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This book is dedicated to victims and survivors of the conflict in South Sudan and to those who were silenced. Advocate Dong Samuel Lual, this is for you, rest in eternal peace. 
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This book compliments current discussions on justice, reparations and reconciliation. South Sudan’s peace processes failed because they treated inclusion as a box-ticking exercise while preserving the patriarchal, militarized status quo. Lasting peace requires radical reimagining: justice must be the foundation, not an afterthought. By centering the distinct needs of women and youth, through survivor-centered truth-telling, transformative reparations, and structural power-sharing, South Sudan can dismantle the architecture of impunity. The international community must abandon its complicity in stability at the cost of justice and invest in grassroots peacebuilders. As the author asserts - The real peace is not a book; it is a lived reality. Only by honoring this truth can South Sudan transition from a ceasefire on paper to genuine, inclusive peace.
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1.  Chapter One - Introduction: My Vantage Point
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My work has led me to the heart of South Sudan's complex peace process, where I explore the critical link between conflict, transitional justice, and building a lasting peace. What I've found is a system that largely overlooks the very people it's meant to serve, particularly women and youth who have suffered the most. Even after the 2018 peace agreement, violence continues at a local level, and it is women and young people who face the brunt of it, from displacement to sexual violence, with no clear path to justice.¹ As I delved into the official TJ framework, I discovered a troubling gap: while it proposes a Hybrid Court, it offers nothing concrete for gender- or youth-sensitive reparations or long-term recovery. This is why I have dedicated this book to investigating these systemic deficiencies. This book is an offshoot of my main doctoral research and identifies the specific justice needs of women and youth and, in turn, proposes practical recommendations to create a more inclusive peace process that genuinely mitigates violence and empowers them to build a stable future.

My journey into the heart of the South Sudanese conflict did not begin in a bustling newsroom or a high-level diplomatic briefing, but in a quiet, dust-coated library in Juba, South Sudan. It started in 2013, as I waited out the conflict in Juba, where I wrote my first peer reviewed article published in the Journal of Humanitarian Legal Studies published in 2016. In 2014, a little over a year into the civil war that had shattered the world’s newest nation. I was a lecturer at the University of Juba then. South Sudan, with its brief, euphoric brush with independence followed by a devastating plunge into fratricidal violence, presented a stark and urgent case study. The files I pored through, UN mission reports, hastily written NGO briefs, and seminal works on the Comprehensive Peace Agreement that had ended the long war with the north, painted a picture of immense promise. ² This book is, at its heart, a product of two worlds: my lived experience as a South Sudanese woman and the rigorous inquiry of my doctoral research. The journey began with a personal quest to understand my country's path, a quest that led me into the field for immersive research. The process yielded a rich trove of data that formed the bedrock of my dissertation and upcoming book being published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing. I have woven in additional data and insights gathered during my time in the field, creating a more nuanced and comprehensive portrait of my nation's complex pursuit of justice, reconciliation and reparations.

Over the subsequent decade, my academic curiosity morphed into a professional and personal commitment. My work took me from the sterile conference halls, discussing the peace talks being painstakingly negotiated, to the displacement camps on the outskirts of Juba, where the human cost of political failure was etched on every face. I have sat in air-conditioned offices with international diplomats and under the shade of a tree with women’s peace activists who had lost everything but their resolve. This book, therefore, is not just a detached academic analysis. It is a synthesis of my research, my observations, and the countless stories shared with me by my people, especially the women and youth. It is an attempt to understand why the well-intentioned, internationally-supported peace processes have so far failed to deliver a lasting, just, and truly inclusive peace.

The central argument I unfold in this book is this: while the mediation efforts led by the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), culminating in the 2015 Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in South Sudan (ARCSS) and its 2018 revitalized successor (R-ARCSS), made significant strides in formally acknowledging the need for inclusion, these processes remained fundamentally patriarchal in structure and execution. The inclusion of women and youth, while a marked improvement on past peace deals, was often a performative act, a tick-box exercise designed to appease international donors rather than a genuine transfer of power. ³ This nominal inclusion, I contend, has been insufficient to dismantle the deeply entrenched patriarchal and militarized political culture that is the primary driver of the conflict. It has allowed for the presence of diverse bodies in the room, but has rarely translated into the substantive influence of their voices. This book traces this journey from hope to disillusionment and back to a fragile, cautious optimism, arguing that the path to genuine peace in South Sudan requires a radical reimagining of what inclusion truly means.
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1.1.  South Sudan: From Independence to Conflict
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To understand the failures and partial successes of the peace process, one must first grasp the weight of history and the explosive nature of South Sudan’s birth. The country did not emerge from a placid cradle; it was born from two decades of brutal civil war (1983-2005) against the north, a struggle for identity, dignity, and self-determination that forged a national consciousness but also militarized its society. ⁴ The Sudan People's Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A), led by the charismatic John Garang, was the vanguard of this liberation. Its narrative was one of a unified New Sudan, free from the marginalization and Arab-Islamic identity imposed by Khartoum. This narrative, while powerful, papered over significant ethnic divisions within the south, most notably between the two largest groups, the Dinka and the Nuer.

When I first began work in South Sudan, the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) of 2005, which ended the north-south war, was the foundational document. It provided for a six-year interim period of autonomy, culminating in a referendum on self-determination. The optimism during this period was palpable, even from a distance. The SPLM, now the governing party in the autonomous region of South Sudan, was widely seen as a liberation movement transitioning to a political party. On July 9, 2011, the world watched as the flag of the Republic of South Sudan was raised in Juba. I remember watching from the television from my house in Buluk, Juba. I was moved by the sheer joy and the sense of historical possibility. Here was a nation, supported by the international community, seemingly ready to chart its own course. The night before the declaration of independence, I drove in Juba in the night with my siblings who were in Juba at the time. We shook hands of soldiers who were deployed in the streets to maintain law and order. What a moment!

However, the foundations of the new state were perilously weak. The very institutions that had won the war, the SPLM/A, were ill-equipped to build a peaceful nation. The party’s internal democratic structures were weak, its leadership dominated by a military ethos, and its coffers filled by the sudden influx of oil revenue.

The political atmosphere grew increasingly tense in the years leading up to 2013. A December 2012 interview in which Dr. Machar publicly hinted at his intention to challenge President Kiir for the party’s chairmanship in the 2015 elections was a turning point. The SPLM, meant to be a unifying national movement, began to splinter along factional lines. I was in Juba in early 2013 after returning from my Master’s Degree stay in the United States of America and consulting with the United Nations. The political tension was a tangible thing, discussed in hushed tones in hotel lobbies and over cups of strong South Sudanese coffee. The rhetoric from both sides became increasingly inflammatory, with accusations of tribalism, corruption, and a betrayal of the liberation ideals flying back and forth. In November 2013, I travelled to Malakal for UN consultancy and people discussed the political tension in Malakal, Juba and other cities, all the time. Some highly placed sources even predicted war.

The powder keg finally ignited on the night of December 15, 2013. The official narrative was that a skirmish broke out between soldiers in the Presidential Guard, which quickly spiraled out of control. The reality, as my desk research for by paper on Non – International Armed Conflicts – examining the trends of the conflict in South Sudan and interviews with officials and analysts in the following months revealed, was far more calculated. It was the violent culmination of the power struggle within the SPLM leadership. President Kiir accused Dr. Machar of attempting a coup d'état, a charge Machar vehemently denied. ⁵ Within days, the political feud had metastasized into a full-blown ethnic conflict, with Dinka-aligned forces targeting Nuer civilians in Juba, and Nuer-aligned soldiers, many of whom had defected from the army, retaliating in towns like Bor and Malakal. The dream was over. The war had begun.
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1.2.  The International Response: IGAD to Mediate
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The speed and ferocity of the violence sent shockwaves through the region and the international community. The UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), which had been deployed to support state-building, was suddenly overwhelmed, its peacekeepers forced to shelter tens of thousands of civilians at its compounds, a grim echo of its failures in Rwanda two decades earlier.

The primary responsibility for mediating a political solution fell to the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), an eight-country trade bloc in East Africa that has positioned itself as the continent’s primary conflict management mechanism. ⁶ IGAD’s member states, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Sudan, Djibouti, Somalia, Eritrea, and the newly independent South Sudan itself, had deep-seated interests in preventing a collapse. Ethiopia and Kenya, as neighbors, feared a massive refugee influx and the spread of instability. Uganda, under President Yoweri Museveni, moved swiftly to provide military support to President Kiir’s government, a move that would later be criticized as compromising IGAD’s impartiality. I write the geopolitical influences within the IGAD region in several book chapters and this is also well discussed in my upcoming book on the Politics of Transitional Justice in South Sudan, being published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

I recall following the initial mediation efforts with a mix of hope and skepticism. On one hand, it was commendable that an African regional body was taking the lead, a principle enshrined in the African Union’s mantra of African solutions to African problems. On the other hand, IGAD was far from a neutral arbiter. The national interests of its member states, particularly Uganda’s direct military intervention and Sudan’s complex relationship with the SPLM-in-Opposition, meant that the mediation process was fraught with geopolitical undercurrents from the very beginning.

The formal peace talks kicked off in January 2014 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, under the chairmanship of Seyoum Mesfin, Ethiopia’s then-Minister of Foreign Affairs and a veteran diplomat. The process was immediately supported by the TROIKA, a grouping of the United States, the United Kingdom, and Norway, the key Western backers of the CPA, along with the European Union and the United Nations. This international support brought significant diplomatic pressure and financial resources to bear on the parties. The TROIKA’s role was pivotal; they were not just observers but active participants, drafting proposals, applying sanctions, and using their leverage to keep the parties at the table. Women and youth attended several of the civil society parallel forums in Addis, and it was clear that while IGAD led the formal process, the shadow diplomacy of the TROIKA and other powerful actors was often where the real leverage lay.

The negotiations were grueling and characterized by repeated ceasefires that were broken almost as soon as they were signed. The core issues on the table were a classic menu for civil war peace processes: a permanent ceasefire, power-sharing, security sector reform, and transitional justice. However, the lack of trust between the principals, President Kiir and Machar, was a chasm that the mediators struggled to bridge. I remember speaking with a senior IGAD official off the record in mid-2014 who expressed his immense frustration. "They talk past each other," he told me, "One is focused on his status as the elected President, the other on his status as a leader who feels wronged. We are not mediating a political settlement; we are managing egos while the country burns."⁷

Despite these challenges, the immense international pressure to produce an agreement was relentless. The United States, in particular, was keen for a deal, partly to avoid a humiliating foreign policy failure in a country it had championed to independence. ⁸ This pressure, I believe, led to a process that prioritized a quick fix over a durable solution. The focus was on getting the signatures of the two men on a piece of paper, often at the expense of addressing the deeper, structural issues that had caused the conflict in the first place.
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1.3.  The ARCSS: A Milestone and a Stop-Gap
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This relentless pressure culminated on August 26, 2015, in a hastily arranged ceremony in the Ethiopian capital. I watched the live stream, my heart heavy. President Salva Kiir and Dr. Riek Machar, under intense regional and international pressure, finally put their names to the Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in South Sudan (ARCSS). ⁹ the atmosphere was not one of celebration, but of weary obligation. The agreement was a dense, 48-page document, a product of countless drafts and last-minute compromises.

On paper, the ARCSS was a significant achievement. It was a comprehensive framework that addressed all the key conflict drivers. It established a Transitional Government of National Unity (TGoNU) with a complex power-sharing formula:  President Kiir would remain President, Machar would return as First Vice President, and the positions of a second vice president and other ministerial and parliamentary posts were divided among the SPLM-IG (the government), the SPLM-IO (the opposition), and other political parties. It outlined detailed security arrangements, including the withdrawal of Ugandan forces, the demilitarization of Juba, and the assembly of unified forces from the various warring factions. It also contained provisions for a commission for truth, reconciliation, and healing, and for the establishment of a hybrid court to try those responsible for atrocities, in conjunction with the African Union.

For the international community, it was a diplomatic victory. A major African civil war had been brought to an end through negotiation. Sanctions were threatened, and the promise of a massive reconstruction package was dangled as a carrot for compliance.

However, even as the ink was drying, many of us on the ground saw the ARCSS for what it was: a power-sharing deal between two rival elites, not a genuine social contract for peace. ¹⁰ It was an agreement that rewarded the use of violence with political positions. It focused on the top-level political settlement while largely ignoring the grievances at the grassroots level. It was, in essence, a deal to stop the fighting, but not necessarily to resolve the conflict. The very structure of the agreement, with its intricate division of spoils, incentivized the creation of new armed groups, as other leaders realized that taking up arms was the most effective way to get a seat at the table. The peace process had created a market for rebellion.
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