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What ignited your interest in joining the training?
I was born in South Sudan, so as I was growing up during the war, I tried
to  find  out  ways  to  avoid  the  escalation  of  conflict.  When  I  saw your
training,  I  thought:  this  is  what  I've  been looking for.  Violence  became
culture in my country: people don't  look for other ways to address their
differences and then the situation quickly escalates into a fist fight or a gun
fight. You could say that several generations have been radicalized and only
believe in violence. So, I wanted to find other ways of dealing with conflict
and teach to the next generation when I would come back home. 

Because I grew up during war, I was born in 1983, I thought all the world was like that, and that we
were born as aggressive people. Until I went to school and started learning about peaceful countries.
So education was an eye-opener to me and motivated me to find ways to bring peace to my country
and experience peace.  

The conflict  was betweensouthern Sudan, which is  mainly Christian,  and the North,  which has
mostly  Muslims  and  Arabs.  Years  later  a  Peace  Agreement  was  signed.  We  were  given  an
opportunity to decide whether we wanted to remain as one Sudan or be our own country. So in 2011
we created our own country, South Sudan. But then a lot of challenges came in and dragged us back
into conflict. The rebels who fought in the North did not integrate and started to fight with soldiers
loyal to the President. That fight  plunged the newly created country (South Sudan) into the bloody
civil war we are still living today. 

It was the racial and religious issues that brought the fight with Muslims in the North, but now we
have to build-up the country regardless of race.  What we need is nonviolent communication. I
didn't realise it then, but that's what I thought they need after the training. My prayers are that
they've learned from their mistakes, from what they've done to the regular people, and try to find
better ways to communicate without resorting to violence.

What is your most precious memory of the training?
The most  precious  of  that  training  was  the  Nonviolent  treasure  hunt, where  we found some
amazing people who have a deep history, people that stood up for change. So they became a light to
me. Even now I look again at the examples, trying to understand them better.I read about their
struggle and courage. I reflect on those who already created a path of activism and the history that
lies in their work.  It's like you're trying to find treasures that were hidden and then you dig them
out. That was a very good exercise, a mind-opening thing and an encouragement that I walked away
with. What examples I remember the most? I still remember Wangari Maathaai, the lady in Kenya.
Of course I also remember Gandhi and Martin Luther King. But who else? I'm not so good with
names. Was there not also a Canadian activist who was captured with a colleague from another
country.  And then she  was released,  but  she  came back and said  she wouldn't  leave  until  her
colleague was released as well. I think I remember that story. (Note: this was the story of Karen Rid
and her Colombian friend Marcella, who were part of the Peace Brigades International in a mission
to El Salvador). 

What were the most important things you learned?
Well, as I said, the most important was the Nonviolent Treasure Hunt. I also appreciated when we
crossed the main road and went to the Pilgrims route. I've never done that in my life. I felt like I



was on this trip, with other young people, finding some sort of change. And then we connected this
to the Social Change Roles: rebels, organisers, citizens and reformers. 

It popped up in my mind when I went to Capitol Hill in Washinton DC
to meet Congressmen and women: I thought about how reformers are
seeking out  change through policy and how real  the  influence  is  of
certain people. I was part of an effort to advocate for the passing of the
Global Fragility Act: a law that should guide the US government in how
to  deal  with  fragile  countries.  Instead  of  waiting  for  a  country  to
collapse,  the  US should act  earlier.  I  could  give  examples  from my
country and felt encouraged to be part of this process with policy makers to change things for a
better society. 

So yes, everything that I learned in the training, came up in different ways and I smiled to myself: if
I wouldn't have been there, I wouldn't have known about it. And the confidence that I gained there
helped me to stand in front of those Congress members and express what I wanted to see in the
world, and in my country.  

Can you share more about how have you been practising or applying something you learned
at the training in your country?
Well, probably that is Nonviolent Communication. I haven't organised any big event, but I have
been using it in informal ways to help young people. There is a  gang of teenagers  here in Juba.
They are violent and abuse alcohol. I tried to approach, but they rejected me, until one of them
introduced me to the leader. So I talked to this leader and he convinced his team, I think about 80 to
100 members, to invite me to a party. They do some bad things to raise money and then to go to a
club, like a Night Club, but they have a party during the day, so you could call it a Day Club. They
invited me there. All this took me about 3 months, to get them to admit me to their club. I asked
them if I could speak just for one minute, to pass-on some information.  So I spoke to them about
their lives and what future they're going to. I spoke about my own life and how I avoided doing
some things, to build my own future. I acknowledged that it's their right to play. However, they
should play in a responsible way, without doing harm to each other. They are 15 and younger. When
they abuse alcohol, they may end up fighting and getting arrested and that would be the end of their
education and their future. Some were drunk and couldn't listen, but some were sober and they
thanked me for coming, when I walked out. 

I became close to their leader. I pulled him out and started to meet with him every weekend. We met
somewhere, sometimes we shared a meal, and we had a chat. I spoke to him about his future, asked
him how he wants to be known in the world. They called themselves “mob gang”. “Do you want to
be known as a “mob gang”? I asked. He answered he wants to be a doctor. And I asked him how he
would do that, if he's in this gang. If he's commiting crimes and drinking alcohol, risking to get

arrested, or be expelled by his parents. Then I gave him an assignment:
write down a full page how you want to be remembered when you die.
How will your life story be read out when you die at the age of 100? He
couldn't do that. He couldn't fill the page. And he said: “okay, I'm going
to abandon the gang.” Of course this could be dangerous, so we spoke
about some strategies the next time we met. We decided that he would
postpone the next meeting of his group. He did that and they didn't
meet for a long time. They were a bit frustrated that he didn't show up.
But eventually it was the end of the group. 

Then I talked to my manager at work to ask if we could help him with a small job. Because if he
wouldn't have any work, he would be tempted to go back. My boss agreed. He said he could help to
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keep the solar panels clean. Our area is very dusty, so they need a lot of cleaning. When I met him
again, he told me the group has died out. He does not know where all the group members are. Some
are back in their home, some not. They called him back to be again the leader, but he refused. 

I realised the children had needs. For example, they wanted to play, as kids, to have fun, dance and
be happy.  If I had not recognised these needs, like you taught me... To resolve conflict, you
have to  understand the needs. Well, I didn't find better ways for them to play, but I could help to
break-down the entire group and assure they would not meet again. It was a big success for me. The
recognition of needs was important for them. 

I practicing Nonviolent Communication also with two football teams. They've asked me to come to
talk  to  them and  teach  them how  to  express  and  solve  their  differences.  So  I  became  their
mediator and addressed their differences with the skills that I've got now. 

Photo: Jacob and the football team

Another  thing  I'm  doing  here  in  South  Sudan  is  meeting  with
government officials. I found some friends who are close to them and
managed to meet them in their offices. Some have even invited me in
their homes. I found out that some of them are very ignorant about the
effect of their actions to the public and peace in the country. So, I'm
doing  advocacy in  my own way.  I  didn't  study social  sciences,  but
thanks to the seminars I attended and the books I read I can speak to
them. I keep telling them we were raised in a society where things should come from an authority
and the  rest  has  to  follow.  But  as  I  explained  to  several  people,  our  government  officials  are
previous rebels, fighting the Sudanese government to get independence. They just changed their
military uniforms for business suits, to look like politicians. I want my countrymen to recognise
that. Some of them even don't have any education. As former military people they listened to the
ones with higher ranks. From the top to the bottom. And so they expect obedience: that when they
come-up with a policy it shall be done the way they want it. And when civilians don't agree with the
politicians they can easily get arrested or be thrown in jail, or receive threats. 

I tell them for example that a democracy is when you allow disagreement. You need to keep in mind
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that he or she is disagreeing with the idea, the statement you have
made, and not you as a person. Differentiating the problem and the
person, that's a powerful philosophy I learned from Gandhi. So I
keep talking to them about how they can treat each other  with
respect. And the needs again. They have to meet their needs, but
they cannot take the country back to war. And that's what denying
someone's voice could do. 

I also want to continue to educate some activist to be careful. Some people who returned from
abroad think they can do activism like how it is done in the Western world. In our meetings I tell
them this is not the case: they should be careful and aware who they are dealing with. Maybe the
officials will accuse them of being allies of other governments or groups and think they want to take
over the country... We need to find the right ways to approach them and help them understand what
we want for this country. 

So,  I  try  to  advise  my  peers  and  continue  to  talk  to  the  government  officials  about  how  a
government should operate. It is my long-term strategy. And maybe, one day, we will get the change
that we want! 

Do you believe it is important that more people learn about nonviolence and “peace power”?
And if so, why? 
Yes. I would like to educate myself more too. Learn more from social sciences and how we can
build peace. I can't afford it now to do a masters, but I'm searching for other ways to learn. You
know,  I  brought  this  book  back  with  me  from the  training,  the  Nonviolence  Handbook  (from
Michael  Nagler).  I've  read  things  inside  there  that  I've  seen here,  practically.  I  started to  see
examples of Nonviolence. For example, there was a teacher here in Juba. She was fired, but her
class stood up: they boycotted classes for nearly a week. They sat at the gate and closed it.  No
student  could  access  the  compound,  nor  teachers  or  staff.  The  police  came  to  see  what  was
happening. But they saw they were just kids, under age. So the police didn't interfere. And then two
days later the teacher came back. 

I talked to one of the students in second grade. I asked: “did you
know you were practicing nonviolence?” She said: “No, we were just
defending our rights.” She was their English teacher and finding an
English teacher is  a  problem. So they saw it  as Self-defence.  For
them School  is  their  future,  so  it  was  like  their  future  was  taken
away.  I  was  impressed.  I  would  like  to  find  some grant  to  do  a  training  in  the  school  about
nonviolence and mention this example. But I haven't succeeded yet. 

If more schools could learn about nonviolence, if it was part of their curicculum.... Things would be
better. This story made me think more people have to learn about nonviolence and the effectiveness
that comes with it. I also remember reading something during the training about school children.
Some company wanted  to  take  over  the  school  and run the  school  for  profit  and the  children
defended the building and eventually the company left. (Note: this was a fictional story taken from
the “Roots of Resistance” by Rivera Sun). 

The second example, is the Uprising in Sudan. That made me say: wow! I was counting the months
from when it started, the uprising that they called “Bread Uprising”. And it was like what I read in
the books: Six months can be enough to achieve something with the use of nonviolence. 
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One night as I was reading, I thought: Imagine if people were aware of
nonviolence in my country when I was a child... they would have gone to
the  streets  and  said  what  they  needed.  If  they'd  said  they  wanted  to
practice Christianity and not live under the Sharia law. If they had come
to a negotiation table without any guns... can you imagine the results they
would have achieved? The war would not have lasted for more than 20
years...! 

So, I strongly believe there is a need for nonviolence to be incorporated in education.  It should
start already at primary school, then secondary school until  university level, for the people who
want to specialise in social sciences. So yes, I believe there is power in the people, people power,
peace power! 

Photo: Group picture of the training course in 2018.
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