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Abstract

The economy and culture of the Nilotic people of southern Sudan are based 

on cattle. Protecting that precious asset is a central concern, particularly among 

youth in the cattle camps. With the intensification of the southern civil war in 

the early 1990s, the youth of Nuerland began acquiring large numbers of 

modern small arms and light weapons, which allowed them to protect com­

munity property and obtain cattle and other goods from their neighbours. 

Another consequence of arms acquisition was the youth’s increasing involve­

ment in broader South-South and North-South conflicts. As a result, cattle 

camps were transformed into a ‘white army’ that was generally aligned with 

the Khartoum government via the forces of Dr Riek Machar, which had broken 

from Dr John Garang’s mainline SPLM/A in 1991. This phenomenon was felt 

most strongly among the Lou Nuer of central Upper Nile, whose limited access 

to grazing lands forced them to regularly move their cattle into the lands of 

their neighbours. After the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement on 

9 January 2005, the SPLM/A’s need to eliminate competing armed groups set 

the stage for a struggle for dominance in central Upper Nile from December 

2005–May 2006. The result was the destruction of the white army resulting in 

the loss of many lives, the destitution of the community, and the break-down 

of civil order and traditional authority in Nuerland.

I. Introduction

Throughout southern Sudan local armed groups have emerged to protect their 

communities, cattle, and property. Typically these groups have been tribally 

based, defensive, transitory, and without ideologies or long-term objectives. 

The arrival of government armies to fight the southern rebellion also served 

as a stimulus for local armed group formation. In some instances cattle rus­

tling such as practiced by armed groups among the Murle and Toposa has been 

of a predatory character, but in general local level groups in the South have 

been defensive rather than offensive. A striking exception was the Nuer ‘white 

army’ of central and eastern Upper Nile.1 Like other local armed groups, the 

white army was primarily concerned with defending cattle and community 

property. But in contrast to similar groups in other areas its members became 

active participants in the civil war. Moreover, while most local armed groups 

remained under community control, the white army increasingly became an 

independent force that was at times highly destructive of the community from 

which it emerged. 

  The group thrived under the chaotic conditions of civil war in the South but 

the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) of 9 January 2005 

put conditions in place that would bring its existence to an end.2 Under the 

terms of the CPA the Sudan Peoples Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) 

was granted a hegemonic position in the South and it could not permit com­

peting armed groups. Some sections of the white army, typically those that 

were still under a measure of community influence, recognized the new reality 

and either joined the SPLA or disarmed, while other sections fought the SPLA 

and were slaughtered in fierce fighting that ended in May 2006 in the Lou Nuer 

lands of central and northern Jonglei state. 

  There is little doubt that the white army’s capacity to challenge the SPLA has 

ended, but some of the conditions that produced this organization still exist. 

To stave off the re-emergence of a white army that is a threat to civil order, a 

number of important conditions need to be met. Of high importance is the 
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successful integration into the SPLA of former enemies like the Sudan Armed 

Forces (SAF) supported South Sudan Defence Forces (SSDF),3 as well as the 

establishment of viable systems of local government that respond to the needs 

of the disaffected and violent youth who made up the white army. Given pre­

vious SAF support of the white army and continuing assistance to some SSDF 

elements that remained aligned with Khartoum, there is reason to think that 

it would again assist armed groups that emerge to challenge the SPLM/A in 

the future.

  The white army has not been the focus of widespread academic research. 

Apart from a handful of journalistic reports, the only substantive academic 

writing research on the group is a study by Arild Skedsmo on small arms in 

Nuer society (Skedsmo, 2003). That study, like the present one, relies on the 

foundational work of Sharon Hutchinson, the foremost contemporary author­

ity on the Nuer.4 Given the lack of secondary literature, the current report is 

primarily based on field investigations conducted in Upper Nile during two 

visits in February–March and August–September 2006. 

II. Origins

Dating the original formation of the white army is not easy. Neither Evans-

Pritchard in his classic study of the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1940), nor Sharon 

Hutchinson, who conducted her research in the 1980s, refers to the white army 

by name (Hutchinson, 1996). But if its formation can only be dated to recent 

times, its roots can be understood through the central place that cattle have 

among the agro-pastoralist Nuer and the significance of the cattle camp in 

which boys spend a great part of their lives. It was in this environment that the 

widely-recognized martial values of the Nuer took form and found expression 

in boasts about bravery, cattle raiding, and the absorption of new lands and 

neighbouring peoples. Another factor in the emergence of the white army, at 

least in eastern Upper Nile, was the proximity of the Ethiopian frontier, which 

produced a high degree of lawlessness and banditry during the nineteenth 

century that neither the Mahdist regime (1881–1898), nor the imperial govern­

ment Ethiopia, had the capacity to control. 

  The British colonial administration, which began with the defeat of the Mahdi’s 

army on the plains of Omdurman in 1898, was slow to exert its power over the 

Nuer. Instability in the east increased in the early years of the twentieth century 

when the Anuak began acquiring modern weapons along the border and this 

encouraged demand among their neighbours, the Nuer (Hutchinson, 1996). 

This in turn explains the greater availability of weapons in eastern Upper Nile 

than in western Upper Nile where the white army did not develop. The gun 

trade was such that even the establishment of a British base in the Gambella 

province of Ethiopia, positioned to regulate the growing trade in ivory and 

cattle and bring order to the frontier, could not contain the cross-border traffic 

in weapons. Nevertheless, according to Skedsmo, traditional weapons were still 

more important in Nuer society than modern weapons as late as the onset of 

the second Sudanese civil war in 1983 (Skedsmo, 2003).

  Banditry thrived where the central administration was non-existent. Unreg­

ulated areas also provided a suitable environment for the emergence and  
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SPLA, which was increasingly moving into the area, and against traditional 

enemies such as Murle cattle rustlers. The weapons also fed intra-Nuer con­

flicts. In particular, the guns featured in the conflict between the Lou Nuer of 

central Upper Nile and the Jikaan Nuer from eastern Upper Nile, during the 

Lou’s seasonal migration with their cattle to the grazing lands and water of 

the Sobat River. 

  It was during this period that the white army emerged as a distinct entity. 

The name appears to derive from the physical appearance of Nuer cattle camp 

youth who typically cover themselves with light-coloured ash as a protection 

against bugs.7 Skedsmo, however, claims that the term was meant to distin­

guish them from the SAF. Membership in the white army was never formalized 

but was simply based on being a civilian and owning a modern weapon—

usually an assault rifle (Skedsmo, 2003). 

  But if the white army was largely concerned with protecting its cattle—and 

perhaps using their weapons to steal cows from its neighbours—Riek had 

larger political and military ambitions. With the defeat of John Garang’s Torit 

Faction as his goal, he appears to have concluded that the most promising way 

was to harness the disparate forces of the white army to attack the Bor Dinka. 

Riek’s strategy was to strike at the heartland of the SPLM/A and expose Garang’s 

inability to defend his own community. While there is little reason to think that 

the youth of the white army would be impressed by such lofty objectives, they 

would well understand that such an attack on a largely civilian target offered 

the prospect of acquiring vast wealth in cattle. Hence, while Riek’s regular 

armed forces under leaders such as Simon Gatwitch led the assault,8 they were 

backed by large numbers from the newly formed white army, most of whom 

came from the Lou Nuer. These youth were neighbours to the Bor Dinka and 

traditionally grazed their cattle on the Bor Dinka lands during the dry season. 

In the two decades of the civil war, the attack on the Bor Dinka remains one 

of the two greatest humanitarian disasters to have taken place (the other dis­

aster being the deliberately motivated or politically induced Wau famine of 

1988). Many thousands of people may have been killed, almost all civilians 

and the majority of them Bor Dinka. Property was looted on a massive scale 

and hundreds of thousands of cattle were either killed or taken north by the 

victorious Nuer.

operation of insurrectionary groups. While the Upper Nile region did not 

figure prominently in Sudan’s first civil war (1955–1972), it was the location 

of first rebellions of the late 1970s that prefigured the second civil war.5 The 

proximity to Ethiopia and the support of the Derg, or military regime, for the 

SPLM/A meant ongoing in-flows of arms. As a result, at Itang and other 

refugee camps in Gambella, southern Sudanese were mobilized and recruited 

by the SPLM/A, which largely controlled these camps and provided weapons 

supplied by the Ethiopian army. 

  The major stimulus for conflict in eastern Upper Nile, and for the establish­

ment of the white army, was the 1991 split within the SPLM/A. Dr Riek Machar, 

a Nuer from western Upper Nile, and Dr Lam Akol, a Shilluk from eastern 

Upper Nile, broke from the SPLM/A, which they considered to be dominated 

by the Dinka, suffering from the authoritarianism of Dr. John Garang, and not 

sufficiently committed to the popular demand for southern self-determination 

for the South (Young, 2003). Their response was to promise a new era of internal 

democracy and a clear commitment to southern self-determination. While there 

is reason to think that this programme more closely resembled the views of 

ordinary southern Sudanese than Garang’s agenda, Riek and Lam did not have 

the same access to supplies and weapons as Garang, even after the latter lost 

his main supply base in Ethiopia upon the collapse of the Derg.

  Risking military defeat, Riek and Lam increasingly turned for support to the 

SAF, which was eager to encourage the splinter group as a means of weaken­

ing the insurrection in the South. Although it was not until 1992 that a political 

agreement was signed between what became known as the Nasir Faction and 

the Government of Sudan (GoS), there is reason to believe that the SAF had 

begun to supply Riek’s forces with large quantities of weapons before that date. 

The precise numbers of weapons provided is not known, but at least one 

authoritative source—Major-General Clement Wani, the current governor of 

Central Equatoria and an experienced military leader—claims that Riek received 

more than 10,000 weapons from SAF.6 Some of these weapons were given away 

and others sold, primarily to purchase food, but the exact proportions are not 

known. It is clear, however, that the primary recipients of the weapons among 

the civilian population were the youth of the cattle camps. In the first instance, 

these weapons were deemed necessary to protect community cattle from the 
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  Garang suffered a major military reversal, but it was not enough to defeat 

the Torit Faction. In time it was recognised that Riek suffered an even greater 

loss. After the attack of such enormous proportions on the Bor Dinka, Riek 

forfeited any claims to serve as the leader of the South. As a result, the Nasir 

Faction became increasingly dependent on the GoS, losing its legitimacy in the 

process. Since the white army did not have any political ambitions and offered 

no sign of remorse for its role in the massacre, it can be surmised that it viewed 

the attack as a success. Certainly its fighters and the communities they came 

from were enriched by the loot and the cattle. The attack, however, poisoned 

relations between the neighbouring tribes, weakened the opposition to the 

North, and left a deep, unresolved legacy. 

III. Organization, leadership, and capacity

The white army was an almost exclusively Nuer organization made up of 

members of the Lou and Gawaar clans of central Upper Nile, the Jikan in 

eastern Upper Nile, and the small Duk clan of the Dinka, who are culturally 

close to the Nuer. All Nuer society is based on the central place of cattle and the 

cattle camp, and martial values are highly espoused by all Nuer. The question 

arises, then, why the white army only took form among these particular clans. 

This point requires further research, but it is possible to speculate on a number 

of likely factors.

  Gun carrying among Nuer youth is most common in central and eastern 

Upper Nile, though it is by no means uncommon in other parts of Nuerland. 

The longer history of arms proliferation and the lawlessness of lands on the 

Ethiopian frontier are partly responsible for this disparity. Another probable 

reason, particularly in western Upper Nile, is the resistance of tribal leaders to 

youth acquiring weapons on a large scale. It would appear that the traditional 

authorities were strong enough to oppose the development of the white army 

in their lands. 

  It is also significant that although Riek’s home is in Leer in western Upper 

Nile, he did not distribute weapons there on the same scale as in the east and 

to the southern Upper Nile. These latter lands were closer to the Bor Dinka 

heartland of the SPLM/A, and they therefore became the frontline between 

the Nasir and Torit factions—and possibly this, too, was a factor. 

  Another possible reason for the fact that the Lou, Gawaar, and Duk formed 

the vast majority of the white army is that they were forced to take their cattle 

further afield for grazing and watering, the stresses of which may have pro­

duced a more aggressive state of mind. Certainly, the Lou stand out among 

the Nuer for their lack of dry season grazing land and water. 

  Although Nuer society is highly decentralized, it is clear that the white army 

had the capacity to bring together large numbers of armed men, on occasion 

reaching far beyond their native villages for support. It is also known that 
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Nuer society, which Pritchard describes as ‘organized anarchy’, was able to 

absorb vast lands and peoples in the 19th century—it is believed that that the 

Nuer ranked second only to the Zulus in their acquisition of land before the 

British colonial administration was able to contain them (Kelly, 1985). What 

is less understandable from the historical literature, or from the experience of 

the white army, is how the Nuer were able to overcome their tendency to 

engage in local conflicts to operate in local structures and produce strong 

organizations for self-defence and offensive purposes. There are, however, 

some clues. First, it would appear that most of the territory was captured as a 

result of local raids, and that there was a willingness to assimilate and respect 

the conquered people. Second, the larger attacks, such as occurred in Bor, were 

clearly the exception and were invariably followed by a return to local dis­

putes. Third, the large scale attacks were always organised and led by other 

more conventional armed groups. It was Riek’s officers, and not the leaders 

of the white army, who directed the attack on Bor Dinka and provided the 

logistical support.9

  Although this report refers to the white army (singular), it is clear that there 

were many white armies and that only in isolated instances were multiple com­

ponents under one leadership. In the absence of any separate military structures, 

the cattle camp served as the nucleus of the army. Initially, the white army 

components were closely linked to the community and responsible to the tradi­

tional authorities who prized the youth’s role in protecting the community’s 

cattle. Over time, however, power passed from the chiefs to the white army 

youth. While initially acknowledging the authority of their paramount chiefs, 

the youth grew increasingly independent from them—and this seems due to 

their ability to acquire weapons without their sanction of the chiefs.10 

  Without tradition or education as a basis for leadership, and because so 

few of the white army soldiers had military training, leaders were selected 

according to their capacity to control the disorderly youth, for their proficiency 

as marksmen, and their bravery in battle. Under such a regime, and in the 

absence of a system of rank, leaders rarely held their positions for long. Because 

the white army depended on leadership drawn from the same class as its 

members, it could neither progress beyond the cattle camp nor develop a 

greater vision. It was never a standing force but rather came together for short 

periods of time for defensive or offensive purposes, after which members 

returned to the cattle camps. While embracing martial values, which were in 

any case held by the broader community, the force never advanced beyond the 

status of a militia, except in its final days among the Lou Nuer, when the result 

was its complete destruction. 

  Nevertheless, the group’s leadership, organisation, and vision limitations 

also ensured its relative independence. It was loyal only to the values of the 

community and the desire of its members for wealth and status, seen largely 

in terms of guns, wives, and cattle. Although some individual members may 

have been motivated by broader ideologies, and some did join the SPLA, the 

white army developed only tactical—never strategic—relations with other 

armed groups. Even then it was only to gain short-term benefits. The white 

army stands in contrast to the militias of Equatoria which eventually devel­

oped subordinate relations with the SAF and became elements of the SSDF, 

an umbrella group of southern armed groups that had its origins in the Nasir 

Faction (Young, 2006). Thus, its inherent structural weaknesses, and the deeply 

held Nuer fears of falling under the control of other groups, protected the white 

army from being absorbed into larger and more dynamic groups. 

  The status of the white army improved because different armed groups com­

peted for its support. As noted above, it was Riek’s Nasir faction that essentially 

established and then courted the white army. The SPLA also attempted at various 

times to develop local alliances with the group. The Nasir Faction evolved 

into the SSDF, which became the dominant force in eastern Upper Nile (Young, 

2006). Both the SPLA and the SSDF distributed weapons to the white army, 

and individuals from their ranks also sold their personal weapons for enrich­

ment or, more commonly, in exchange for food. There are many known cases 

of individual Nuer, and no doubt members of other tribes, joining armed groups 

in order to acquire weapons and military training and then deserting. Since 

these weapons were increasingly acquired without the sanction of the traditional 

authorities, this undermined these authorities and enhanced the status of the 

individual gun owners and the white army. The members of the white army did 

not operate entirely outside community influence, however, since it appears 

they were strongly influenced by prophets respected by the Nuer, such as Mun 

Deng, the great nineteenth century prophet, as well as contemporary seers.11 
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  Because the white army was never a standing force and its membership 

was in a state of constant flux, estimates of its numbers are not very useful. 

Numerous interviewees in eastern and central Upper Nile have however stated 

that at various times it could mobilize more armed men that either the SAF or 

the SPLA. This would have made it a formidable force, even if it lacked heavy 

weaponry, logistical support, or sometimes military training.12 In the competi­

tion for support from the white army between the SSDF and the SPLA, the 

SSDF won out, in essence, because it provided more weapons. But while several 

SSDF leaders such as Chayout in Longochok, Gordon Kong in Nasir, Chol Gaga 

in Mading, the South Sudan Liberation Movement (SSLM) military leader Tim­

othy Taban Juch in Akobo, and Simon Gatwitch in Yuai were able to develop 

alliances with the white army, they were never enduring. 

  The most striking examples of the white army in action took place in Mading, 

about 60 kilometres north of Nasir, and in Akobo.13 Both of these villages changed 

hands roughly six times over the two to three years prior to the signing of the 

CPA, and it appears that the SPLA was briefly displaced from Akobo even 

after the advent of the peace agreement. In each instance the SSDF and the 

SPLA bargained for the support of the white army and in both cases these 

allegiances were cemented with promises to the armed youth that they could 

loot the towns once they had been captured.  

IV. Decline and collapse

The decline and collapse of the white army appears to have been caused by 

long-term changes within Nuer society as well as short-term political and mili­

tary developments, notably the advent of the CPA, the Juba Declaration,14 and 

the SPLA’s disarmament campaign of December 2005 to May 2006. 

  As noted above, the rise of the white army was a factor in the decline of 

traditional authority, and this produced growing resentment within the Nuer 

community. While Jikan Nuer elders along the Sobat River called the members 

of the white army ‘our sons’ when interviewed in February 2006, they also 

acknowledged that they had no control over the gun-bearing youth. They and 

others also complained about the increasing instability of daily life in which 

armed youth were rarely challenged when they stole cattle (often to pay dow­

ries), killed one another and innocent bystanders in disputes, and committed 

rape. Those interviewed in villages along the river also said that with the end 

of the southern civil war that there was no reason for the continuing existence 

of the white army.15

  During interviews carried out in Waat in central Upper Nile in 2002, Skedsmo 

found considerable ambivalence towards the white army: on the one hand 

they appreciated the accomplishment and bravery of the armed youth in pro­

tecting the community from Murle raiders and the SSDF, while on the other 

hand they complained about the youth’s aggressive, disrespectful, foolish, and 

irresponsible behaviour (Skedsmo, 2003). Interviews carried out for this report 

in the Motot area, which is only about five kilometres from Waat, three months 

after the end of the SPLA’s disarmament campaign,16 found even more nega­

tive attitudes to the white army. Also striking was how much more harshly the 

Lou spoke of the armed youth than their Jikan counterparts along the Sobat 

River. No one in the Motot area spoke of ‘our sons’ and instead complained 

bitterly of virtual anarchy under the white army. Indeed, the population sup­

ported the SPLA disarmament campaign in the area even though it resulted 

in hundreds of deaths among the armed youth, the loss of most of their cattle, 
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and left the community facing starvation because the fighting prevented the 

planting of crops. Societal stress—and even break-down—was thus a major 

reason for increasing disenchantment with the white army.

  Changing attitudes to weapons also figure in the explanation for the decline 

of the white army. While Hutchinson writes that considerable prestige was 

attached to weapons at the time of her research in Nuerland in the 1980s, 

Skedsmo found increasingly negative attitudes to weapons when he conducted 

research in eastern Upper Nile in 2002. On the surface, the explanation might 

lie in the decline in the price of weapons from about twelve cows in 1981 to 

four cows in 2002, but Skedsmo notes that this is still a relatively high price 

given the drastic reduction in the size of herds over that time (Skedsmo, 2003). 

This suggests another reason for the decline in prestige associated with weap­

ons: if they were acquired originally to protect the community’s cattle, they had 

proven a failure. 

  Developments outside the community were taking place that would lead 

to the destruction of the white army, even if its members had scant knowledge 

of them. The first was the signing of the CPA on 9 January 2005. The white army 

had emerged and developed under conditions of war and the CPA heralded 

the end of that war. In particular, the CPA’s security arrangements stipulated 

that only two armed groups—the SPLA and the SAF—would be allowed to 

remain in operation in South Sudan.17 This provision set the SSDF on the road 

to the Juba Declaration of 8 January 2006 and its absorption into the SPLA.18 

The virtual collapse of the SSDF meant that the white army lost its principal 

backer in the field. Moreover, with the apparent success of the Juba Declara­

tion, the SPLA was anxious to eliminate other armed groups in the South.19 

Some groups that still had close relations with SAF—such as the rump SSDF, 

the Popular Defence Force, and northern tribal factions that transited the 

South—had to be dealt with less precipitously because rash action might dis­

rupt the peace process. But the white army was a home-grown organization 

with no formal relations with the SAF, and disposing of it would not compli­

cate relations with the GoS. 

  The SPLA thus targeted the white army for elimination and the method was 

to be civilian disarmament. SPLM/A rhetoric in late 2005, which was echoed 

in the countryside, held that ‘we are killing ourselves’, referring to a host of 

internal southern conflicts but in particular to those involving the Lou Nuer 

fighting with their neighbours.20 The fact that the white army of the Lou had 

a particularly close relationship with the SSDF through Simon Gatwich (a Lou 

Nuer from Yuai and a senior official in the SPLA) may have also figured in the 

calculations. Gatwitch and many other SSDF leaders who joined the SPLA as 

a result of the Juba Declaration argued that revenge for the 1991 attack on the 

Bor Dinka was also involved in what turned out to be an extremely violent 

civilian disarmament campaign among the Lou Nuer.21 

  The relative ease with which disarmament was carried out among some 

Dinka groups can be explained by the limited number of weapons in their 

possession and the greater level of trust that they put in the SPLA. More diffi­

cult to explain is the contrast between the relatively peaceful disarmament 

carried out among the eastern Jikan Nuer and the extremely violent incidents 

among the Lou. Almost all of the Jikan interviewed in February 2006 for this 

report were very unhappy with the SPLA disarmament because they felt it 

exposed them to their tribal enemies, from whom the SPLA could offer no pro­

tection. Further, they complained that neighbouring tribes should have been 

disarmed at the same time. Nevertheless, most of them grudgingly turned over 

their weapons to the SPLA. 

  The reaction of the Lou branches of the white army was much different. A 

Pact-Sudan team investigating the disarmament in Jonglei attributed the 

greater violence in the area to isolation and a lack of knowledge among the 

Lou of the CPA (Pact-Sudan, 9 May 2006), but it is likely that the Lou were told 

repeatedly about the security provisions of the peace agreement during the 

course of the campaign. Before the disarmament campaign devolved into major 

fighting with the SPLA, a Lou killed Wutnyong, then a SPLA officer and a 

Gawaar Nuer prophet who had previously been highly influential among the 

white army and had even supplied them with weapons, according to Pact. 

Later, Riek Machar announced dissolution of the white army after many failed 

efforts to convince the armed youth to peacefully turn over their weapons to 

the SPLA. His words, just like those of Wutnyong, were ignored.

  The Lou white army fought the SPLA until the bitter end, which for many 

members meant their own deaths and the destruction of their cattle herds. By 

mid-2006 the economy was in tatters and their society was in crisis. Indeed, 
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these last campaigns made clear that through trickery, surprise attacks, and 

considerable courage, the youth of the white army could pose a serious short-

term challenge to the soldiers of the SPLA. In sustained warfare, however, the 

discipline, superior leadership, and better application of tactics and strategy 

won out. In the last significant battle in late May 2006, local sources in Motot 

reported that the SPLA lost one soldier against 113 white army members.22 With 

this defeat, the disillusioned youth again looted its own community before flee­

ing the area. 

V. Conclusion

The emergence and development of the white army was a product both of 

internal developments in Nuer society and external developments, in particu­

lar the impacts of the second southern civil war. The proliferation of small arms 

was a factor in the rise of the white army and the SPLA 2006 disarmament 

campaign in Jonglei state was premised on the need to eliminate their arms 

holdings. It is almost certain, however, that only a fraction of the weapons was 

actually seized by the SPLA. This has led to speculation—considered credible 

by the author—that the smashing of the white army, which had challenged the 

SPLA’s claim to a monopoly of weapons, was the real motivation for the disarm­

ament campaign. In this context, the absorption of the SSDF into the SPLA was 

part of the same effort to eliminate any armed challengers to SPLM/A hegem­

ony in the South. In both cases the SPLA was largely successful—at least in the 

short-term. The SPLA leadership is committed to the disarming the remaining 

armed civilians, ideally peacefully but, if not, then by force. 

  After the defeat of the white army and the absorption of most of the SSDF, 

the SPLA must now fully and satisfactorily integrate these groups and respond 

positively to their concerns. At the time of writing (March 2007) the continu­

ing delays in integrating the SSDF are cause for concern. Should elements of 

the SSDF begin drifting back to the SAF camp, instability could again return to 

Upper Nile. Moreover, the pacification of South Sudan has brought the social 

crises within Lou and other peoples increasingly to the fore. Most urgently, 

the defeat of the white army has involved the virtual destruction of the local 

economy. The SPLM does not have the capacity to pick up the pieces and so 

that task will fall to the international community. 

  Even if the crisis can be managed, however, regenerating the Lou and other 

Nuer societies, which have been shaken to the core, will be a task of monumen­

tal proportions. Rehabilitating and educating the disaffected and violent youth 

of the former white army should be central to these efforts. But the extent of the 

crisis must be acknowledged and then dealt with holistically. It is doubtful that 
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the SPLM/A is up to this task. It is unlikely that key elements of the interna­

tional community—in particular, the DDR unit of UNMIS which, although 

based in the South, largely sat on the sidelines during the violent disarma­

ment campaign—fully appreciates the extent of the problem, or has the will 

or capacity to respond effectively. There is also the need to move beyond the 

SPLA’s military administration and establish viable and accountable systems 

of local civilian administration. To the extent that the white army is defined 

solely as a security problem there is a danger that its destruction will mean 

that attention is diverted elsewhere. A failure to confront effectively the disaf­

fection, poverty, and lack of opportunities available to the Nuer and other groups 

that produced the white army could give rise to a new cycle of violence that the 

CPA was meant to end. 

Endnotes

1	 Within the current administrative divisions of Sudan, ‘Upper Nile’ corresponds to the eastern 

lands roughly covering the states of Jonglei, Upper Nile, and Blue Nile.

2	 The text of the CPA is available at <http://www.unmis.org/English/documents/cpa-en.pdf>.

3	 For an account of the challenges facing the integration of the SSDF, see Young (2006).

4	 Most importantly, Hutchinson (1996).

5	 See Young (2006). The start of the second civil war is usually dated to 1983.

6	 Author interview with Maj.-Gen. Clement Wani, governor of Central Equatoria, Juba, 16 

August 2006.

7	 Author interview with Simon Gatwitch, a Lou Nuer from Yuai and a former senior official 

in the SPLA, Juba, 12 August 2006.

8	 Author interview with Simon Gatwitch, Juba, 12 August 2006.

9	 Author interview with Simon Gatwitch, Juba, 12 August 2006. 

10	 Author interviews with unnamed members of the white army in Melut and Nasir, 21 and 24 

February 2006.
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15	 Author interviews with villagers along the Sobat River, 14–15 February 2006.
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17	 See the CPA’s Agreement on Security Arrangements, para 7(a).

18	 See Young (2006).
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20	 With the signing of the CPA, SPLM/A began emphasizing the need for disarmament of the 

civilian population under the slogan that ‘we are killing ourselves’.

21	 Author interview with Simon Gatwitch, Juba 12 August 2006. In a previous paper on the 

Jonglei disarmament by the same author, the claim that revenge for the 1991 massacre was 

the motivator for the harsh campaign is rejected. However, the possibility remains that once 

the disarmament campaign got underway, producing considerable resistance and the deaths 

of hundreds of SPLA soldiers, old wounds were opened and revenge became a factor in what 
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22	 Author interview with SPLM local administration, Motot, 25 August 2006.
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