peace time. While they are better known for 
coordinating community defence and leading revenge attacks, these leaders are also 
responsible for mitigating internal disputes, as well as negotiating pasture access and 
peace agreements with neighbours. Elected by their youth, kuaar burnam perceived  
to be performing poorly can be voted out.122 

Hierarchies organising the kuaar burnam enable efficient command and control, with 
representatives from smaller sections reporting to the representative a level above.123 
Currently, the highest permanent kuaar burnam position within the largest and most 
active White Army group – the Lou Nuer White Army in Jonglei – is at the county 
level. However, in times of war, requiring the involvement of all Lou Nuer sections, an 
overall Lou Nuer White Army leader for Greater Akobo is selected among the county 
leaders.124 The leadership hierarchy enables Nuer communities to rapidly mobilise 
civilian fighters on a large scale. Despite being local initiatives, the White Armies 
efficient leadership and mobilisation structures have made them desirable allies for 
military and political actors, as seen during the second Sudanese civil war and in the 
ongoing conflict. 

The increased decision-making powers of youth and their leaders within the White 
Armies has not eclipsed the role of elders and influential spiritual leaders, who continue  
to influence, both in terms of restricting and promoting, decisions to engage in  
violence.125 As in the past, Nuer prophets play important roles promoting internal 
peace and social cohesion among Nuer sections.126 Concurrently, some prophets have 
also promoted and morally sanctioned youths’ participation in large-scale violence 
through guidance and blessings of youth fighters ahead of raids and offensives.  
Importantly, the powers and influence of prophets can extend beyond sub-ethnic  
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and even ethnic lines.127 In one of the most significant examples from the post-CPA 
period, the Lou Nuer prophet Dak Kueth facilitated a military alliance between Dinka 
Nyareweng and Lou Nuer youth ahead of a major retaliatory attack on Murle commu-
nities in Pibor in December 2011.128 Although the attack was organised and led by the 
high-level leadership of the Lou Nuer White Army in coordination with Nyareweng 
Dinka youth, Dak Kueth played a significant advisory, spiritual, and unifying role  
before and during the offensive.129 Nuer prophets have continued to play an important  
role brokering and legitimising violence in the current civil war. Military actors – 
including SPLA-IO leaders – have in turn sought to collaborate closely with Nuer 
prophets in order to increase their leverage over Nuer youths and their involvement  
in the war.130 

When war broke out in December 2013, Nuer White Armies in the Greater Upper  
Nile region fought alongside SPLM/A-IO in their battles over control of the three state 
capitals of Greater Upper Nile: Bentiu, Bor and Malakal. These combined forces  
perpetrated extreme violence, including killings and rapes of non-combatants seeking  
refuge in churches, mosques and hospitals. Revenge for atrocities committed against  
Nuer civilians in Juba in the first few days of the war no doubt motivated many fighters.  
Participation of the White Armies in the violence, however, also needs to be under-
stood in the context of a longer history of involvement in political violence. Although 
the organisation of the White Armies takes place at local levels, political and military 
actors have always had strong interests in using these structures to pursue their own 
political and military aims.131 

Existing literature traces the emergence of the Nuer White Armies to the 1991 split in 
the SPLM/A – triggered by the fall of its primary backer, the Ethiopian Derg – and the 
subsequent outbreak of violence between the SPLA-Nasir faction, led by Riek Machar, 
and SPLA-Torit, led by John Garang.132 The November 1991 military offensive by the 
SPLM/A-Nasir faction and aligned Nuer civilians against Garang’s faction and Dinka 
communities in Greater Bor has commonly been described as a turning point in the 
dynamics of South-South warfare. The attack, known as the ‘Bor massacre’, involved 
widespread violence against Dinka communities, including killings, abductions and 
looting. Villages in Kongor and Bor were completely destroyed and large parts of the 
population displaced.133 The attack was followed by devastating retaliatory violence by 
Garang’s faction and aligned Dinka civilians on Nuer communities in Jonglei, with the 
fighting subsequently spreading to Unity, Lakes and Warrap.134, 135 Closely related to 
the available literature on the emergence of the Nuer White Armies, many South  
Sudanese and international academics have described the post-1991 factional violence,  
including the involvement of civilians in intentional killings of women, children  
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and elders, as unprecedented in Nuer-Dinka warfare.136 The participation of civilian 
fighters in the factional warfare following the split of the SPLM/A in 1991, including 
the ‘Bor massacre’, undeniably marked important changes in the nature and form of 
violence in the South, both in terms of scale of civilian mobilisation and magnitude  
of violence. However, this narrative overlooks a longer historical process of civilian 
militarisation and mobilisations into political violence, including involvement in  
violence against non-combatants. 

Importantly, the participation of Nuer and Dinka youth in political warfare and extreme  
violence were not new developments in 1991. According to previously unpublished 
research, eastern Nuer youth, organised by their respective leaders (kuuar burnam), 
participated in military offensives against the Sudanese army and rival southern  
factions as early as the 1970s and 1980s.137 Interviews with Lou and Jikany Nuer former  
civilian fighters further suggest that the term dec in bor to describe Nuer civilian  
fighters had currency in some eastern Nuer areas during the same period, spreading to 
western Nuer areas in the 1990s (some Jikany and Lou Nuer former youth fighters even 
claimed the term was used in their areas as early as the 1960s).138 Hence, the factional  
violence following the 1991 split of the SPLA did not mark the birth of the White 
Armies, but brought both the term and involvement of civilians in political warfare 
to the attention of international observers. The evolution of the Nuer White Armies 
should therefore be seen within the context of a gradual militarisation of local defence 
structures in response to an increasingly hostile environment. 

South-South violence after the 1991 split of SPLM/A was widespread. While government  
and rebel forces remained the key perpetrators of violence against civilians, aligned 
civilian fighters, who had their own local grievances, also participated in killings,  
raiding, looting and destruction of villages. The involvement of civilians in extreme 
forms of violence during this period has been attributed to the miltiarisation of Nuer 
and Dinka ethnic identities (see also below discussion of ‘ethnic conflict’).139  
As suggested by Hutchinson and Jok, the brutality of warfare, combined with direct 
interventions by military leaders, redefined the ethics of war as well as the social and 
spiritual consequences of homicide in ‘government wars.’ This contributed to the  
erosion of traditional social control mechanisms and facilitated indiscriminate killings 
of non-combatants, including women, children and elders.140 While atrocities against 
civilians intensified in many areas – reflecting local fighters increased experience with 
and exposure to extreme violence and modern firearms – the types of violence  
committed against civilians after the 1991 split were not new in the history of South-
South violence.141 Indeed, according to local Dok and Haak Nuer respondents in Leer 
and Mayendit, Unity State, women and children were also directly targeted in a series 
of brutal revenge attacks between Nuer and Dinka communities of Unity, Warrap and 
Lakes states in the 1980s.142 Meanwhile, during the factional warfare between SPLM/A 
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and Anyanya II (1983–1987), both parties committed grave atrocities against Nuer and 
Dinka civilians.143 

Importantly, although most of the literature focuses on Nuer-Dinka warfare, much 
of the South-South factional warfare after the 1991 SPLM/A split actually took place 
between internal Nuer sections and factions in the Greater Upper Nile region.144  
Similarly, internal conflicts frequently occurred between Dinka communities during 
the same period. As the civil war endured, military factions fragmented further and 
rival commanders increasingly relied on community defence groups, such as the Nuer  
White Armies for military support. Local commanders frequently manipulated kinship  
and section identities to mobilise support from their own communities, contributing 
to militarise and fragment local communities further. Meanwhile, Nuer youth and 
chiefs were largely driven into alliances with military actors in their quests for weapons 
and ammunition, which advanced their abilities to protect their communities against 
state and non-state armed actors as well as to settle scores against rival communities.145 
These dynamics would inevitably contribute to intensify inter-communal conflicts in 
the post-2005 period. 

After the signing of the CPA in 2005, which ended the second Sudanese civil war,  
security in many rural areas remained in the hands of local youth.146 In the absence 
of security and justice provision by the South Sudanese government, the Nuer White 
Armies remained the primary security force in their localities, regularly engaging 
in extreme violence and committing serious human rights abuses against civilians 
with impunity. Local grievances and trauma stemming from atrocities committed 
by warring factions and civilian fighters during the civil war were never adequately 
addressed, resulting in revival of inter-communal violence in many locations. In the 
period between 2007 and 2013, the Lou Nuer White Army and Murle youth in Jonglei 
engaged in a vicious cycle of revenge attacks. The violence reached its peak in 2011, 
with entire villages burned to the ground, tens of thousands of cattle looted, thousands 
of civilians killed, and women and children abducted on both sides.147 Although the 
violence in Jonglei received more attention from international observers, western 
Nuer communities in Unity State were also involved in a series of violent conflicts with 
Dinka communities in Warrap and Lakes states in the same period, where Nuer White 
Armies and Dinka youth engaged in cattle raids, looting, destruction of property and 
killings of non-combatants.148 

The South Sudanese government conducted three military-led campaigns to disarm  
civilians in Jonglei, in 2006, 2008 and 2012. These initiatives, however, had little impact 
curbing the violence, with abuses committed against civilians by SPLA troops during  
campaigns also deepening popular mistrust towards the central government.149  
Close links between local disputes and political conflicts at the centre also undermined  
such initiatives, as state and non-state actors sought to manipulate local grievances and 
mobilise local defence groups in pursuance of their own military and political goals. 
After losing an election in 2010 former SPLA General George Athor distributed  
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weapons and ammunition to Lou Nuer youth in an attempt to mobilise them for his  
insurgency against the government. Most Lou Nuer youth had no interest in his political  
agenda, however, and instead used their newly acquired weapons in local conflicts 
with the Murle.150 According to several White Army members, SPLA also encouraged 
Lou Nuer youth to mobilise for a large-scale attack on Murle communities in Pibor 
in June 2013.151 While many Lou Nuer youth sought revenge for a previous attack by 
suspected Murle in Akobo West in February 2013, the attack also indirectly supported 
the ongoing SPLA counter-insurgency operation against David Yau Yau’s SSDA Cobra 
Faction in Pibor.

The large-scale mobilisations of Nuer youth after the war broke out in December 2013 
needs to be seen within this historical and socio-political context. As in the past, the 
White Armies organised and led by their respective youth leaders, participated in  
military battles both independently and in parallel with professional soldiers (Black  
Armies) in order to protect their communities and avenge atrocities perpetrated against  
Nuer civilians in Juba.152 In the early stages of the war, SPLA-IO military commanders 
organised military offensives against the SPLA in Bor and Malakal in coordination 
with local kuaar burnam and their White Army forces. Members of the Jikany Nuer 
White Army involved in the assault on Malakal in December 2013 claimed that they – 
and not the SPLA-IO – were primarily responsible for capturing the town.153 Through-
out the conflict, the Nuer White Armies of Upper Nile, Jonglei and Unity states were 
not fighting under a common command structure, but continued to mobilise and 
organise youth fighters separately under their respective youth leaders: they were not, 
as such, a single fighting force.154

Although the SPLM/A-IO leadership depends on the military support of the White 
Armies, they do not always have control over the youth or even their leaders.155 Most 
youth, driven by local security obligations, have little interest in political agendas, 
long-term offensives, or being based in areas far away from home.156 In an attempt to 
enhance control over the youth and encourage recruitment into its military units, the 
SPLM/A-IO military leadership, like the SPLA in the 1980s, has increasingly sought 
to integrate Nuer youth leadership into their command structures, with the top kuaar 
burnam in Lou Nuer areas receiving ranks, uniforms and training.157 The integration 
of former kuaar burnam has facilitated coordination between the White Armies and 
SPLA-IO during joint civil-military offensives. While new kuaar burnam have been 
selected to replace those recruited into the military, the integration of influential kuaar 
burnam may at the same time reduce internal control within local White Armies, as 
the new leaders do not always have the influence or experience of those they have 
replaced.158 

Commitment to their communities continues to motivate the White Armies and 
their leaders. As part of their social obligations to protect their communities, attempts 
to rescue Nuer civilians vulnerable to attack or displaced by fighting have been an 
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important driver for mobilisation. The White Army leader of Akobo County at the 
time, as well as other members, claimed in interviews that a failed offensive by the 
Lou Nuer White Army against the capital Juba in December 2013 was motivated not 
only by revenge but also by a desire to protect Nuer civilians.159 Tens of thousands of 
Nuer civilians were seeking refuge in UNMISS bases – which had become protection 
of civilians (PoC) sites following the outbreak of fighting – and the White Armies 
intended on escorting them back to Nuer territory. The White Armies also took action 
to protect Nuer civilians displaced by fighting in Bor town, which saw some of the 
most devastating violence during the early weeks of the war. In early 2014, the Lou 
Nuer White Army escorted Nuer internally displaced persons (IDPs) sheltering in the 
Bor UNMISS base to Lou Nuer land.160 An April 2014 attack on the Bor base by Dinka 
armed civilians culminated in the deaths of over 40 Nuer civilians. In the wake of the 
attack, some Nuer IDPs staying in the UN PoC sites in Bentiu and Malakal decided to 
travel by raft and foot all the way to Akobo town – a distance of over 400 km – to seek 
the protection of the White Armies.161 Another attack by government forces on the 
Malakal PoC in February 2016 reinforced a conviction that they were safer under the 
protection of the White Armies than UN peacekeepers.162 

The re-eruption of violence in Juba between SPLM/A-IO and SPLA soldiers in July 
2016 has exacerbated fears among Nuer, including members of the White Armies, 
about the effectiveness of national and international security institutions. Reports that 
government soldiers targeted Nuer civilians during the violence, including dozens 
of cases of rape inside and nearby an UNMISS base in Juba, will increase perceptions 
that local security options continue to be essential to protect Nuer lives.163 Unless the 
planned deployment of regional troops is able to enforce peace and protect civilians  
in the capital, another mass mobilisation of the White Armies to Juba will remain a 
possibility. 

The White Armies involvement in violent conflict – in the current war and in the past –  
largely reflects their social obligations to protect their families and livestock. Community  
defence and justice provision, in the form of revenge, has long been one of the strongest  
motivators for participation in the White Armies. Economic and social incentives –  
including opportunities to loot and raid cattle, access guns and ammunition, and 
obtain status and respect – also encourage many youth to participate in violence.164 

Elders and chiefs frequently complain about their ‘unruly’ and ‘disrespectful’ youth. 
While engagement in warfare and looting, combined with the status and power 
accorded to the kuaar burnam, increased the socio-economic independence of 
youth, at the same time intergenerational interactions are marked by collaboration 
and mutual support.165 This is demonstrated in regular consultations between White 
Army leaders, elders and local authorities on matters pertaining to security, as well as 
the widespread communal support for youth fighters ahead of large-scale raids and 
revenges, in the form of logistical support, food, and blessings. While participation 
in the White Armies is mainly voluntary, during times of high intensity conflict every 
able-bodied male is expected to join local units, from boys as young as ten to men 
in their late forties.166 Social pressure to participate in the White Armies is especially 
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strong during times of war, making it difficult for youth to stay behind. During these 
periods, young women perform songs of encouragement and may insult those who do  
not join in the fighting.167 Over the past decade and in the current civil war participation  
has expanded: involvement in large-scale attacks is no longer limited to young men in 
cattle camps but also includes educated town youth and military veterans.168 Educated 
urban youth and businessmen provide important links between the leadership of the  
White Armies and government authorities and military actors, facilitating dissemination  
of information (and sometimes misinformation), and access to regional markets.169 
Uninitiated boys, some as young as eight, are also occasionally brought along to 
observe and assist.170 From December 2013, support for and participation in the White 
Armies expanded further as many SPLA-IO soldiers, preferring to fight close to their 
home territories and alongside their kin, joined their ranks.171 

Violence perpetrated by the White Armies continues to be constrained by community  
norms. While participation in large-scale revenges and wars are sanctioned and  
considered ‘legitimate’ by the community, small-scale cattle thefts, usually carried out 
by a small group of youth, are not.172 Equally, during large-scale revenge attacks, not all  
forms of violence are condoned. Previously considered taboo among Nuer communities,  
the killings of women, children and elders have increasingly become socially accepted 
as a form of local justice during revenge. Other types of violence, however, such as 
sexual violence, torture, and mutilations, continue to be considered unacceptable.173 
Anecdotal evidence suggests these norms continued to constrain youth from partici-
pating in some forms of violence during the inter-war period and in the ongoing civil 
war.174 There are, however, significant individual differences between White Army 
fighters. Military cooperation with professional soldiers, who frequently engaged in 
socially unacceptable forms of extreme violence, inevitably contributed to influence 
the tactics of some White Army fighters.175 As seen in the past and in recent warfare, 
military and political actors’ manipulation of local grievances and ethnic identities 
also contributed to intensify local and political violence. 

Echoing the post-1991 split and factional fighting, the current conflict has pitted rival 
political leaders belonging to South Sudan’s two largest ethnic groups – the Dinka and 
the Nuer – against each other. Media reports and international observers have in turn 
tended to attribute the violence and the drivers of Nuer youth mobilisation in the  
conflict to a “deep-seated hatred of the Dinka and a desire for revenge.”176 South  
Sudanese politicians have also sought to generate support and antagonise rural  
communities by playing the ‘ethnic card’, appealing to ethnic sentiment and invoking 
the memory of past factional violence.177 

The focus on ‘ethnic hatred’ may, however, disguise more than it reveals. Importantly, 
contrary to this dominant narrative, alliances and cooperation across Nuer-Dinka  
ethnic lines have continued in some rural areas.178 Ethnic identity remains fluid and 
contextual among many Dinka and Nuer communities, with members tending to 
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identify more strongly with their kinship groups or tribal sections than with their  
ethnic group.179 The Lou Nuer and Nyareweng Dinka have especially close kinship  
and social ties due to a long history of intermarriage and assimilation, including  
military and socio-economic cooperation.180 At the beginning of the present civil war, 
representatives from Lou Nuer communities in Uror and from Nyareweng Dinka in 
Duk county, Jonglei State, claimed youth fighters from the other community did not 
directly target their civilians while the Lou Nuer White Army marched through their 
territory on their way to Bor.181 A recent study found that the Lou Nuer had requested 
and been granted access to Dinka Nyaraweng pastures in November 2015, and in 2016 
were reliant on the cattle markets in Duk despite the greater conflict.182 

Meanwhile, political alliances during the previous and present civil wars were never 
purely along ethnic lines: Dinka leaders defected to the SPLA-IO or the ‘third bloc’, 
while some Nuer leaders remained with the government.183 Some Nuer sections also 
fought on behalf of the government against SPLA-IO and Nuer civilians, the most 
well-known being sections of the Bul Nuer sub-ethnic group in Unity State. As noted, 
most civilian fighters have little interest in the political agendas of the national elites, 
many whom are primarily interested in personal gain. As in the past the ‘Nuer-Dinka 
narrative’ is an efficient tool to mobilise communities, while at the same time disguise 
local grievances civilians on both sides have over failures of governance, development, 
security and high levels of corruption.184 

Underlying the continued strength and relevance of the White Armies in the Greater 
Upper Nile region is the prevailing government security vacuum. Even during times 
of peace, formal government institutions have been unable to provide adequately for 
civilian security, particularly in rural areas. Government policy towards the White 
Armies has instead been marked by an inconsistent mix of support and repression in 
response to changing political and military interests. 

Attempts in the past to manage the Nuer White Armies have primarily focused on  
disarmament campaigns, which have caused more harm than good. The widespread  
ownership of arms is a major issue, but as long as the government is unable, or unwilling,  
to provide security and justice in rural areas, disarmament alone is not a sustainable 
solution.185 Abuses carried out during civilian disarmament campaigns, such as the 
2006 disarmament of the Lou Nuer White Army, further increased local grievances 
and reduced trust in government institutions. The corruption found in the reselling  
of confiscated weapons by the SPLA, along with widespread insecurity and porous 
international/regional borders, prompted Lou Nuer youth to almost immediately  
rearm to ensure local security and protect their communities against external threats.186
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As noted above, in the post-CPA period as well as in the recent conflict, SPLA and 
SPLA-IO’s integration of White Armies members and leaders into their military  
command structures has been used as means of enhancing control and countering  
the independence of the White Armies. However, until public trust and confidence in 
government justice and security apparatus is enhanced, these leaders will continue to  
be replaced with new White Army leaders. Therefore, much like in the past, disarma-
ment campaigns and the integration of armed youth into conventional security forces 
will only lead to the replacement of arms and leaders, and not end the role of the White 
Armies in Nuer society. 

In January 2013 government orders to establish ‘community police’ throughout Jonglei  
reinforced perceptions among communities that local security was primarily delegated  
to traditional community defence structures.187 Prior to the creation of these units, the 
kuaar burnam for Uror had already initiated youth patrols along the border with Pibor 
to reduce cattle raids, while the community had donated food and supplies to help.  
In theory the establishment of ‘community police units’ was a means of creating  
community ownership over local security. It could also help harness the role of existing  
youth structures to mitigate negative practices, such as major revenge attacks. In 2013 
the unit was also meant to register the lawful ownership of weapons, and therefore 
help future disarmament campaigns.188 If implemented correctly this type of engage-
ment could have acted as a temporary solution for the prevailing security gap in many 
parts of the country, and successful examples, such as Kuron, Eastern Equatoria, do 
exist. However, the Jonglei community police programme in 2013 faced predictable 
challenges over accountability, politicisation and budgetary limitations.

Following the creation of community police units, challenges regarding budgets,  
training and monitoring quickly arose.189 There was no government budget for training  
or monitoring by the professional police, while the new taxes proposed by the govern-
ment to cover the costs were deemed too high by the communities.190 Not surprisingly,  
by the end of 2013 when the war broke out weapons had been distributed to some units,  
but the planned training, uniforms and code of conduct had still yet to be implemented.  
Meanwhile, the distributed weapons were not fully registered or monitored by the 
South Sudanese Police Service. 

In the eyes of many observers the programme quickly became politicised and acted 
primarily as a means of rearming certain communities after the 2012 disarmament. 
Indeed the order to create the community police units in Jonglei in January 2013 meant  
that Jonglei youth, with the exception of the Murle, were able to rearm and openly carry  
weapons.191 In consequence, the Lou Nuer White Army was able to carry out a major 
revenge attack on the Murle in July 2013.192 Not surprisingly the Murle community 
perceived the initiative as a means for the government to arm their rivals and use their 
historical grievances to support a failing SPLA counter-insurgency against the Murle 
rebel David Yau Yau. While local security initiatives could have an important role to 
play in addressing security gaps in South Sudan if done well, accountability and  
independence from political interests are necessary for successful implementation.

Past efforts to engage with local community defence groups in South Sudan, and 
descriptions of the White Armies as a ‘wildcard’ by the international community, 
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reveals a lack of proper understanding of their history, evolution, function and  
motivations.193 To curb the worst of their behaviour and harness the legitimacy they 
wield within their communities, security and peace actors in South Sudan need to  
recognise the White Armies complex history and significant role in Nuer society. 
Involving the White Armies in peace processes and local security arrangements is  
vital in ensuring durable solutions.

Although the White Armies have become increasingly militarised in the past few  
decades, their leaders (kuaar burnam) continue to play important peacemaking and  
conflict resolution roles within their communities. In close collaboration with customary  
authorities and traditional spiritual leaders, White Army leaders mitigate blood feuds 
between families and sections and are frequently involved in arresting perpetrators 
and returning looted cattle. Kuaar burnam are also responsible for negotiating annual 
dry season grazing rights with other Nuer communities and ethnic groups, and have 
been involved in locally organised inter-communal peace negotiations (for example, 
Jikany Nuer-Lou Nuer 2010 and Lou Nuer-Murle 2014).194 

Rural communities, who are both the primary victims as well as major perpetrators  
of violence, are largely excluded from national peace processes and dividends. Despite 
their important peace and security role at the local level, the international community 
has failed to recognise and adequately engage with community defence structures  
such as the White Armies. White Army leaders are rarely given prominent roles in 
regional and national peace processes and are, at best brought in as token representa-
tives of cattle camp youth. Instead educated youth representatives and politicians are 
prioritised, which deprives the cattle camp youth directly involved in these conflicts  
of representation and a sense of ownership over agreements and their implementation. 
The exclusion of White Army fighters from the Addis Ababa peace process and from 
the terms of the August 2015 peace agreement has augmented local frustration towards 
elites.195 To ensure the sustainability of negotiated peace agreements, local leaders 
responsible for community protection and security need to be included in the process. 

The mass mobilisations of Nuer civilians in the Greater Upper Nile region at the onset 
of the ongoing conflict illustrated the complete breakdown of trust in government, 
particularly its ability and willingness to provide security, protection and justice for all 
citizens. Ethnic rhetoric masks the grievances many civilians hold towards the govern- 
ment and political elites. The recent return of violence in Juba in July 2016, including  
reported targeting of Nuer civilians, has further decreased confidence among Nuer  
civilians in the implementation of the August 2015 peace agreement. The White Armies  
are likely to mobilise again unless immediate and concrete improvements in terms of 
security and protection are undertaken. 

The involvement of the Nuer White Armies in inter-communal clashes and political 
violence has made them perhaps the most notorious community defence group in  
South Sudan. However, their security function and motivations are remarkably similar  
to community defence groups across the country: they work to fill the prevailing 
vacuum in security and justice provision in rural areas. Until the government is able 
to ensure security and create confidence in a functional justice system, community 
defence groups such as the White Armies will continue to play a major role in South 
Sudan’s security landscape in the future. A durable solution to the conflict will need 
to address local grievances through a reconciliation process and hybrid court, include 

vii. Conclusion
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local defence structures in security sector reform, and re-build relations and trust 
between the state and society. An inclusive process is necessary to ensure widespread 
ownership and support for any agreement and create accountability for the elites.  
The people of South Sudan have faced incredible hardships and suffering and it is 
imperative that their voices are heard and their grievances are addressed. The success 
of the peace agreement depends on it.
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security in South Sudan
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this publication provides perspectives on why violence has persisted in 
South Sudan despite the 2005 and 2015 peace agreements and in times when South 
Sudan was expected to enjoy stability. The preceding chapters present views on the  
origins of some of this violence, outlining how community defence groups have  
mobilised over the past 30 years (and earlier) to respond to insecurity in the absence  
of state protection. As such, they capture a persistent security conundrum from the 
bottom up, providing a micro perspective on human security often buried in grand 
narratives that treat South Sudan’s security challenges as national issues only. 

That conundrum is rooted in the tension that has emerged between security provision 
and the consolidation of the state. On the one hand, the state has proven incapable  
and often unwilling to protect its citizens and monopolise the legitimate use of force, 
so communities have moved to secure themselves, by encouraging or arming their  
youth. On the other hand, the state has generally interpreted these local security 
responses as having a corrosive effect on its authority and sought to dismantle them. 
But it is unable to rein them in without creating a sort of war between state and  
community. To accommodate them, meanwhile, is to further undermine the rule of law,  
as perpetrators of violence are never brought to justice. One of the common tools the 
government has used is to issue amnesties for some armed groups or their leaders in 
exchange for peace. This has fed into the dynamics of conflict, encouraging individuals 
and groups to use violence to secure positions in the national army.

No consensus exists among the politico-military elite about how to approach these 
armed groups. National leaders might see the dangers of parallel defence mechanisms 
but maintain a sneaking suspicion that militias might be needed should security 
decline in their own regions, especially given that state security agencies are often 
slow to react or incapable of confronting the sources of insecurity effectively. This has 
undermined the evolution of a professional military culture, as politicians look to 
informal forces as personal armies. This came to the fore from late 2013, as communal 
defence forces drew behind competing national leaders or vied for their support. 

The groups raise two questions for those engaged in security and security reform  
in South Sudan over coming months and years: 1) have the security threats that  
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necessitated the creation of these armed groups dissipated, such that dismantling these 
groups can be done concurrently among competing ethnic nationalities and will not 
leave some communities exposed to attacks by other, similarly armed groups? and 2) 
does the government now view them more as a threat to public safety than a necessary 
informal extension of the state’s security apparatus? The chapters presented here have 
attempted to answer these questions. 

What is presented in this publication is a description of a crumbling security system, 
the pressures that force communities to arm themselves and the consequences of this 
mix of factors for human security and the viability of the South Sudanese state as the 
entity with the chief responsibility to protect citizens. 

Of the various non-state armed groups in South Sudan, some of which are described 
here, two of them – the White Armies and successor groups to the arrow boys – are the 
most likely to rise to a level where they directly challenge state authority. This is due, 
particularly, to the ability of politicians from those regions to appropriate local forces 
to leverage power at the national level. The titweng and gelweng, meanwhile, have been 
drivers of insecurity in various places in Bahr el Ghazal and worked in support of  
government forces elsewhere. In this too they operate as a security threat to people 
on the margins of the state and to the country as a whole, undermining prospects for 
national social cohesion. In the ongoing civil war, increasing numbers of citizens are 
unable to count on the government for their protection, reducing confidence in the 
state as the latter retreats further from rural communities. With the increasing absence 
of government from people’s lives, the armed groups fill the gap but do so in ways that 
mean no one can restrain them when their ability to protect also becomes a capacity 
for harm.

As Nigeria’s Civilian Joint Task Force, which was lauded for helping stop Boko Haram 
abuses, turned abusive in its own actions, and as communities in Somalia, Yemen,  
Afghanistan and others set up self-protection militias that have turned out to be ruthless  
within their communities, the creation of vigilante-style community protection forces 
has proven a questionable security measure. It challenges the notion that protecting 
civilians, whether from other civilians or against an external force, is the ultimate 
responsibility of the state. And it is the lack of trust in the ability of the state to do its 
duty that leads to the creation of local protection forces. Changing these dynamics –  
and addressing the conundrum community defence groups raise – requires significant,  
long-term investment in reform and development of the security sector, to strengthen 
the state’s monopoly on the use of force, its capacity to provide equitable protection to 
all citizens and its role as a source of security. Until the country’s security forces can be 
trusted by citizens, communities will continue to arm themselves. 

Looking to the future, even as the government manages to broker agreements with 
South Sudan’s various opposition forces, agreements are unlikely to deliver improve-
ments in the state’s ability to deliver security and protect civilians. Unaddressed, the 
weakness and instability of the army will continue to drive community mobilisation, 
as it has done for many years. To the extent that the international community can assist 
with security sector reforms, national level security arrangements will always falter 
under the weight of local security dynamics and needs. Important aspects of a more 
effective security sector reform strategy will be the down-sizing of the national army, 
investment of resource savings from such reduction in better training and equipment, 
and quick deployment of a multi-ethnic police force in hotspots throughout the  
country, especially along cattle migration corridors and trading routes. 
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