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6 .  SOUTH SUDAN: THE PAINFUL RISE  
AND RAPID DESCENT OF THE WORLD’S 
NEWEST NATION
Richard Downie

TIMELINE

 1955  Beginning of the First Civil War between northern 
and southern Sudan

 1956  Sudan gains in de pen dence from Anglo- Egyptian 
rule

 1969  Gaafar Nimeiri takes power in a coup and begins 
talks with the southern rebels

 1972  The Addis Ababa Agreement ends the First Civil 
War and grants the south greater autonomy

 1983  Nimeiri declares Sudan an Islamic state and ends 
southern autonomy; the Sudan  People’s Liberation 
Movement/Army (SPLM/A) is formed and the 
Second Civil War begins

 January 2005  The Intergovernmental Authority on Development 
(IGAD) and partners including the United Nations, 
African Union, and “Troika” countries negotiate 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, ending the 
Second Civil War

 July 2005  John Garang, the leader of the SPLM/A, dies in a 
he li cop ter crash; Salva Kiir succeeds him

 April 2010  Sudan holds general elections; the SPLM wins 
overwhelmingly in the south

 January 2011  Referendum on South Sudan’s in de pen dence
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 July 2011  South Sudan declares in de pen dence
 April 2012  South Sudan occupies Sudanese oil fields following a 

dispute over the excessive fees demanded by 
Khartoum to use its export pipeline

 July 2013  President Kiir fires Vice President Machar and his 
cabinet

 Dec. 2013  Vio lence between armed factions loyal to Kiir and 
Machar begins

 August 2015  Kiir and Machar sign the Agreement on the 
Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South 
Sudan (ARCSS), establishing the Transitional 
Government of National Unity (TGoNU) and a 
power- sharing deal between the two men

 April 2016  The TGoNU takes office, but implementation of the 
ARCSS is incomplete

 July 2016  Fighting between the dif er ent factions resumes; 
Kiir removes Machar as vice president

On July 5, 2011, tens of thousands of  people gathered in the furious heat 
of Juba to witness a moment many thought would never occur in their 
lifetimes: the entry of South Sudan into the community of nations. The 
event capped five de cades of strug gle— including 39 years of war— that 
began before Sudan, the nation from which the new state seceded, 
achieved its own in de pen dence.  After signing South Sudan’s interim con-
stitution, the country’s new president, Salva Kiir, addressed the jubilant 
crowds: “We have waited more than 56 years for this. It is a dream come 
true.”1

Within two and a half years, that dream lay in ruins. In December 2013, 
fighting erupted between army factions loyal to Kiir and supporters of 
the man he had ousted as his deputy, Riek Machar. The fighting esca-
lated into mass killings, the renewal of old enmities, and the outbreak 
of a civil war that quickly pitted the nation’s main ethnic groups 
against each other.

How did South Sudan, which entered in de pen dence on a wave of in-
ternational support— including the steadfast backing of the United 
States— fail so fast? Warning signs  were pres ent from the outset for 
anyone who looked past the facile narrative advanced by U.S. advocacy 
groups and congressional allies that depicted the civil war as a clash 
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between virtuous (mainly Christian) liberation heroes in the south and 
malevolent (mainly Muslim) oppressors in the north.

The new nation faced sobering challenges, and few serious prepara-
tions  were made to overcome them during the critical period leading to 
in de pen dence. South Sudan had virtually no infrastructure, limited 
 human capital, an economy overwhelmingly reliant upon oil, and a hos-
tile neighbor on its yet- to- be- demarcated northern border.  These hurdles 
 were not insurmountable, but required enlightened, accountable leader-
ship and consistent support from international partners. Unfortunately, 
neither was pres ent. Instead, the government of the Sudan  People’s 
Liberation Movement (SPLM) mimicked the governance model of its erst-
while oppressors in Khartoum, establishing a regime based on exclusion, 
venality, and repression. The United States had played an instrumental 
role in sustaining South Sudan during the final de cade of its civil war and 

Figure 6.1. Map of Sudan and South Sudan



South Sudan 103

supported the negotiations of the peace settlement that paved the way to 
statehood. But the United States was distracted at critical moments and 
failed to confront the new country’s leaders about their governance fail-
ures  until it was too late.

CIVIL WARS AND THE ILLUSION OF A NATIONAL IDENTITY

The South Sudanese in de pen dence movement was forged in the face of 
ferocious, sustained oppression that predated Sudan’s own in de pen dence 
in 1956 and an even longer history of accumulated grievances. Colonial 
powers that ruled Sudan since the early nineteenth  century exploited the 
south’s resources and  people: from 1820, the Turco- Egyptian empire used 
the south as a vast reserve for slave raids. The “internal colonialism”2 of 
the Islamic Mahdist state (1883–1898) continued the plunder. The Anglo- 
Egyptian condominium (1899–1955) waged a protracted campaign of pac-
ification in the south, even as Sudanese in the north  were integrated into 
the civil administration. With the expulsion of the Egyptian army in the 
1920s, the British ruled the south indirectly, relying upon indigenous 
structures. Their intention was to keep the south separate and isolated 
from the north, which was directly governed along “Arab” rather than 
“African” lines and where most commercial activity was clustered. The 
efect was to retard development and keep southern populations at arm’s 
length from po liti cal power. The sense of alienation and separateness en-
trenched in the colonial period only grew  after in de pen dence in 1956 as 
successive regimes in Khartoum attempted to impose centralized rule 
and a narrow Arab, Islamic identity on southerners, who  were denied po-
liti cal power and access to resources, and who  were terrorized by state 
and paramilitary forces when they resisted.

The south’s emerging national identity relied on the existence of out-
side threats and remained a fragile concept throughout the civil wars 
(1955–1972 and 1983–2005) that dominated Sudan’s post- independence era. 
The wars launched against successive regimes in Khartoum sought pri-
marily to win greater autonomy and repre sen ta tion for the south. More 
ambitious po liti cal objectives  were not embraced  until much  later, when 
the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) made full in de pen dence 
a  viable possibility.

The first major southern rebellion of the modern era erupted on the 
eve of Sudan’s in de pen dence, when the Equatoria Corps mutinied in 1955, 



104 Richard Downie

partly out of fears that they would be marginalized by northerners in the 
new nation. The Anyanya insurgency, which came to be known as the 
First Civil War, grew from the seeds of this uprising, demanding southern 
self- determination and provoking a ferocious response from northern 
forces. The fortunes of the Anyanya movement improved over time, as it 
secured military support from Ethiopia, Uganda, and Israel and capital-
ized on the presence of a weak government in Khartoum following the 
coup d’état that brought Gaafar Nimeiri to power in 1969. Peace talks 
began, ending in the Addis Ababa Agreement of 1972, which granted re-
gional autonomy to the south.

When the Addis Ababa agreement unraveled following Nimeiri’s de-
cision to impose Shari’a law nationwide in 1983, southern forces launched 
the Second Sudanese Civil War  under the leadership of John Garang, whose 
Sudan  People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) became the most 
power ful of several armed re sis tance groups. Garang portrayed himself 
as a national, rather than a southern leader, embracing the loftier ambi-
tion of reforming governance and addressing underdevelopment in all of 
Sudan. Achieving in de pen dence for South Sudan was not a stated goal.

Garang personified the promise and limitations of the re sis tance 
movement in the south. Charismatic and visionary, he was committed to 
building a “New Sudan,” an inclusive, well- governed polity that could ac-
commodate its diverse  peoples. He was also an unabashed authoritarian 
who brooked no dissent and had scant regard for  human rights.

The discovery of significant oil deposits in Sudan  after the signing of 
the Addis Ababa Agreement added an impor tant dimension to the con-
flicts between north and south. While most of the oil was in the south, 
Khartoum signed agreements with Chevron and Total to exploit the re-
sources without consulting the southern regional government.  These ac-
tions fed existing southern grievances about economic exploitation. The 
oil fields, most located near the north– south border, became impor tant 
battlegrounds during the Second Civil War. The beginning of commer-
cial production in 1999 brought new international actors onto the scene 
as Sudan’s government established joint ventures with companies from 
China, India, and Malaysia. U.S. companies  were locked out of the in-
dustry in 1997 when Washington imposed sanctions on  doing business 
with the regime in Khartoum. The loss of an economic stake in Sudan 
weakened U.S. influence over Khartoum and— eventually— over Juba, 
 after South Sudan achieved in de pen dence.3
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International alliances and geopo liti cal dynamics drove impor tant 
momentum shifts during the Second Civil War and ultimately tilted the 
battlefield advantage away from Khartoum. The outcome was a stalemate 
that eventually brought the warring parties to the negotiating  table, en-
abling the SPLM/A to negotiate on equal terms with the government of 
Sudan. During the early years of the war, the United States considered 
Sudan within its broader Cold War calculus. Washington saw Nimeiri’s 
government as an ally against the Soviet- backed regime of Mengistu Haile 
Mariam in neighboring Ethiopia and was unfriendly  toward the SPLA, 
which relied upon Ethiopian support and drew ideological inspiration 
from Marxism. The situation transformed when Mengistu was ousted 
in 1991 by an alliance of armed liberation groups.

Ethiopia’s new government, which benefited from Khartoum’s mili-
tary support, was initially hostile to the SPLA and expelled its forces from 
the country, depriving it of rear bases. However, the SPLA gradually 
moved into the U.S. orbit. This pro cess was hastened by the regime in 
Khartoum, which became more militantly Islamic and whose support for 
international terrorism— including hosting Osama bin Laden in the early 
1990s— made it a pariah state. The SPLM/A cause received the backing of 
some curious bedfellows in the United States: a mixture of Washington 
insiders, student groups, Christian activists who painted the civil war 
in religious terms, and antislavery advocates who accused Khartoum 
of orchestrating slave raids. Their lobbying eforts in Congress resulted in 
diplomatic and humanitarian support, as well as security assistance. Ul-
timately, most of southern Sudan’s neighbors— including Ethiopia, 
Uganda, and Eritrea— provided material support to the SPLA and began 
to play an impor tant role in the push for peace negotiations.

Southern Sudan united due to the collective trauma of the war years, 
which claimed an estimated 2 million lives during its second phase, 
displaced millions more, and deprived successive generations of  children 
of the right to an education. However, the civil war was as much a conflict 
among South Sudanese as one conducted against a hostile government in 
the north. The SPLM/A was not universally supported, and the movement 
was internally divided by competing strategic visions, personal ambitions, 
and regional and ethnic rivalries that Khartoum was quick to exploit. An-
tagonisms that presaged the SPLM/A fracture in 1991 into Garang’s wing 
and the so- called Nasir faction, led by Riek Machar and Lam Akol, never 
dis appeared. Instead, memories of their bloody confrontations  were 



106 Richard Downie

buried just below the surface, only to violently reemerge in 2013 with 
many of the same protagonists at the helm.

The fragility of southern Sudanese unity, and the speed with which it 
unraveled  after in de pen dence, is better understood by taking account of 
this history. The territory that became South Sudan is notable for its di-
versity and the frequency— and ferocity—of internal conflicts. Po liti cal 
contests widened the traditional fault line between the largest ethnic 
group, the Dinka, and other groups, including the second- largest, the 
Nuer. Perceived Dinka dominance of the po liti cal and security afairs of 
the south has been a constant source of discord. However, it is not accu-
rate to portray the South Sudanese as locked in a dualist  battle between 
Dinka and Nuer, with other groups forced to pick sides. First,  there are 
impor tant intra- ethnic divisions within each group. Furthermore, eth-
nicity is not the only identity marker for South Sudanese, who embrace 
multiple, often overlapping labels related to region, language, religion, 
and lifestyle. One such divide is between settled farmers and pastoralists. 
Forging a united nation among  these diverse, often antipathetic  peoples 
was no easy task.

THE COMPREHENSIVE PEACE AGREEMENT  

AND THE ROAD TO IN DE PEN DENCE

The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), signed in January 2005, of-
ficially ended the civil war and— contrary to the intentions of its authors— 
placed the south on the road to outright in de pen dence. The agreement 
was the culmination of two and a half years of negotiations led by East 
Africa’s regional body, the Intergovernmental Authority on Develop-
ment (IGAD), with support from the African Union (AU), United Nations 
(UN), and a “Troika,” consisting of the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and Norway. The CPA instituted power-  and wealth- sharing agreements 
between the former warring parties and established joint security ar-
rangements in an attempt to promote national unity. The SPLM was 
given repre sen ta tion in the national government in Khartoum and 
a semi- autonomous Government of Southern Sudan was established 
in Juba.

One of the agreement’s shortcomings was that it distilled Africa’s lon-
gest civil war into a contest between the government of Sudan and 
leaders of the SPLM. The CPA, by conferring privileged status on the 
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SPLM, gave it sole authority to determine the south’s destiny. Garang’s 
death in a he li cop ter crash, just six months  after the peace agreement was 
signed, altered the course of that destiny. Garang’s personal commitment 
to making Sudan’s unity attractive was abandoned in  favor of an all- out 
dash  toward in de pen dence. The SPLM pursued this goal by exploiting a 
fateful compromise at the heart of the CPA. In exchange for accepting the 
continuation of Shari’a rule in the north, the SPLM was ofered a refer-
endum on self- determination at the end of a six- year interim period.4 Me-
diators of the peace deal dangled the referendum prospect in an attempt 
to cajole the SPLA to the negotiating  table. Intended to act as an insurance 
policy, it was a means to compel the north to abide by the agreement. For 
the south, Garang’s vision of a New Sudan died with him, and the refer-
endum on in de pen dence became the ultimate objective. Both sides sat out 
the interim period and made  little attempt to transform Sudan in the ways 
envisaged by the CPA.

During this critical period, the attention of the United States and other 
key partners was diverted by the intensifying conflict in Darfur. No one 
applied consistent pressure, and their inaction made full in de pen-
dence for the south increasingly likely. Intermittent eforts  were made 
by the United States to make the peace deal work, but its main focus was 
ramping up development in the south. While a worthwhile objective, this 
strategy fostered an unhealthy patron– client relationship and a culture 
of expectation among the SPLM, which, fixated on its goal of in de pen-
dence, took none of the necessary steps to prepare for government or lay 
the foundations for peace and stability. Notably, it dodged the critical task 
of security sector reform by simply integrating other armed groups 
into the already swollen ranks of the SPLA, including militias that had 
fought on the side of Khartoum. Pragmatists argued that the “big tent” 
approach, while unpalatable and expensive, was a price worth paying for 
stability. Yet that stability was a mirage, for it gave spoilers the oppor-
tunity to haggle for their continued loyalty and spawned a legion of con-
flict entrepreneurs who continually threatened the peace and drained the 
cofers of South Sudan.

The in de pen dence referendum, held in the opening days of 2011, was 
a fleeting moment of optimism and euphoria in southern Sudan. Among 
 those who voted, 98.8  percent opted for in de pen dence. The referendum 
pro cess ran smoothly and the result was accepted by the government in 
Khartoum. In many ways, the results of Sudan’s final elections as a unified 
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nation, held the previous year,  were a more accurate harbinger of the 
governance direction the south was taking. The SPLM won a crushing vic-
tory, receiving almost 93  percent of the vote in a contest marred by fraud 
and intimidation that sparked armed revolts by defeated candidates. The 
clear message to the South Sudanese was that Salva Kiir’s position was 
unassailable. The international community was content to turn a blind 
eye to irregularities in the south, viewing Sudan’s first multiparty elec-
tions in more than two de cades as a distraction from— and potential risk 
to— the forthcoming referendum.

REAL ITY STRIKES: SOUTH SUDAN’S SHORT HONEYMOON

The jubilation that greeted South Sudan’s in de pen dence in July 2011 was 
almost immediately tempered by a realization of the vast social, eco-
nomic, governance, and security challenges that lay ahead. South Sudan 
was woefully underdeveloped, with fewer than 250 miles of paved roads 
at in de pen dence.5 Generations of southern Sudanese had missed out on 
education, leaving a skills vacuum. Meanwhile, many members of the di-
aspora, who would be expected to play a central role in plugging  these 
personnel gaps, played a wait- and- see role.  Those who did return  were 
often viewed with suspicion and resentment by their compatriots who 
had remained home throughout the conflict.

Added to  these internal challenges  were the external threats that re-
sulted from South Sudan’s failure to negotiate the terms of its separation 
from the north. Five sections of the 1,300- mile international border 
between Sudan and South Sudan  were disputed and discussions on the 
status of Abyei, a contested enclave straddling the north and south,  were 
deadlocked. Meanwhile, the costs of failing to resolve the status of South 
Kordofan and Blue Nile, states in the north where the SPLM had a strong 
presence, immediately became apparent when civil war erupted within 
Sudan, poisoning relations between Khartoum and Juba.

Most damaging was the inability of the two governments to agree on 
equitable sharing of oil revenues.  There  were strong reasons for Sudan 
and South Sudan to cooperate;  after all, the south produced 75  percent of 
the oil within the former Sudan but relied entirely upon the north’s ex-
port pipeline to generate revenue. Yet within months of in de pen dence, 
South Sudan’s exasperation at Sudan’s refusal to charge a fair price for use 
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of its pipeline prompted it to take the drastic step of shutting down its 
production in protest, severing its economic lifeline to the outside world 
and leaving the state virtually bankrupt. It compounded its folly by oc-
cupying Sudan’s most productive oil field in April 2012,  until interna-
tional pressure forced it to withdraw. The oil shutdown was ruinous for 
South Sudan’s economy and damaged the new country’s reputation as a 
reliable partner. A foretaste of  things to follow, this episode also illumi-
nated the SPLM government’s failure to take serious steps  toward diver-
sifying the economy.

In mid-2013, South Sudan tumbled into a governance crisis from which 
it has never recovered. The tipping point was Kiir’s decision to fire Vice 
President Machar and his cabinet, a move that reflected a steady descent 
into autocratic rule based on a narrow, mainly Dinka clique of the SPLM. 
When rival factions of the presidential guard respectively aligned with 
Kiir and Machar clashed in Juba, the fighting quickly escalated into a se-
ries of massacres along ethnic lines. Within days, Machar formally an-
nounced his intention to take up arms  under the banner of the SPLM in 
Opposition (SPLM- IO) to force Kiir from power. The country descended 
into a civil war that continues to the pres ent day. In the pro cess, nearly 
2  million South Sudanese have been internally displaced and an-
other 2 million have fled the country.6 Food shortages have left an es-
timated 6 million  people— two- thirds of South Sudan’s population—in 
need of emergency assistance.7

ACCOUNTING FOR SOUTH SUDAN’S FAILURE

South Sudan faced im mense challenges at in de pen dence, and the inter-
national community was guilty of wishful thinking about the new gov-
ernment’s ability to cope. South Sudan possessed few tools to prepare for 
in de pen dence, and its leaders made repeated  mistakes that led the 
country into war within three years.

Why did South Sudan fail so quickly?
First, the long history of conflict and brutality in southern Sudan 

proved to be an insurmountable barrier.  Bitter memories of civil wars, 
grievances, and the repeated failure to bring perpetrators of vio lence to 
justice created a volatile mix that boiled over at the first sign of  provocation. 
The urgent task of national reconciliation was postponed at in de pen dence 
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and was taken up by President Kiir only in late 2016, when the civil war 
had already raged for three years. Even then, civil society criticized the 
national dialogue as hollow and unrepresentative.

The return to vio lence was not inevitable, but South Sudan’s leaders 
failed to take steps to avoid it, fanning the flames instead.

One impor tant  mistake was the failure to provide a compelling and 
unifying national vision. Like all nation- states, South Sudan is an artifi-
cial creation. Therefore, it was incumbent on its leaders to explain to the 
 people why they should set aside divisions and embrace the concept of 
being South Sudanese, in addition to being Dinka, Nuer, or Shilluk. Few 
attempts  were made to develop national symbols and institutions. The 
only institutions with national scope, the SPLM and SPLA,  were not in-
clusive and  were viewed as Dinka- dominated. Collective opposition to 
Khartoum during the war years created the illusion of unity. Once the 
common  enemy receded from view, old divisions quickly resurfaced, to 
be exploited by self- interested individuals.

Meanwhile, the SPLM squandered the in de pen dence dividend, the 
outpouring of goodwill— both national and international— that accom-
panied South Sudan’s new nationhood. South Sudan’s citizens  were op-
timistic about in de pen dence but also impatient for improvements in their 
lives  after years of war. They also had unrealistic expectations about the 
economic benefits their country’s oil wealth would deliver. South Sudan’s 
development needs  were pressing at in de pen dence: nearly one in  every 
five  children failed to live beyond their first birthday, only a quarter of 
 people had access to clean  water, barely a tenth had sanitation, literacy 
stood at just 15  percent, and only one in 50  children completed primary 
school.8 Yet  little efort was made to provide essential ser vices that would 
improve  people’s lives and strengthen the legitimacy of the government. 
Instead, the government was content to entrust responsibilities for ser-
vice provision— and the associated costs—to international development 
partners. South Sudan’s rash decision to shut down oil production in 2012 
was taken without consultation with international partners; the govern-
ment simply assumed that donors would fill the bud get gap.9

The extended oil shutdown also revealed the absence of a plan for 
broad- based economic development. No serious efort was made to lessen 
South Sudan’s fatal dependence on oil, which accounted for 98  percent of 
government revenue on the eve of in de pen dence.10  There was no devel-
opment of other promising sectors of the economy, such as agribusiness, 



South Sudan 111

that could provide jobs for demobilized soldiers and youth. Instead, the 
SPLM elite, centered in Juba, devoted their attention to collecting oil 
rents, accumulating enormous wealth at the expense of the population. 
In 2016, U.S. advocacy groups documented how se nior leaders of the gov-
ernment, including President Kiir and his then- chief of staf of the SPLA, 
General Paul Malong Awan, had looted the country’s wealth and used 
corrupt business connections in the oil, mining, and financial sectors to 
amass vast fortunes that  were mostly laundered overseas.11

The rampant corruption that rapidly took hold  under SPLM rule was 
responsible more than perhaps any other  factor for the erosion of public 
faith in the government and growing disillusionment with the new nation. 
No steps  were taken to stop the rot. In 2012, President Kiir claimed that 
75 current and former officials had collectively stolen $4 billion from the 
trea sury. Citizens waited in vain for prosecutions.12

The president led the march  toward South Sudan’s collapse with his 
venal, predatory, and unimaginative leadership. Salva Kiir is a dour, 
divisive, military man who failed to adapt to civilian life and never felt 
secure enough to refrain from repressive actions against perceived ri-
vals. His governance style became increasingly autocratic, narrow, and 
exclusive, mirroring failures of the regime in Khartoum that he fought 
against for so long. His emphasis has been on extracting loyalty and obe-
dience to the state, wielding power through informal patronage net-
works, and co- opting opponents. He has alienated po liti cal rivals and 
hurtled down a path of ethnic chauvinism. Kiir and Machar allowed 
their personal rivalry to drag  people back into conflict. At no point has 
 either man shown any empathy for, or interest in, his own  people.

By basing governance around personalities and patronage ties, South 
Sudan has neglected the building of strong, accountable, and in de pen dent 
institutions. Power has remained highly concentrated in Juba, despite a 
policy commitment to decentralized government. While the SPLM/A are 
strong, they are far from accountable and have failed to transition from 
liberation movement/rebel militia to accountable, demo cratic govern-
ment/national army. The SPLM has become the state in South Sudan. It 
refuses to share the po liti cal stage with other parties, which have not been 
allowed to develop beyond a few personality- driven groupings, despite 
the eforts of international development partners. The pattern established 
in the 2010 elections, which amounted to a coronation for the SPLM, con-
tinued into the in de pen dence era.
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Demo cratic development within the SPLM has also found ered. Fol-
lowing in de pen dence, President Kiir circumvented SPLM internal pro-
cesses, making full use of the overly broad powers accorded to the 
executive in the interim constitution. In July 2013, Kiir fired his cabinet, 
setting of a po liti cal crisis that culminated in the outbreak of fighting and 
the fragmentation of the SPLA into warring factions. The Agreement on 
the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan (ARCSS), 
signed— under duress—by Kiir and Machar in 2015, imposed power 
sharing and established the Transitional Government of National Unity 
(TGoNU), which took office in April 2016. President Kiir, however, made 
no serious attempt to implement the agreement. When fighting broke out 
two months  later, he quickly seized the military and po liti cal advantage, 
reconfiguring the TGoNU in his  favor, replacing Machar as first vice pres-
ident, and installing a former Machar ally, Taban Deng Gai, in his place. 
A panel of experts set up by the UN Security Council cites evidence that 
Kiir has established a “shadow government” packed with Dinka allies.13

The absence of po liti cal pluralism in South Sudan underlined the need 
for strong, in de pen dent voices outside government. But civil society has 
been harassed and stymied by the government. All nongovernmental 
organ izations are required to register with authorities.  Those that do not 
comply face intimidation and the seizure of their assets. The media is con-
sidered a threat to be monitored or silenced, especially since the civil 
war began, when journalists  were reminded that their first responsibility 
is loyalty to the state. South Sudan’s internal intelligence agency, the Na-
tional Security Ser vice (NSS), modeled on its feared counterpart in the 
north, routinely intimidates and arrests journalists, shuts down media 
outlets, and conducts surveillance on perceived opponents of the SPLM.

Perhaps the most consequential institutional failure of South Sudan’s 
in de pen dence era has been the failure to establish a truly national, pro-
fessional army. Instead of modernizing the SPLA, the army remained an 
unwieldy patronage machine, a place to  house the men with guns for 
fear of what they might do if they  were turned out of their barracks. The 
events of December 2013 exposed the failure of South Sudan and its se-
curity partners— led by the United States—to undertake security sector 
reform. The breakdown of discipline that occurred and the splintering 
of the SPLA into ethnic factions exposed the shallowness of the reform 
efort.
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While South Sudan’s leaders bear ultimate responsibility for the 
collapse of their nation, the international community failed to avert the 
catastrophe through its inattentiveness, in efec tive ness, and lack of unity. 
No major donor conditioned support on advances in governance, account-
ability, or basic competence. South Sudan’s government quickly realized 
 there  were no consequences for bad be hav ior, even when its abject per-
for mance created humanitarian crises. Since the civil war began in 2013, 
the international community has been hopelessly divided, and that 
real ity convinced the warring parties that they need not take the peace 
pro cess seriously. Instead, they agreed to a series of flimsy cease- fires 
with no intention of complying, even if they had the ability to enforce 
them upon the patchwork of militia groups they lead in name only.

The United States has been inconsistent in its dealings with Sudan and 
South Sudan— highly engaged at times but inattentive during critical pe-
riods. Washington allowed itself to become too close to the southern 
leadership during the Second Civil War as relations with Khartoum grew 
hostile  under the Clinton administration. For the SPLM, the knowledge 
that its power ful ally “had its back” partly explained its reluctance to enter 
peace negotiations even though it had long been clear that a decisive vic-
tory on the battlefield was increasingly unlikely. The George  W. Bush 
administration invested heavi ly in the peace pro cess that led to the CPA, 
but attention wandered again  after its signing. The United States’ lack of 
engagement resulted in the south’s drift  toward self- determination. Fol-
lowing in de pen dence, Washington did not acknowledge the SPLM’s slide 
 toward autocratic rule  until it was too late. Rather than using its influence 
to promote responsible governance, some of its words and actions had 
the contrary efect. In one example, a former U.S. envoy to Sudan urged the 
United States to provide anti-aircraft systems to South Sudan just a month 
 after it launched military incursions into Sudan’s main oil field.14 The 
United States belatedly discarded the simplistic view that the north was 
bad, the south good, and began to take a tougher line with the Kiir gov-
ernment. This shift drew a hostile counterreaction that poisoned rela-
tions and prompted South Sudan’s friends in Washington to walk away 
in self- defeatist frustration.

Since the civil war began in 2013, the ability of the United States to in-
fluence Juba’s conduct has ebbed, despite an inflow of more than $11 billion 
in U.S. humanitarian and development assistance between 2005 and 
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2016.15 Instead of changing the calculus of the warring parties in  favor of 
peace, Washington’s policy has been largely reactive and has had the un-
intended consequence of strengthening President Kiir’s military posi-
tion. This, in turn, has made him less willing to make compromises that 
would increase the chances of a lasting settlement. Although U.S. diplo-
mats worked hard to impose the ARCSS on the reluctant parties in 2015, 
they failed to hold  either Kiir or Machar to their commitments when they 
proceeded to flout the agreement. While the AU and South Sudan’s neigh-
bors condemned Kiir’s decision to reconfigure the TGoNU in the wake of 
the July 2016 fighting, their objections to this clear breach of the ARCSS 
 were undercut by the United States, which quickly accepted the new po-
liti cal real ity. The failed U.S. efort at the UN Security Council to impose an 
arms embargo on South Sudan summed up the paucity of efective 
policy options, the lack of consensus on meaningful responses, and the 
inability to corral allies in the region.16 U.S. policy  toward South Sudan 
has reverted to  little more than providing humanitarian operations, for 
which its aid workers are attacked and harassed by Kiir’s government.

South Sudan’s neighbors also failed to demonstrate the leadership and 
unity necessary to stem the crisis, taking opposing sides in the conflict. 
Sudan’s default position has been to weaken and undermine its southern 
neighbor, providing active support for Machar’s SPLM- IO during the ini-
tial phases of the conflict.17 Uganda has provided equally robust military 
support to Salva Kiir.  These divisions have undermined eforts by IGAD 
to negotiate an end to the fighting. President Kiir has skillfully manipu-
lated divisions among his regional neighbors. He won impor tant military 
support from Egypt, for example, by siding with Cairo in its dispute with 
Ethiopia over  water rights in the Nile basin.

The United States compounded diplomatic  mistakes in South Sudan 
by its muddled approach  toward its neighbors. For example, Uganda’s de-
cision to send troops to prop up Kiir during the early days of the conflict 
was instrumental in saving his regime. Even  after withdrawing, Uganda 
continued to transfer weapons to South Sudan, helping prolong the con-
flict.18 At the same time, Uganda is the United States’ largest beneficiary 
of security assistance in sub- Saharan Africa. The United States, however, 
failed to use this leverage and poured humanitarian assistance into 
Uganda to support the flood of approximately 1 million South Sudanese 
refugees that Kampala’s own military adventurism has aggravated.19
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CONCLUSION: WHAT CAN BE DONE?

The quest by the diverse  peoples of South Sudan for greater autonomy and 
ultimately in de pen dence has been a slow and painful pro cess that has 
cost millions of lives. For most of the almost four de cades of conflict, full 
in de pen dence was neither an objective nor a feasible possibility. When 
nationhood became a realistic prospect  after the signing of the CPA, the 
SPLM was offered an interim period to serve its apprenticeship at 
the head of a civilian government in the south and prepare for the ulti-
mate prize of full in de pen dence. It had the benefit of power ful support 
from the international community and plentiful natu ral resources. As 
in de pen dence dawned, the mood was optimistic, despite the unfinished 
business of negotiating relations with an unpredictable and hostile 
northern neighbor. That South Sudan collapsed into civil war within 
three years of achieving statehood is a damning indictment of its leaders, 
who squandered the opportunity to build a nation their citizens could 
believe in. Instead, they left the responsibilities of governing to over-
compliant donors while they concentrated on getting rich and settling 
scores.

As South Sudan descended into yet another conflict that shows no sign 
of ending, the mounting frustration of the international community has 
generated a collective sense of desperation mixed with cynicism. This de-
spondent mood has led to some creative but far- fetched solutions being 
floated, including the imposition of an international trusteeship on South 
Sudan,20 something neither Kiir nor the AU is ever likely to approve. 
 Going forward, the international community— starting with IGAD and 
the AU, but also including the United States— must consistently engage in 
the peace pro cess and be prepared to take tough actions when the warring 
parties make no pro gress. A priority must be to find a po liti cal solution 
that sidelines Kiir, just as Machar appears to have been. Beyond that, 
inclusive peace and security talks are needed that engage ordinary 
South Sudanese for the first time. A critical part of that pro cess  will be 
to address the culture of impunity that has defeated previous national 
reconciliation eforts, by agreeing on transitional justice arrangements 
and by holding the worst perpetrators of vio lence to account through 
an AU hybrid court. Only then can begin the arduous task of regaining 
citizens’ trust in the national proj ect and fashioning truly national 
institutions.
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