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Sitting in a dirty land cruiser, making conversation with a 
government-friendly-driver, I nervously watch the mounted 
machine guns on the trucks ahead of us. (The delegation comes 
bearing a message of peace, and surrounded by guns.)

The cruiser grinds to a stop. Soldiers dismount. The crowd that 
has been collecting grows exponentially.

"Kadeea," someone says.

I manage to mumble back: "Hello. Salam Alaykum."

In June and early July of this year, a diaspora-led negotiation 
team traveled around the Republic of South Sudan. First in the 
capital city, Juba, and later in the more rural and in some ways 
more rugged Rumbek, in the Western Lakes region.

The Western Lakes state is one of twenty-eight states in South 
Sudan, officially created in 2015 by a contested presidential 
decree. The region has retained, according to officials and 
activists, a large culture of revenge killings and cattle raidings 
since the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005 
(the agreement that lead to the recognition of South Sudan as the 
world’s newest nation in 2011 by the United Nations). 

The team's trip coincided with the deflation of the contentious 
peace agreement of the previous August. (It was not very original, 
even that far back, to think of South Sudan as a failed state, a 
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place that after more than a half century of war, and a half decade 
of statehood, was breathing its dying breath.)

In December 2013, old rivalries broke out as President Salva Kiir 
Mayardit and former Vice-President Riek Machar Teney outbid 
each other to see who could amass more wealth (and do more 
damage) to the country. Fueled by gains made through a very 
nasty combination of appropriation of state resources and 
disregard for human life, factions raped and pillaged with 
impunity. A tentative peace agreement was signed in August of 
2015, but Kiir had “reservations,” and warned the peace might not 
last. 

In effect, these kleptocrats privatized national resources even 
while socializing mass murder and poverty, and weaponizing 
rape. It is not, and never has been true, that this was an ethnic 
conflict. It was rent-seeking behavior, plainly. Though you might 
not pick that up from traditional news coverage, which has 
highlighted the ethnic angle at nearly every opportunity. 

Seeking "dorao", or peace, in the face of this violence, the 
diaspora-led peace delegation with which I traveled negotiated a 
peace agreement between tribal leaders in Rumbek and the newly 
appointed governor.

Though arms are strictly illegal in South Sudan, the government 
passed around weapons during the 2013 civil war, one of its 
efforts to stamp out "rebels". In certain areas guns are as available 
as grudges.

Thus the governor faces an intractable problem. If he enforces the 
law, he does so knowing that civilians and tribal leaders possess as 
many if not more guns than he does. Arresting someone in the 
cattle camps can be a risky proposition. Moreover, part of the 



"rugged" reputation of Rumbek comes from a very nasty culture of 
revenge killings. 

Long standing disagreements over land-displacement and cattle 
raiding, and ethnic and family rivalries, and other grudges, have 
congealed. Since civil war and violence have dragged on for 
decades, a generation has lived without knowing any form of 
sustainable peace. Not even the relatively unsettled peace many 
hoped the U.N.'s recognition of South Sudan would purchase.

Under these conditions, law enforcement is nearly impossible. 
But, if peace and development are possibly here, they’re possible 
anywhere. And the hope was that this agreement would lead to 
disarmament of the community.

The guns send a mixed message. Yes, they are probably necessary. 
But I had been on the wrong side of an AK-47 already during the 
trip. And, all things considered, there is a nasty connection 
between security forces and corruption.

Almost every speech begins the same way:
"Dorao!"

"Dorao!" is invariably the reply.

In fact, by mid-July, around the time of the country’s fifth 
anniversary of independence, the peace agreement between the 
Kiir and Machar factions was voided. 

Shooting again erupted in Juba. Internationals and citizens were 
the targets of rape and murder. Machar, one half of this violent 
power struggle, fled, eventually seeking haven either in Ethiopia 
or Chad or Tanzania, after receiving assistance from the U.N. 
(Machar’s exact whereabouts are, to my knowledge, still 
unknown.)  During this, the U.S. backed a U.N.S.C. resolution 
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adding 4,000 troops to the extent United Nations Mission in 
South Sudan force (adding to the 12,000 U.N. soldiers already in 
the country).

The problem is regional and international. The once mighty 
Africa, home of civilization and the human species, is poor, 
corrupt and violent.

South Sudan has taken the place of Bosnia or Somalia or Rwanda 
in western coverage. And, in the region, international influence 
has failed to slow death, depredation and violence. 

The leadership in South Sudan is certainly to blame. 

Kiir’s administration has blocked and slowed internationals in the 
region at every opportunity, meanwhile prosecuting a bloody 
internal power-struggle over kleptocratic gains that violates the 
human rights of South Sudanese citizens. Meanwhile, the deposed 
vice-president has played the agitator, stirring up fresh struggle 
time and again, incurring and committing human rights violations 
at each go. The government does not even have control of itself, 
though it seeks to control the assets of its beleaguered population. 
The corruption is so absolute that the government is at times the 
victim of its own inefficiencies.

However, it should be noted, this failure also reflects a wider 
tension in international peacekeeping. The role of peacekeepers 
has undergone an expansion since the 1990’s. Peacekeepers are 
now expected to cover an array of duties not initially considered 
“peacekeeping,” itself an ad hoc addition not envisioned by the 
U.N. charter. (See Roberts, “The Crisis in U.N. Peacekeeping” 
1994) Whereas, when peacekeeping was primarily a tool of 
European decolonialization, it was generally based on the 
principles of consent, non-use-of-force and impartiality. Fast 
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forward to South Sudan and peacekeepers face a host country that 
accuses them of masking imperialism, poor funding and a lack of 
understanding of the situation on the ground.

The results have not been encouraging. 

In February of last year, for an example from within South Sudan, 
fighting erupted in a UN sanctuary in Malakal. Peacekeepers fled 
or refused to engage combatants rather than protect the civilians 
inside the fence. An internal U.N. report, released on Aug. 5, 
harrowingly reported that civilians seeking refuge inside the safe 
haven “had unrealistic expectations for the protection that 
UNMISS could feasibly afford.”

This was, I submit, a test case for the United Nations.

In South Sudan, there was at least an awareness of development 
as a possibility: “We are ready for peace and development” some 
man on the radio says. This comment was something of a 
recurring theme.

Actually, the relationship between peace and development in the 
region is tricky. The nuanced question of development, upon 
which any hope for the region hangs, is itself dependent on a level 
of relative peace. Development can only come after security. After 
all, any flows of remittances or foreign investment, if they are 
going to improve the area, won’t do so by being co-opted by thugs 
and war criminals. Development requires security. Security 
requires the deposing and international sanction of these war 
criminals.

It has been left to international agencies and humanitarian aid 
workers to “deal with” the region. However, these groups have 
proven impotent.
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Back at the cattle camps, many of the speeches end the way they 
began, with cries of “dorao!”.

Ultimately, the team successfully negotiated a peace agreement 
between the governor and the tribal leaders. It was signed at the 
end of June. A celebration was held. Five cows were slaughtered 
to mark the occasion.

While I am told the agreement between the governor and the 
tribal leaders has yet to be breached, it remains unclear to me 
what the fallout of the renewed conflict will ultimately be. Will it 
undo the agreement? Very possibly.


