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EDUCATION IN CONFLICT: THE CASE OF SOUTH SUDAN 

Conflict is a process of change for both the state and households living in conflict affected 

areas. Discuss how processes of social, political and economic change at the state level, driven 

by conflict and violence, may affect the living standards of individuals and their families. 

In 1956, Sudan gained her independence, but the departure of British officials, 

merchants and military officers left administrative vacancies needing to be filled by 

locals. Of the new posts, 800 went to northern Sudanese, while only eight went to 

southerners (Natsios, 2012). This example, one of many, highlights the stark inequality 

within Sudan and how the two areas were ruled, resulting in anger and disaffection for 

decades. Independence for South Sudan came on the 9th of July 2011 with 98% voting 

in favor of secession (UNESCO, 2011). Unfortunately, this result arose after South Sudan 

endured one of the world’s longest and most destructive conflicts (Mampilly, 2011). 

 

Fighting between the North and the South (first from 1955-1972, and again from 1983-

2005) left over 2.5 million people dead – a staggering 97% of whom were non-

combatants – and four million more either displaced internally or into neighboring 

countries (Ali, et al., 2005; LeRiche & Arnold, 2012; Stewart, et al., 2001). After decades 

of fighting and neglect by Khartoum, South Sudan, at the time of its independence, had 

few paved roads, no central electricity grid, and no organized justice system (Hasselriis, 

2011). Independence alone would not resolve these problems. 

 

With over 50% of the population living below the poverty line, South Sudan currently 

ranks among the world’s lowest in terms of education, health services and access to 

livelihoods (ODI, 2013). At independence, South Sudan had the world’s second lowest 

primary school enrollment ranking (UNESCO, 2011) and high rates of illiteracy, keeping 

South Sudan from reaching a similar level of development as its neighbors (Ali, et al., 

2005; Natsios, 2012). Returning refugees have shown an overwhelming desire for the 

next generation to become educated, especially girls (Katarzyna, 2013). Education has 

been identified as one of the most important determinants of future well-being (Eder, 

2013).  

 

Research shows that higher levels of education lead to higher individual earnings, 

stronger democratic institutions and strong social cohesion – features critical for South 

Sudan’s future (Paulson, 2011). Poor education can act as a proxy for other deeply-

rooted problems in a society, which limit a person’s living standards. Therefore, I have 

chosen to investigate how conflict in South Sudan affects the education systems of the 

state and the education outcomes of individuals and families. 
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In the next section, I explore the literature on how conflict affects education, at the state 

and individual levels. I follow this by examining the case of South Sudan, its history, how 

decades of conflict have resulted in social, political and economic change, and what this 

means for education. I will conclude with my own observations. 

 

Several researchers have investigated how conflict hinders economic and social 

development through the complex relationship between conflict and education (Davies, 

2010; Justino, et al., 2013; Leach & Dunne, 2007; Paulson, 2011; Shemyakina, 2011). 

Shemyakina (2011) summarizes the main ways armed conflicts affects schooling as: 

 

 Reducing the financial resources available to many households; 

 Destroyed schools require children to attend different schools or interrupt their 

education; 

 Lack of security in leaving the household affects attendance to public institutions 

such as schools since armed forces and militias often terrorize civilians; and 

 Children may drop out of school following a parent’s death. 

 

Relatively minor shocks to educational access during childhood, even as short as a few 

months, can lead to significant and long-lasting detrimental effects on individual human 

capital accumulation (Justino, et al., 2013). Evidence from Northern Uganda illustrates 

that “the labor market productivity and educational outcomes of children-abductees 

suffered as they missed critical time to acquire labor market skills and education during 

the years they spend with rebel forces” (Shemyakina, 2011, p. 186). 

 

In addition to learners, the aspects of conflict listed above can be applied to teachers 

and school staff whose livelihoods are tied to the operation of school facilities. They can 

experience equal measures of financial loss, fear, destruction and death during violent 

conflict. Paulson (2011) notes that during times of conflict resources are often directed 

away from education, sometimes to the degree of complete neglect. This leaves teachers 

and staff without financial the resources needed to survive during conflict. 

 

Conflict and violence has specific gender impacts as well. Girls stay at home to avoid 

sexual assaults and harassment on their way to school. When children are forced to 

participate in conflicts as combatants, the burden mostly falls on boys. There are also 

poverty differences, as children from poor households in the conflict-affected areas and 

orphans experience the most detrimental impacts (Shemyakina, 2011).  

 

Societal differences, built into the education system, can also affect the living standards 

of individuals. Davies (2010) presents several case studies which highlight how 

“education both mitigates and contributes to conflict” (p. 491) depending on whether 

underlying society grievances are resolved. Schools can exhibit a negative face of war 
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when used for symbolic sites for attack, or ‘intellectual starvation’. They can perpetuate 

negative ideas of ‘normality’ by reinforcing wealth and poverty divides, by creating a 

culture where violence and gender disparity is normal, or by not giving young people 

the tools to analyze conflict and learn about ideas like genocide (Davies, 2010). In the 

extreme, schools can be tools of indoctrination (Leach & Dunne, 2007). Policy can also 

be counterproductive if textbooks and curriculum are not sensitive to different cultures 

within a country (Davies, 2010; Paulson, 2011).  

 

If a country reflects on past conflicts and adapts accordingly, then positive impacts can 

come from schools (Davies, 2010; Paulson, 2011). These examples show how conflict is 

more than just violence. It is a system of grievances that are seeking to be resolved, 

sometimes through the use of violence. 

 

Before applying these theories, an understanding of the contemporary history of South 

Sudan is required. The historical neglect of the South predates colonial rule. Never 

treated as an equal partner in the construction of the Sudanese nation, policies like 

educational were designed to marginalize the South who depended on missionary 

education, while the North received government funding. These differences not only 

meant radically different educational systems, but also more limited access to education 

for those living in the South (Ali, et al., 2005; Mampilly, 2011). 

 

Violence in the South during the 20th century is often characterized and analyzed 

through Arab–African, Muslim–Christian differences (Ali, et al., 2005; Mampilly, 2011). 

But this is too simple of an assessment. Ali and colleagues (2005) have shown that 

control over natural resources, initially land but then oil, was a major driver of the 

protracted crises. 

 

The first Sudanese civil war was fought by a collection of small southern militias, 

operating autonomously along ethnic lines (Mampilly, 2011). Groups were able to use 

these differences as a means to mobilize fighters (LeRiche & Arnold, 2012). The war 

came to a close when a peace agreement was signed in 1972, establishing the Southern 

Sudan Autonomous Region. Tensions remained, however. As the years passed, the 

Khartoum-centered government initiated many Islamic policies onto the Southern, as 

well as exploiting oil resources (LeRiche & Arnold, 2012). These actions revived the 

tension, fighting resuming in 1983 and a more united Southern front was formed, the 

Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A). To understand the origins of the 

SPLM/A, see Ali, et al. (2005) and Mampilly (2011). 

 

After 22 years of additional armed conflict, another peace agreement was signed – the 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) – in 2005, which ultimately resulted in 

independence for South Sudan in 2011 (Natsios, 2012). Independence codified one-
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party rule, led by the SPLM. Unlike the case of South Africa’s liberation movement, 

where a largely political movement had an armed wing,  

 

The SPLM is still largely a liberation army with a weak political wing. Almost all of 

its principal officials are former generals, and the army, the SPLA, is more a 

coalition of militias, each often ethnically based, than a unified national army 

(Lyman, 2013, p. 335). 

Salva Kiir, a member of the Dinka people, acts as President, as he had since 2005, while 

Riek Machar, a Nuer, was appointed Vice President. Approximately a third of the 

southern population is Dinka, far exceeding the next-largest community, the Nuer 

(Mampilly, 2011). These two groups hold large amounts of land and political power, as 

seen in Figure 1 below. The hope was that this inter-ethnic leadership would build 

strong national unity but peace was short lived. 

 

 

Figure 1: South Sudan's main ethnic groups (Ramis & Jacobsen, 2014). 

 

Fighting returned to the people of South Sudan in December 2013. Kiir accused Riek of 

plotting a coup, followed by Dinka and Nuer taking up arms against one another 

(Anderson, 2015; Smith, 2014). President Kiir had instructed Nuer soldiers of the SPLA 

to hand over their arms, leading them to disband and create a new front, the SPLA-in-

Opposition (SPLA-IO) is led by Riek. The two sides have been fighting across the entire 

country and all seven ceasefires have failed to end the violence. Tens of thousands are 

thought dead in the fighting over the past 18 months, which also “displaced 1.5 million 

internally and forced another 480,000 into neighboring countries” (Anderson, 2015). 
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The people of South Sudan are now victims of a new fight and will require additional 

commitment to achieve their development goals, like education for all. 

 

Regarding economic revenue, the governments of both Sudan and South Sudan rely 

heavily on oil resources. As seen in Figure 2, the oil producing areas of both countries lie 

precariously close to one another. Nearly 75% of the oil reserves are in the south, but all 

the pipelines and refineries, and the port to export the oil, are in the north. For South 

Sudan to build its own pipeline to a port in either Ethiopia or Kenya would cost $4 

billion, and would take at least three years to build (Ouyang, 2012). For now, South 

Sudan will need to rely on the North for exporting its oil. 

 

 

Figure 2 : The oil fields of the Sudans (Copnall, 2011). 

 

According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI, 2015), in 

2014, South Sudan grossed earned US$3.38 billion, of which 98% came from oil 

revenue. After deducting US$884 million in payments to Sudan for the usage of the 

pipeline and other fees and another US$781 million to cover repayments of loan to 

donors and international financiers, the Juba government was left with only US$1.71 

billion to spend on programs. The SIPRI report also shows that after these deductions, 

the government spent 60%, or US$1.08 billion, of its net revenues on military to fight 

the SPLA-IO.  

 

Instead of devoting its own human and material resources toward build effective 

educational services, the government has decided to appropriate the transnational aid 
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apparatus to meet the needs of its people (Mampilly, 2011). This results in South Sudan 

spending only 0.7% of GDP on education, much less than the Sub-Saharan Africa 

average of 4.4% (The World Bank, 2015). Although the school-age population is 

growing, education spending has been declining since the CPA was signed (The World 

Bank, 2012). Moreover, the SPLM has a history of being anti-educational and hostile 

towards aid organization in specific areas under their control, since the SPLA relies on 

child soldiers in its fighting (Mampilly, 2011). This mindset appears to have resurged in 

the current conflict. 

 

A unique aspect of South Sudan is the multitude of languages. But within different 

states, language is being used as a tool of oppression. Reports of education officials 

imposing the instruction of Dinka language as the mother tongue in schools, such as in 

Northern Bahr al Ghazal state, is reminiscent of the Arabic-English debates of the past 

and illustrate some of the ethnic tensions that still exist in the country. In that state, 

there are two languages: Dinka and Luo (or Jurchol). As Luo are a smaller group, a 

tribesman proposed using English as the official national language, or the common East 

African language Kiswahili, instead of one local language over another. Additionally, 

teaching one language over others may violate South Sudan's 2011 transitional 

constitution which gives parity to all ethnic and cultural communities (Radio Tamazuj, 

2015). Cultural domination will only lead to more conflict, as was explored above. 

 

Before fighting resumed, primary schools were overcrowded, class sizes were large, and 

schools rarely offered the complete primary cycle (The World Bank, 2012). Now, with 

people being displaced and buildings being bombed, the problem of poor quality 

education is worsening. For example, Yida refugee camp has over 16,000 pupils in six 

schools and only 73 teachers; there is only one secondary school. Outside organizations, 

like the UN, are unable to assist schools in Yida because the camp is considered too 

militarized to become permanent (HRW, 2015). 

 

As Shemyakina (2011) explains, facilities destroyed during fighting pose a seriously 

obstacle in accessing education. In Jonglei state, the head teacher of Poktap primary 

school reports that the unwanted school break imposed by the crisis “was long and 

devastating; many children never accessed education for 15 months. Others missed 

their exams that could have earned them promotion to secondary schools” (Sudan 

Tribune, 2015). The armed rebellion in Duk County resulted in many educational 

facilities and infrastructures either destroyed or looted by the armed opposition forces. 

During the course of 2014, the rebels completely destroyed 18 of the 20 primary 

schools in Duk County. When the fighting ultimately ends, the government faces a 

landscape of schools turned to rubble and the challenge of finding funds to rebuild. As 

Justino, et al., (2013) note, these absenses will leave long-lasting detrimental effects on 

the population and their ability to develop post-conflict. 
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These extended periods of missed schooling add to the existing challenge of a large 

population of overage students. In many cases, pupils as old as 20 are sitting in classes 

intended for children half their age; about 44% of primary school pupils are five or 

more years overage for their grade. With many government schools closed for lack of 

teachers, class sizes rise to 80 students or beyond (The World Bank, 2012). The new 

government has made progress on this issue by implementing the Alternative Education 

System (AES), which sees overage students who have missed out because of conflict in a 

‘catch-up’ phase. But, as Davies (2010) warns, these Accelerated Learning Programmes 

must be cautious as they may raise resentment among those not involved and may lead 

to grievances when no jobs are available afterwards.  

 

Although praised for its gains in enrolling children in school, gaps in South Sudan still 

remain. Only 44% of South Sudan’s primary-level teachers have received the minimum 

teacher training required; the continent averages 75%. In general, officials must be 

careful to not just increase access, but provide quality education to all. 

 

Women bear the brunt of conflict. Although girls and boys both experience disruptions 

to their school schedule, a greater burden is placed on girls. Between 1.0 and 1.6 million 

children still remain out of school, almost all from rural areas (The World Bank, 2012). 

Table 1 shows some of these inadequacies through gender. The ratio of female-to-male 

out-of-school children is 1.24:1. This gender inequality is also seen by the primary-level 

completion rate, where girls finish at a rate of little over half that of boys (The World 

Bank, 2015). 

 

Table 1: Education and gender indicators, 2011 (The World Bank, 2015). 

Indicator Female Male 

Out-of-school children of primary 
school age 

549,760 442,533 

Primary completion rate (% of 
relevant age group) 

27.5% 47.1% 

 

Sexual violence remains prevalent in South Sudan, exacerbated by impunity and a 

militarized society in which gender inequality is pronounced. Repeated offenses and 

counteroffensives have led to a cycle of revenge attacks and rapes in South Sudan, often 

ethnically motivated. Armed elements have also raped women from neighboring 

countries because of their nationalities and alleged alliances with parties to the conflict 

(Bangura, 2015). These acts cause serious emotional trauma for their victims and fear in 

the wider community. 

 

Incidents of sexual violence have been reported in all ten states and are part of military 

tactics employed by both parties. Documented forms of sexual violence include rape, 
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gang rape, sexual slavery, abduction, castration, forced nudity and forced abortion. 

Women and girls were targeted in 95% of these cases providing a strong indicator of 

the gender gap in educational outcomes. Eder (2013) identifies lack of education having 

a negative spillover into the next generation. This means that the large number of girls 

who miss school this generation are likely to have children who will also have low 

educational attainment, perpetuating the life cycle of poverty. 

 

During the fighting in 2014, “an estimated 12,000 child soldiers were forcibly recruited” 

(Smith, 2014), some of whom were as young as 13 years old. Children and young men 

have been used in battles and for other purposes such as cooking and carrying water 

and ammunition. In total, 400,000 children have been forced to drop out of school as a 

direct result of the crisis. 600,000 children have been affected by psychological distress 

(UNICEF, 2015). A new generation is being created who will have reduced educational 

outcomes, leaving less capabilities and opportunities in their life. 

 

These changes to the state and households as a result of renewed violent conflict will 

have serious consequences for future generations. The destruction of schools and 

reduced funding will make it difficult to meet the needs of a growing population 

demanding to be educated. Sexual violence and the use of children in battle are 

preventing many from using the services that are available. Government needs to 

ensure security is provided so that children can access education even while the conflict 

rages on. 

 

Until this current conflict ends, it will be difficult to gauge the effect on education. 

Without strong institutions and services, like schools, the people of South Sudan will 

struggle to live long, productive lives, to compete in the global market, and to maintain 

peace and stability. Apart from policy changes, the government of South Sudan needs to 

foster strong national unity among all ethnic groups and start the process of democratic 

elections. Without positive change, South Sudan risks more violence and conflict, for 

years to come. 
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