
Page 1 of 12 

 

 

The People’s Coalition for Civil Action 
   

Juba, South Sudan 
  Email: thecivilactionssd@gmail.com  

 

8th November 2021 

How South Sudan Became a Dictatorship 
 

Introduction 
 

That South Sudan is now a dictatorship is not news, but what may be news is how it got there on 

America’s watch. After a struggle that span nearly six decades, the Republic of South Sudan gained 

her independence in July 2011 with tremendous political, financial, and diplomatic capital from the 

United States, Troika and African countries. Given a clear vision set forth by the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Movement (SPLM), during the liberation struggle, the world was justified in believing that 

South Sudan had a chance of succeeding in setting up a new democratic state in the center of Africa. 

This belief was also rooted in the fact that South Sudan is endowed with ample natural resources 

plus massive international goodwill and lucrative oil proceeds to support the new state. 

 

Its leaders had the opportunity to consolidate peace, national unity, deepen the democratic gains of 

the people of South Sudan and plant the seeds of prosperity. This was the South Sudan that was to 

be, following its independence in July 2011. 

 

To everyone’s surprise, the leaders of South Sudan, consumed by power and greed, plunged the 

young nation into a self-destructive conflict barely two years into its independence, shredding all the 

hopes of its people. The conflict has shaken the foundations of the young nation, causing ethnic and 

political divisions. South Sudan is now stunted, paralyzed and people are suffering and dying.  

 

Amidst all the chaos, President Salva Kiir Mayardit, stealthily instituted a dictatorship and 

entrenched himself in power. Undoubtedly, and with the benefit of the hindsight, the conflict and 

the resultant chaos, suggest a calculated strategy of the President to join the club of the region’s 

strongmen who have stayed in power for decades. 

 

While the internatio nal community is fretting to find a lasting solution, the leaders of South Sudan 

are busy killing and looting their own people and building an exclusive authoritarian political and 

economic system. They have failed consistently to abide by the peace agreements they have signed 

and by their international obligations.  

 

Meanwhile, the United States, the leader of the world, that enabled the independence of South 

Sudan, has, to a larger extent withdrawn. America is frustrated by lack of political will from South 
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Sudan leaders to move their country forward. The world and many South Sudanese have pinned 

their hopes in American leadership to break a new day in South Sudan. 

 

The United States Enabled South Sudan’s Path to Independence 
 

United States’ efforts to resolve the Sudanese conflict spans several US administrations. The most 

notable contribution toward peace in the Sudan started with President Bill Clinton, who appointed 

Melissa F. Wells on the 20
th

 of May 1994 as Sudan Envoy. Sudan was President Clinton’s high 

priority for reasons related to humanitarian concerns; the promotion of democracy and regional 

stability; prevention of terrorism, and the conflict between extremist Islam and the secular state
1

, 

issues that remain true even today. 

 

After President Bush took office in 2001, Sudan was among his highest priorities and so he 

appointed John Danforth, Former Senator, and a priest, as Sudan Especial Envoy to lead the peace 

efforts
2

. By the 21
st

 of October 2002, the United States Congress passed the Sudan Peace Act. Section 

6 of the Act authorized the US President to take measures to ensure realization of an internationally 

sanctioned peace process in the Sudan
3

.  

 

To achieve his objective of resolving Sudan conflict, President Bush elevated John Danforth to 

become the United States Ambassador to the United Nations on the 4
th

 of June 2004
4

. Danforth 

used his position to move the Security Council to Nairobi, where Sudan peace talks were taking 

place to add pressure on the parties. The UN Security Council passed Resolution 1574 to support 

the peace process and to push the parties to end the conflict immediately
5

. By January 9, 2005, the 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed in Nairobi witnessed by the Secretary of State 

Colin Powell and John Danforth and many other prominent United States officials. 

 

When President Obama took office in 2008, he inherited the CPA from President Bush. His 

objective then, was push the Sudanese over the last hurdle, the Southern Sudan Referendum. 

Secretary of State Hilary Clinton, Ambassador Susan Rice, and many prominent American leaders 

played key roles in supporting the CPA’s implementation. Besides pressure since coming to office, 

President Obama’s most significant step was the September 24, 2010, Ministerial Meeting on Sudan 

at the sidelines of the UN General Assembly. In the said meeting, President Obama had this to say 

about the Referendum: 

 

To my fellow leaders from Africa, the Middle East, Europe, and Asia -- your presence sends 

an unmistakable message to the Sudanese people and to their leaders that we stand 

united.  The Comprehensive Peace Agreement that ended the civil war must be fully 

implemented.  The referenda on self-determination scheduled for January 9th must take 

 
1

 For more, read: https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1994/05/31/white-house-takes-on-thorny-sudan-

conflict/3b24bec4-dc8d-45c8-857f-3b8eda9aec95/  
2

 https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010906-3.html 
3

 https://www.congress.gov/107/plaws/publ245/PLAW-107publ245.pdf. 
4

 https://www.nytimes.com/2004/06/05/world/the-reach-of-war-diplomacy-bush-names-ex-senator-ambassador-to-the-

un.html. 
5

 http://unscr.com/files/2004/01574.pdf. 
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place -- peacefully and on time, the will of the people of South Sudan and the region of Abyei 

must be respected, regardless of the outcome.  

 

We are here because the leaders of Sudan face a choice.  It’s not the choice of how to move 

forward to give the people of Sudan the peace they deserve.  We already know what needs 

to be done.  The choice is for Sudanese leaders -- whether they will have the courage to walk 

the path.  And the decision cannot be delayed any longer
6

. 

 

Thanks to Obama’s efforts, the people of South Sudan with tremendous international support, went 

to the polls on the 9
th

 of January 2011 to vote in a referendum that resulted in an overwhelming 

support for South Sudan’s independence. By the 9
th

 of July 2011, South Sudan became independent. 

America was among the first countries together with the Sudan to recognize South Sudan as an 

independent nation. 

 

This is a great story of American leadership in the world. Today, however, South Sudan is a nation 

divided and devastated by conflict. The leaders of South Sudan have failed their people and the 

international community, especially the United States, which expended so much political capital to 

pull the world together to support the independence of South Sudan.  

 

The country is stuck, and people are suffering and dying. The time has come to try something 

different. Trying something new is desirable, but we must first understand what lies at the roots of 

everything wrong in South Sudan. 

 

The Fundamental Problem of South Sudan 
 

South Sudan is a country of many crises many of which are not yet fully understood. The National 

Dialogue’s Grassroots Consultations revealed three key interlocking issues as lying at the root of 

South Sudanese crises which are 1) leadership failure, 2) power struggles and 3) political stalemates. 

We tend to agree with these findings, but we need a deeper examination of these issues.  

Zeroing in on the leadership failure, power struggle and the resultant political stalemate, one cannot 

fail to realize immediately that President Salva Kiir Mayardit decided, long before South Sudan’s 

independence, to establish a soft and personalized dictatorship in South Sudan that thrives on 

perpetual chaos and crisis. Hence, the failure of leadership and the paralysis of the political situation 

in the country seem to result from a state sponsored strategy to deepen an authoritarian rule. The 

ethnic violence, political violence, corruption, crippling of institutions, and failing democracy are all 

deliberate actions by the government and are part of President Kiir’s grand strategy to stay longer in 

power.  

During the 21 years of the liberation struggle, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), 

the movement that led the struggle for the liberation and independence of South Sudan, had a clear 

and sincere vision to transform the lives of the people of South Sudan and to give them dignity. 

There was even an action plan (SPLM Strategic Framework from War to Peace 2004). This strategy 

was developed with massive support from the United States and Norwegian governments. Dr. John 

 
6 https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2010/09/24/president-obama-ministerial-meeting-sudan-fate-
millions.  
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Garang de Mabior, the founding Chairman of the SPLM, in his foreword to the strategy document 

said, “The Interim Period constitutes an important point of departure for the SPLM to initiate a 

process of institutional building and reform with the overall objective of establishing institutions of 

good governance”.  

 

The path to building democracy and good governance was laid out clearly in the SPLM normative 

framework and it may serve our purpose to cite key elements of this normative framework. In his 

speech during the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) on 9
th

 January 2005, Dr. 

John Garang de Mabior flawlessly articulated the SPLM vision on governance as follows:  

 
The transformation which shall be engendered by this Agreement, to which I have alluded, shall be 

reflected, first and foremost, in a veritable democratic mutation and to which the SPLM is fully committed. 

Surely, by democratic, we do not mean return to the sham procedural democracy of the past which was 

but a camouflage for the perpetuation of vested interests. In that sham democracy, civil rights were subject 

to the whims of rulers; most Sudanese in the regions remained peripheral to the center of power and was 

treated as an expendable quantum only to be manipulated through political trickery and double dealing. 

The so-called national governments in their civilian guise or military aberrations seemed to have been 

treating the Sudanese people with contempt (Mabior, 2005, p. 9). 

 

These powerful words seem to lay bare the intentions of the SPLM leader to build a democratic 

political system where citizens are situated at the center and where political leadership is kept in 

check restrained by democratic institutions. He recognized the center-periphery dichotomy which 

has come to define the Sudanese state and the SPLM was poised to end this situation. Dr. Garang 

further elaborated this important point in the same speech stating: 

 
The transformation envisaged in the CPA... represents a political and socio-economic paradigm shift 

which entails the recognition of political diversity by guaranteeing full freedom for political pluralism, the 

entrenchment of human and people’s rights in the constitution, the upholding of the independence of the 

judiciary including the creation of an inviolable constitutional court and commitment to the rule of law by 

both government and the governed, and the establishment of a truly independent and competent civil 

service at all levels of government.  It also conceptualizes and seeks to realize a recreation of the legislature 

in a manner that shall ensure rigorous checks and balances and guarantees powers to the GOSS and the 

states, powers which can neither be withdrawn nor impaired by other centers of power (Mabior, 2005, p. 

9). ...Democracy whether in the North or South, should no longer be viewed as solely a struggle for power 

but rather as a competition on providing good governance, development, and delivery of services for our 

people and restoring the dignity and worth of every man and woman (Mabior, 2005, p. 15). 

 

The stage was clearly set by Dr. Garang for the SPLM to depart from governance and democracy 

that is only procedural, but one that truly reflects the will and the aspirations of the people. He did 

not stop at this; he went as far as laying out what government priorities were to be: 

 
The next period will be payback time by the SPLM to the [South] Sudanese people who fought and 

sacrificed for the last 21 years. The major problems and programs that will require extensive attention by 

the SPLM-based GOSS and the State Governments of the Nuba Mountains, Southern Blue Nile and 

Abyei during the Interim Period and beyond fall in the areas of physical infrastructure, good governance, 

financial infrastructure and viable markets, development and provision of social services and basic 

necessities: health, education, water, food security, employment opportunities, building the SPLA as an 

army that will safeguard the agreement, building the SPLM in both North and South to lead the political 

transformation of Sudan, and above all, dignity rather than elitism (Mabior, 2005, p. 11). 
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Most of Dr. Garang’s vision was later enshrined in the SPLM Constitution 2008 as well as the party’s 

manifesto. These norms have also found their way into South Sudan’s Transitional Constitution 

2011. The Constitution and the SPLM vision are quite clear with regards to the type of system and 

governance structure that was envisioned for South Sudan. The question that arises out of this rosy 

picture in the normative framework is, what happened to this vision?  

 

The answer is simple, Dr. John Garang died, and President Kiir didn’t believe in this vision, and he 

saw it as a threat to his ability to stay in power. He wanted to build a dictatorship secretly instead, 

without angering the United States and the allies. Here is how he did it. 

 

The Death of SPLM Vision and the Emergence of Authoritarianism 
 

The 2008 SPLM National Convention was a harbinger of things to come, and it was a critical turning 

point in the political evolution of the SPLM. The 2008 Convention was the second SPLM National 

Convention and the first since Southern Sudan gained its autonomy. What was expected then was 

for the SPLM to deepen its democratic credentials by conducting free and fair party elections and 

to put forward a robust democratic reform project for both the government of Southern Sudan and 

the government of national unity of Sudan.  

 

This did not happen. President Kiir and Dr. Riek Machar wanted to maintain their positions, and 

so did everyone else and the status quo was maintained in the name of peace and unity. As well, the 

SPLM party constitution remained undemocratic with so much power given to the chairman. 

However, the world did not take notice, it slid. 

 

During the 2010 elections, the SPLM also took a lot of measures contrary to the democratic ideals 

for which it fought. The party went against popular candidates and instead handpicked candidates 

that were considered loyal to the President. Elections were rigged by the SPLA and the public 

security in favor of SPLM across the country. The world did not take notice, it slid again.   

 

What was not clear then was the fact that President Salva Kiir Mayardit was anti-democracy and his 

plan all along had been to establish a dictatorship and to maintain power, for as long as he lives. The 

2008 SPLM National Convention, the 2010 general elections, and the 2011 constitutional making 

process, show clear signs that President Kiir was not a big fan of democracy, but he was afraid of 

losing western support if he came out clearly. He chose a soft approach to curtail the democratic 

gains of the people of South Sudan.  

 

The President’s dissolution of government in July 2013 and his firing of the vice president and the 

party secretary general was in fact the biggest test for South Sudan’s burgeoning democratic 

institutions. No one pushed back on the President, and he effectively put his signature and stamp on 

a new authoritarian regime in South Sudan. He realized that he had so much unconstrained power, 

so he begun to use it. Even before the dissolution of government in 2013, the political landscape in 

South Sudan was changing in the direction autocracy. 

 

In 2012, USAID conducted its first democracy, governance, and human rights assessment in post-

independence South Sudan, and the report was revealing of the trajectory of South Sudan. According 

to the report, the existential question South Sudan faced after independence was whether and to 
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what extent it can supersede the communal identities with a new national identity (Hyman, 2013). 

The report found that South Sudan was struggling to forge a national identity and warned that if the 

sub-national identities remained strong enough to challenge the national identity, and therefore the 

national government, in areas fundamental to the integrity of the new state, those challenges and 

struggles will threaten not only the viability of the state, but also the viability of democratic governance 

(Hyman, 2013).  

 

The report concluded that the rules of the democratic game are weak at best or at worst absent in 

South Sudan.  The report raised concerns about the lack of  rules of the political game, stating 

specifically that, “More challenging by far to a successful democratic transition in South Sudan is the 

weakness, almost absence, of consensus about the rules of the democratic political game” (Hyman, 

2013, p. 11).  The report points to the fact that there is both the lack of consensus about the rules, 

and the “willful disregard of democratic practice by elements of the power elite who are clearly 

familiar with how democracy functions in other countries but choose not to be bound by such rules” 

(Hyman, 2013).  

 

The implosion of the SPLM and the ensuing struggle for power and degeneration into the civil war 

speak to the unclarity of the rules as well as the complete disregard for these rules. The same could 

also be said about the collapse of ARCSS in 2016, it was not necessarily about the lack of clarity of 

rules, it was a complete disregard for them. The disregard for rules of democracy is not a random 

choice of South Sudan leaders, it is part of the design to undermine systematic democratic 

governance and to enhance personal and institutional power of the President. 

 

The report raised several fears with regards to competitive democratic space in South Sudan. First, 

the assessment found that there was a growing concentration of power and resources in the hands of 

a powerful elite in South Sudan; a point, which is supported by the views from the grassroots 

consultations of the National Dialogue. The report defines power concentration in South Sudan “as 

the rise of governmental, military, and party elites that are increasingly powerful and able to act with 

little meaningful accountability” (Hyman, 2013, p. 4).  

 

The people of South Sudan have rightly identified governance as one of the four priorities that had 

to be addressed by the National Dialogue. From the grassroots consultations, it was clear that, 

governance in South Sudan is characterized by militarization of state structures. That is, the security 

and military power is at the discretion of political leaders, especially the President. With this 

discretionary power, political leaders can allot economic and financial resources as they wish and 

using security demands to justify utilization of funds—a strategy often used to deliberately stymie 

scrutiny. The state became the sole proprietor of economic and financial resources in the country. 

This being the case, the state can simply pick and choose those to whom favors are awarded.  

 

Those who are disfavored or fall victim to the system or fell off it, can only seek re-entry either 

through demonstrable prove of loyalty or through violent means. It is not surprising that armed 

rebellions have proliferated in South Sudan with little articulation of alternative visions for the state. 

They are simply fighting to get in, to do the same. Hence, the struggle is over the wealth of South 

Sudanese State. 

 

Besides militarization and securitization of politics and distribution of economic benefits, ethnic and 

regional cards are stoked quite often in South Sudan. South Sudanese political leaders can simply 
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create an environment in which ethnic communities feel threatened, and loyalties can simply be 

switched from party, religion, military, or profession to that of an ethnic community.  

 

The state and government in this regard are no longer serving the people; they have become tools 

also at the discretion of the political leaders whose functions are bent towards achieving political 

interests. Hence, government positions, military promotions, contracts and even business 

opportunities are awarded centrally to ensure that the political loop that is running, feeds the egos of 

those at the pinnacle of power. Those who hold dissenting viewpoints are seen as disrupting the flow 

and so they must either be silenced or neutralized.  

 

 

President Kiir’s Strategy to Retain Power 
 
The question that has eluded the world for the last 10 years of South Sudan’s independence has been, 
why is there so much suffering and chaos? World renown policy analysts and media personalities, and 
even South Sudan’s opposition groups have given varied explanations for the persistent chaos in the 
young republic. There is a lot of truth in all these analyses. In this brief, we break a new ground to 
argue that the chaos in South Sudan is part of President Kiir’s strategy to keep himself in power. 
 
President Salva Kiir Mayardit inherited the leadership of the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement/Arny (SPLM/A) in August 2005, following the killing of Dr. John Garang de Mabior by 
helicopter. Kiir was Dr. Garang’s deputy and so he became the Chairman of the SPLM, the 1st Vice 
President of Sudan and President of the Government of Southern Sudan. After taking power, 
President Kiir had four major challenges to deal with: First, there was the urgent task of keeping the 
SPLM/A together under his leadership. His rise to the top position of the SPLM leadership followed 
a dramatic fallout with Dr. John Garang in 2004. Although the crisis was resolved in Rumbek, bitter 
feelings and scars were left in the rank and file. Those who stood with him and against him during the 
standoff were now all under him. We are all witnesses to what happened to the SPLM under him, it 
imploded. 
 
Second, there was the challenge of ensuring the full implementation of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) 2005. The Agreement was signed with the National Congress Party of President 
Bashir and there was a possibility that Sudan government was not going to implement the Agreement, 
which it signed only because of a tremendous pressure from the United States. Although the CPA was 
not implemented entirely, we can say that President Kiir raised the flag of an independent South Sudan 
with a huge political, financial, and diplomatic expenditure from the United States and the Troika 
countries. This is the single most recognizable achievement of President Kiir’s leadership. 
 
Third, was the challenge of keeping the people of South Sudan united. The people of South Sudan 
were bitterly divided during the two decades civil war and now their unity was needed more than ever 
to push the nation towards the finishing line of the independence referendum. While the referendum 
was successful, President Kiir failed miserably to maintain the unity of the people of South Sudan. He 
shattered the nation instead. 
 
Lastly, there was the challenge of creating viable democratic state structures in Southern Sudan. There 
was no government in Southern Sudan, it had to be created from the scratch by people who had little 
to no experience in statecraft and in government. We can say without fear of contradiction that the 
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project of state formation and national building in South Sudan, despite massive international 
investment, has failed spectacularly under President Kiir. 
 
In all the four priority challenges discussed, President Kiir failed nearly all of them except the 
referendum that led to the independence of South Sudan. This is an important context, and we must 
bring this forward to make a larger point, which is that President Kiir should not be expected to 
suddenly turn things around in South Sudan. He failed from the onset, and it is increasingly clear that 
it can only get worse the longer he stays in power.  But there is more, President Kiir did not just fail, 
he did it deliberately. 
 
Following South Sudan’s Independence, President Kiir’s greed for power grew exponentially and he 
morphed into a stealthy, dangerous, and deceivingly naïve monster that has managed to fool the whole 
world and the people of South Sudan. President Kiir’s scheme to stay in power went unnoticed for a 
while. He stealthily built a dictatorship in guise of a clueless and incapable personality which is how 
he deceived us all. While his approach is seemingly chaotic, it is methodical and deliberate even when 
he appears benevolent and innocent, he is scheming.   
 
His preferred tools for building this slow-motion style form of a dictatorship include, but not limited 
to bloodletting, ethnic and political divisions, operating in simmering chaos, economic deprivation, 
the empowerment of semi-illiterate political and economic stooges, and playing the fool.  
 
The model of dictatorship that President Kiir decided to use is one that is predicated on chaos and 
evasion of responsibility and obviously the obliteration of both the opposition and institutions of 
constrains on him and on the state. For purposes of elaboration and elucidation, we want to unpack 
each of these tools. 
 

1. Bloodletting and Ethnic divisions 
 
President Kiir found it useful early on in his tenure to replicate counter insurgency tools that were 
deployed by Khartoum government against the people of South Sudan. The divide and rule framework 
are fully utilized. The infamous communal violence for which South Sudan has come to be known is 
part of this strategy. President Kiir allows weapons to flow directly from the army to the civilians, 
which are then used to settle communal disputes violently. This is the strategy that has led to the death 
of so many people and disrupting social harmony and economic productivity. All these violent 
episodes are part of President Kiir’s project to keep himself in power.  
 
Questions may be asked what the President gets out of these conflicts? There are three major benefits 
for him: First, internal conflict keeps citizens focused on local issues and allowing the President to 
consolidate his authoritarian rule. The failure of Kiir’s government to deliver services is then blamed 
on the local communities for making it impossible for government to deliver services to them because 
of local conflicts. Second, the President goes to the communities to blackmail his political opponents, 
accusing them of fomenting ethnic divisions and sponsoring local conflicts. This obscures the 
President’s role in fueling local violence.  
 
Lastly, given that local people are made to believe that their internal problems prevent the government 
from helping them and their leaders stand accused of fomenting local conflicts, the only savior for 
South Sudan then is President Salva Kiir Mayardit. Hence, President Kiir fuels these localized conflicts 
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to weaken his opponents, deflect any responsibility for failure, and project himself as the glue holding 
everything together and therefore perpetuates his rule. 
 

2. Ethnicization of Politics 

 
President Kiir’s political arithmetic is quite simple, he comes from the largest ethnic group in South 
Sudan and any ethnic politics favors his rule. This is the reason he favors ethnic based politics. His 
opponents, including Dr. Riek Machar, easily fall into this ethnic political game trap. In 2013, all 
President Kiir did was to invoke Dr. Machar’s atrocities against the Dinka in 1991 and the fact that he 
colluded with the enemy during the war of liberation was enough to rally the support of ethnic Dinka 
for him.  
 
Dr. Riek on his part also believes that ethnic politics could work in his favor, since he comes from the 
second largest group, so he believes that if he can appeal to minority ethnic communities, he can 
challenge Dinka hegemony. He readily falls into President Kiir’s trap, and this has worked quite well 
for Kiir. Hence, while President Kiir appears reluctant to work with Machar, it is part of his scheme 
to build a soft and incremental dictatorship. He loves Riek Machar as his opponent because he helps 
him advance his dictatorship scheme. It is obvious that both President Kiir and Dr. Riek Machar need 
each other to remain in power.  
 

3. Building a Dictatorship in Simmering Conflicts and Chaos 
 
President Kiir’s style of dictatorship is one that thrives on divisions, bloodshed, simmering chaos and 
violence. A simmering conflict and some level of chaos give him a freehand to make decisions that 
would otherwise require parliamentary approval or cabinet approval or even party approval. He 
operates on emergency mode to evade accountability, scrutiny, and transparency.  
 
When he is placed under extreme pressure to negotiate a political settlement with his opponents, he 
would gladly accept, but then he goes in, to systematically render his opponents weak, insecure, and 
unable to operate politically and in the end, he kills the political agreement to evade elections.  
 
When a political settlement collapses, he would stoke a new episode of violence to create an 
opportunity to extend his tenure, using the new violence to create an environment not fit for elections. 
When pressure is brought to bear on him again, he would accept negotiations, which are dragged on 
and of course any new agreement being negotiated must always assure a transitional period in which 
he remains the President. This explains why we said the President is deceptively naïve, but he is 
dangerous, and he has managed thus far to fool the people of South Sudan and the entire world with 
these tricks.  
 
His game is simple, keep the violence simmering, use ethnic and politic divisions to generate those 
conflicts, and use those conflicts as excuses to postpone elections and extend his tenure in office. Left 
unchecked, South Sudan is condemned to perpetual violence and chaos under President Kiir, because 
violence and chaos are the source of his regime’s survival and longevity in power.  
 
Simmering conflicts and chaos afford President Kiir the following:  
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First, a simmering chaos gives the President an opportunity to cover his failures in delivering critically 
needed services to the people. He would simply come out and say, if it weren’t because the rebels and 
the conflict disrupted our plans, we would have done this or that by now. He justifies lack of 
achievement by his government on existing conflicts and national crises that he himself created. 
 
Second, simmering ethnic and politically divisive environment gives President Kiir a tool to silence 
his critics and to evade accountability. He would simply tell his critics that he is now dealing with 
emergencies and crises, and this would not be the right time to criticize but a time for solidarity and 
national unity to deal with existential threats.  
 
Third, simmering chaos and conflict cover up corruption in the highest office. Resources budgeted 
for important national obligations can be reallocated by the President to address pressing issues related 
to security which are not subjected to scrutiny and accountability. Everything is securitized to prevent 
scrutiny and checks.  
 
Lastly, simmering crises is an opportunity for President Kiir to bypass or kill institutions that would 
place constrains on his actions. Chaos, threats, and conflicts give President more power to directly 
control events without checks and balance and this is how we arrive at a thriving dictatorship in the 
young republic.  
 

4. Economic Deprivation  
 
President Salva Kiir has mastered the use of economic incentives and deprivation to buy loyalty. Most 
of the SPLM/A leaders, who fought alongside Salva Kiir during the 21-year civil war, cannot find jobs 
somewhere else other than the government or the military. President Kiir uses this knowledge to inflict 
fear and terror among his comrades. Those that he considers acquiescent and loyal to him, are given 
governmental or military assignments and huge sums of money to keep them hooked and indebted to 
him. Those who are considered obstinate are relieved from their positions without pension and they 
are left to rot in poverty and to die off.  
 
When the President senses that their spirit cannot be broken, he would send his aides-de-camp to 
check whether they are willing to capitulate to his rule. Those who flinched are given new 
appointments and told to toe the line or go back to poverty. The battle-harden liberators, who cannot 
stand the humiliation of surrendering to one man rule, are left to agonize in poverty and many of them 
are not given dignified burial when they die.  
 
This strategy has worked extremely well for President Kiir, and this is how he succeeded to rule by 
decrees by silencing all individuals and institutions that exert control and constrains on both the 
government and his person.  
 

5. Distortion and Narrowing of Political Space 
 
The hallmark of President Kiir’s rule is the destruction and relegation of popular political leaders and 
obliteration of political space. Until one understands the significance of this strategy, one cannot fully 
appreciate the extent of Kiir’s approach to building a new form of dictatorship.  
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President Kiir fully understands that politics is a game of popularity and those who have the highest 
level of support in their constituencies are entrusted the affairs of the state. President Kiir however 
fears those who are popular dreading that they may outshine or challenge him. One way he deals with 
this is by relegating those who are popular and picking among his ardent supporters those who are 
least educated, least connected to a political constituency, and he gives them so much political and 
economic power. They then use such political and economic power both to entrench themselves in 
the local constituencies and to serve the will of the President. They know that their power comes from 
the President, and they therefore are serving in trust of his will. These stooges are then used to 
suppress those who are politically conscious and popular. 
 
The result of this strategy is that you have many government officials who owe a debt to the President 
for their power and wealth and are fully committed to do his bid. This means that if rules or even the 
constitution must be bent to make the appointing authority happy, be it. The most disappointing part 
of this strategy is that most of those who are empowered are either illiterate or semi-illiterate, so their 
knowledge and political horizon is so limited that they see President Kiir as the greatest thinker of all 
times.  
 
Another important element is this, the President has successfully obliterated the political parties, 
including his own party. Hence, what is said to be a party is a shell of its former self. The President 
and the empowered semi-illiterate, decide what the party does, not the other way around. Overtime, 
it has become impossible to distinguish the difference between the party and the President, they have 
become one and the same thing. This should be read together with the economic deprivation and 
incentivization section where those party members who question the policy direction of the party and 
its programs are deprived of government appointments and those who clap and say SPLM Oyee the 
loudest get appointed.  
 
Furthermore, politics is not exercised through the party structures but through lobbying by ethnic 
communities or any other category. Party leaders have no hand in who gets appointed and whether 
they are vetted or not. What is important is that the person being appointed must make a personal 
pledge to serve the President faithfully. Hence, there are no rules that govern politics, the President 
decides what the rules are, and all others must abide by those arbitrary rules.  
 
Partaking in government is either through political negotiations or by lobbying through many 
undefined and eccentric channels. This makes survival in South Sudan’s political jungle quite brutal, 
humiliating and obviously unpredictable. However, there is one important rule, one must kneel to kiss 
the muddy boots of President Kiir or kiss goodbye to employment, political influence, economic 
incentives and to life itself.  
 
The financial resources of the country are personally owned by the President. The official budget that 
is passed by the parliament is simply a charade. You don’t get your allocation in the budget unless the 
President likes you and supports your activities. Nearly the whole of national resource envelope is 
spent on extrabudgetary programs approved by the President himself. 
 
The richest men of South Sudan did not make their money through innovative business models, but 
through rent seeking privileges and racketeering.  The state awards contracts and questionable 
transactions to the illiterate business cabal that has been built and nourished by the state. Like the 
politically empowered illiterates, the illiterate and semi-illiterate business leaders owe their existence 
and wealth to the benevolence of the state. They therefore facilitate siphoning of public financial 
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resources through their shady companies and ventures with foreign racketeers. Resources acquired in 
this way find their way back to the President himself to sustain his clientele dictatorship. 
 

6. Deliberate Disenabling of Public Institutions 
 
President Kiir understood from the start of his tenure that the way to evade accountability and to last 
longer in power, is to paralyze public institutions. Institutions, according to North (1991), are the 
humanly devised constraints that structure political, economic, and social relations.   
 
Salva Kiir Mayardit has been very consistent in his pursuit of dictatorship, and he knew that playing 
by the rules and accepting formal or informal constraints would hinder his project. To avoid running 
into trouble with western allies, who offer their support to establish democratic institutions, President 
Kiir allows institutions to be created, but he makes sure that such institutions do not function. He 
operates outside the established institutions and slowly but deliberately renders such institutions 
hollow and ineffective.   
 
The modus operandi for rendering institutions dysfunctional rests on five strategies: First, he appoints 
incompetent loyalists as heads of important public institutions, leading to the death of such institutions 
in the long run.  Second, he abandons and neglects those institutions. For example, resources meant 
for the establishment of such institutions and their programs may be denied, rendering them 
redundant.  Third, he reassigns the duties of those institutions to shadow individuals, hence lowering 
the morale of those with the official titles and responsibilities. Fourth, even when decisions are made 
through the established institutions; they are not implemented, leading to the same results. Lastly, 
personalizes relationship with officials such that raising questions about policy means the same thing 
as raising issue against the person of the President.  
 
An important example is the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), South Sudan’s ruling 
party. While the party exists and it has a constitution, internal rules and regulations, and decision-
making structures, these structures do not function as envisioned. Many of the decisions for running 
the country are made by businessmen, concubines and mistresses, witches, and bodyguards. Political 
leaders are irrelevant as they are marginalized.   
 
When witches and mistresses make decisions, they are oblivious to any rules and constraints. It is 
therefore hard to influence policy in South Sudan because the policy makers are not your usual 
politicians and civil servants, they are very much coming from unpredictable and unlikely places and 
the President is always shifting those he favors. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Considering all of this, we believe we have made a strong case that President Salva Kiir Mayardit is 
responsible for the tremendous suffering of the people of South Sudan. He has successfully built an 
authoritarian system on our watch, and he has managed to fool all of us into believing that he is an 
idiot, incompetent, innocent, and incapable of doing everything he is ever accused of. We have now 
demonstrated that President Kiir is an intelligent, shrewd, and cunning individual who is capable and 
has been responsible for chaos in South Sudan. President Kiir is the elephant in the room and until 
he is removed, lasting peace and stability are impossible in South Sudan. 

 


