

[image: image]











[image: image]
















Copyright


Copyright © 2020 by Elizabeth Shackelford


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover images © iStock/Getty Images


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: May 2020


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The opinions and characterizations in this piece are those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the US government.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBNs: 978-1-5417-2448-8 (hardcover), 978-1-5417-2447-1 (ebook)


E3-20200409-JV-NF-ORI














To my grandpa, Paul Bergstrom, who inspired me to travel and encouraged me to write. I might have become an entirely different person without him.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]















Author’s Note



IN 1971, THE US DEPARTMENT OF STATE ESTABLISHED THE Dissent Channel, an official avenue for expressing dissent within the department. Disappointment and disgust with our foreign policy during the Vietnam War had led to hundreds of resignations, revealing unprecedented levels of professional discontent. With the White House shaping foreign policy decisions to influence narrow political goals and domestic policy ends, career diplomats felt helpless, watching a barrage of far-reaching consequences unfold. But the administration had no intention of changing its direction. The Dissent Channel was the bureaucratic solution. The Foreign Affairs Manual outlines its purpose and process:




It is Department of State policy that all U.S. citizen employees, foreign and domestic, be able to express dissenting or alternative views on substantive issues of policy, in a manner which ensures serious, high-level review and response.





It is considered an option of last resort, to be used after all other “routine channels” have been attempted.


In an institution staffed with polite professionals tasked with minimizing conflict and managing discord (we’re diplomats, after all), its use is rare. As it is a carefully guarded internal tool, its public discussion is even rarer. If you’ve heard of it at all, it was probably from the leaked dissent cable in 2017 opposing the Muslim travel ban, which more than one thousand State Department employees signed. Or in 2016, when a few dozen diplomats signed a dissent urging strikes against the Assad regime in Syria.


Usually, however, dissents are conducted quietly, politely, within the walls of the department, all protocols observed. Diplomats who have filed a dissent can tell themselves they’ve done everything in their power that they could do.


Unfortunately, those dissents are often prescient, laying out in plain language the dangers of a foreign policy driven by inertia, domestic politics, short-term thinking, and overly narrow interpretations of the national interest. Often, these are lessons we’ve learned before. Dissents don’t typically identify problems no one saw coming. They usually identify problems we willfully chose to ignore.


What follows is one story of a problem we ignored, repeatedly and over a long period of time, which the decisions and actions of the US government not only failed to stop, but helped precipitate. It is a story of impunity, of unchecked violence against civilians, of abuses that occurred on our watch by a government we continued to legitimize. It illuminates a long-standing American trend of failing to look at long-term consequences in our foreign policy. I learned firsthand about the consequences of our failure to take a stand for the values of human rights and justice, when doing so could make a difference. This is the story of how America failed the people of a small country and how it did so by failing itself.


This book reflects the author’s best recollections and understanding of the events portrayed. While the author has had the benefit of extensive contemporaneous notes, journals, and correspondence to fact-check and enhance these recollections, others will inevitably have different memories of some of these events. Some names have been changed, some events compressed, and some dialogue re-created, but the author has endeavored at every stage to capture all events as truthfully and accurately as possible.
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Juba


July 2013


WITH THE FOURTEEN-HOUR FLIGHT FROM WASHINGTON behind me, I had just a short hop from Addis Ababa to Juba before I’d arrive in my new home. As I sat at the crowded gate awaiting boarding, I overheard the Ethiopian check-in attendant ask a tall, thin man if he had a nationality. The question sounded odd to me, but the man took it in stride. “I am South Sudanese,” he responded, as an obvious matter of fact.


“You only have this Sudanese passport though?” asked the attendant, looking at the rough and aged travel document. “How long have you been away?”


“Four years,” the tall man replied. The attendant reflected on this for a moment and said, “I cannot guarantee they will honor this and allow you in. But welcome home.”


South Sudan: the world’s newest country. Many of my colleagues, friends, and family were shocked that I volunteered for the assignment, even more so that it was my top choice. I was coming out of a prime posting in Europe, which some friends had hoped might steer me away from a fixation on less glamorous places. Having left the development world behind when I joined the Foreign Service, I had options now, and a directed assignment to Europe gave me a first step on a career path winding through pleasant places to live—the kind your friends and family want to visit. No one would be visiting me in Juba. My parents weren’t thrilled with my choice, but they knew me better than anyone. They had tried to dissuade me from a move to South Africa when I was nineteen. When that failed, they simply came to terms with my life choices, and now they expected nothing less.


An unsourced one-page backgrounder provided in my welcome packet began with a description of Juba as a place “where the only time you don’t feel sweaty is 5 minutes after you’ve had a wash (if you have any water to wash with).” The rest of the sheet read:




Climate: Mostly 100 to 120 degrees Fahrenheit


Morning air: rather dusty


Evening air: extremely dusty


Getting Around: Juba has one tarmac road built in 1972 that today consists of a patchwork of potholes. All other roads are built of other potholes, dust and layers of plastic bottles and other rubbish.


Money: Take all money you think you will need with you, since credit cards are not accepted and there are no reliable banks.


Accommodation, Food and Health: Allegedly, Juba is the 2nd most expensive city in the world. Resist the urge to convert prices, otherwise you will not buy anything. Also expect rather erratic pricing. For example, a jar of Nutella will cost you $21, but a pack of 24 cans of Carlsberg will set you back only $18.


If staying in a guest house that provides food, expect ugali and beans for every meal. Other vegetables don’t exist here.


Juba has a hospital. Make sure you go between 11 am and 1 pm during which time you might have a chance of receiving treatment. Don’t count on it though, especially not on Wednesdays. Probably safer not to get sick.


Community: A large variety of soldiers can be seen in Juba. Don’t take photos. Really, don’t.


If you arrange to meet a local, expect them to arrive anytime in the four hours following the time you arranged to meet.





Even among those who worked in hardship posts around the world, Juba had a reputation for being a backwater, but that didn’t dampen my enthusiasm as a new arrival. When I first joined the Foreign Service, my friends in the orientation class and I often discussed dream postings as we waited anxiously for our first directed assignments. I remember a lunch conversation in the Foreign Service Institute cafeteria in September 2010. “If you had your first choice of anywhere, where would you go?” My answer was clear: Juba. I wanted to be in Africa. I wanted to experience diplomacy on the front lines. I wanted to help a post-conflict country find stability and prosperity. I was naive.


I was looking for a real challenge, something unique. Juba was it. When we received the bid list of available postings at the end of that week, I scrolled quickly through the alphabetical names of cities, but no Juba this round. I’d have to wait, but I didn’t give up. I felt fairly confident that much would remain to be done in South Sudan in the years to come. At least I had that right.


Two years later, I was sitting in Warsaw after six months of Polish language training and my first year on assignment when the bid list for my second assignment was released, and there it was: Juba. I assumed it would be competitive and didn’t hold out hope that I’d get my first pick. Like first postings for career US diplomats, the second is also directed: you indicate your top preferences, and the service assigns positions as it sees fit, often with little rhyme or reason. Those fluent in Mandarin might be sent to months of Spanish language training for a border posting in Mexico. It wasn’t for us to question the needs of the service. We served where we were sent.


I received my assignment a few months later: Juba. I had no idea what I was in for.


SOUTH SUDAN WAS born into dire circumstances. It scored bottom of the barrel on nearly every development indicator, and the population was still recovering from literally decades of war. Nation building from square one: the greatest of diplomatic and development challenges, to be sure. South Sudan had just secured its independence in 2011, so not only was it the world’s newest country, but ours was America’s newest embassy too.


South Sudan was my dream assignment, but I knew relatively little about the country’s history at first. I knew the stakes were high—it was at a critical juncture in its national development—and that our team in-country was small. I hoped and expected that—unlike in more high-profile conflict postings such as Afghanistan and Iraq, with dozens of Foreign Service Officers—I’d have significant responsibility and be part of real policy conversations, even as a junior officer. This was exciting but intimidating as well, so I wanted to be as prepared as possible.


In the year leading up to my assignment, I devoured every book and paper I could find on South Sudan. The national narrative I came away with was dominated by the elation of independence in 2011 and hinged on a fairly straightforward tale of good versus evil.


I’d started my research by looking into Sudan under colonialism and the role of the British in drawing the boundary lines for what the country would become at independence in 1956. The country was divided by significant differences between a primarily Muslim north, culturally more Arab influenced and aligned with North Africa, and the East African and Christian south. The north and south were administered separately under British colonial rule until 1946, at which point they were merged into a single administrative unit as the British government prepared the region for self-rule. So the story goes, this did not sit well with southerners concerned about being marginalized and oppressed by their northern leaders in the new republic. By Sudan’s independence in 1956, the new country was already facing civil war.


From 1955 to 2005, Sudan’s population suffered two civil wars separated by an eleven-year cease-fire, from 1972 to 1983. The first war killed approximately five hundred thousand and the second was estimated at as many as two million, mostly civilians. Both civil wars were often described as the southern population seeking greater autonomy and more representation from an oppressive government dominated by the Muslim north in the capital, Khartoum. I would come to learn that the wars were a bit more complicated than that.


The second war ended in 2005 with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA). Under this agreement, the south would hold a referendum, after six years of autonomy, to determine whether it would remain part of Sudan or become independent. Dr. John Garang, the leader of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), signed the CPA on behalf of the south. He was considered the founding father of the movement, but had Dr. John lived, the outcome might well have been different. He was a strong proponent of a new united Sudan, in which the minority groups (including the southerners) would have equal rights and would leverage their collective strength into greater political power, but his death in a mysterious helicopter crash, only three weeks after signing the CPA, paved the way for secessionists to take hold of the movement. Dr. John’s deputy Salva Kiir, who inherited the leadership role, was a committed secessionist, and by 2011 secession was a fait accompli.


On July 9, 2011, amid great jubilation and cheering crowds unfazed by the baking sun beating down on the ceremony in the John Garang Mausoleum in Juba, the flag of Sudan was lowered and the flag of this new nation raised, with bands of black, red, and green stretching out from a blue triangle on which was centered a yellow star. The black band represented the people; indeed, the name Sudan, a term recorded since the twelfth century, meant “land of the black people.” The red represented the blood shed by southerners in decades of war. The green, the country’s lush landscape of grasslands, wetlands, and forests. The star stood for unity and sat on a blue background representing the mighty life-giving Nile. The flag’s symbolism was strong and unifying, at least on that day.


Dignitaries from around the world joined this important occasion, including Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir and United Nations secretary-general Ban Ki-moon. A large US delegation sat in the VIP area. US ambassador to the UN Susan Rice headed up the group of Americans and delivered remarks to the overflowing crowd, welcoming the new country to the community of nations and calling it “a day of triumph for all who cherish the right of people everywhere to govern themselves in liberty and law.” She went on to say, “We remain mindful of the challenges that await us. No true friend would offer false comfort… but the republic of South Sudan is being born amid great hopes, the hope that you will guarantee the rights of all citizens, shelter the vulnerable, and bring prosperity to all corners of your land.” To great applause, she stated, “My government will stand with you.… So long as you seek a more perfect union, you will never be alone.” It all sounded just and right and as though we, the United States, were ready to be the guarantors of this justness and rightness.


Nation building was an unpopular concept in 2013, particularly in America following a decade of expensive folly in Iraq and Afghanistan. I was not convinced our foreign interventions weren’t doing more harm than good, but in South Sudan I saw a combination of factors no other damaged, post-conflict country could claim. Despite lacking real strategic importance for the United States, South Sudan garnered an outsize interest from both the White House and Congress, with a corresponding level of US support rarely seen on the African continent (or anywhere of such little international consequence, for that matter). In all my reading, South Sudan’s formation was cast as a Cinderella story of sorts, with the United States playing a key role negotiating the glass slipper. But why?


If this all seemed an overly simplified view of history, that’s because it was. Yet it was the one we chose to guide our intervention. South Sudan had oil, but, contrary to popular conspiracy theory, that wasn’t what was driving US interest. Tireless lobbying efforts by American Evangelicals, who had championed the plight of the southern Christians against Muslim domination from the north since the 1990s, had built strong bipartisan support for the country. The Evangelicals were joined by advocates of democracy and human rights who were keen to end Africa’s longest-running civil war. American investment in the south had spanned more than two decades before independence. With this much interest in the country’s success, backed by nearly $700 million in aid each year, could this be a place where we could get it right? If not here, if not under these circumstances, could we ever?


As I flew into South Sudan for the first time, this was the question on my mind. My view from the plane was mostly blocked by the wing and propeller, but what I saw as we soared over the landscape of this new state looked lush, green, flat, and… empty. This was what I had envisioned, after all: a blank slate, but a fertile one, where democracy was only starting to take shape and the possibilities were endless. What I couldn’t see from cruising altitude were the many obstacles to progress already deeply rooted in the dark, rich soil.


THE SMELL OF burning trash was the first thing I noticed upon disembarking. A South Sudanese fixer with a big smile and an enormous gap between his front teeth picked me up planeside and whisked me through the decrepit VIP lounge, also smelling rather ripe. As we made our way past a line of passengers and a few large couches in the dimly lit lounge and out to the parking lot, past drivers waiting by large SUVs, I noticed something else: I felt small. The South Sudanese were famously tall, particularly the Dinka and Nuer, the country’s two largest ethnic groups. Even women routinely surpassed a height of six feet. But it wasn’t just their stature. No one appeared obese, but the locals were thick, strong, with a presence that seemed to fill up the space around them. The big men on the big couches in the lounge were emblematic, the physical manifestation of a political scene dominated by shows of strength and masculinity. I was slim and, at five feet, five inches, marginally above average height for an American woman. In South Sudan, I immediately felt pocket-size.


We reached James, my new boss, who was waiting in the parking lot outside. He, too, towered above me. By the time I met our similarly statured deputy chief of mission, Mike, a few hours later, I wondered if they had assigned an average-size American here by mistake.


James was an American diplomat right out of central casting. His neat, dark suit contrasted starkly with the sun-bleached dirtscape and ramshackle facilities of the airport. He was clean-cut bordering on preppy, and his dark-rimmed glasses gave him a studious appearance. He looked polite and inoffensive in every possible way, easily the person you would choose to deliver a difficult message respectfully, all protocols observed. James had the skills and reputation to succeed anywhere. He’d proven this with a coveted position in the White House National Security Council a few years prior. But he’d opted to follow his passion and focus on Africa, in some of the most difficult places with the greatest need, starting in the Peace Corps more than a decade and a half ago. He was passionate about using US diplomacy—the most powerful tool he could access—to improve lives. The role of a diplomat, however, wasn’t the same as an activist, and James had worked hard to develop the skills and finesse necessary to balance advocacy with other US priorities. I’d learn quickly that James was a well-meaning boss and a team player, always giving credit where credit was due, never one to grandstand and never one to rock the boat.


We piled into an armored embassy vehicle, and James used the quick drive—less than ten minutes across this glorified village-turned-capital—to update me on the latest local news. As we cruised along the rough but bustling Airport Road, passing nondescript shop fronts and unmarked compounds, I noticed a lot of construction underway. New country, new opportunities. Juba looked like a boomtown of the old Wild West sort. I listened intently to what James had to say.


“Welcome to Juba! It’s been quite a week. We’ve had a curfew of 8 p.m. since President Kiir sacked his VP and entire cabinet last week. That’s the time the evening news comes on local TV, so it’s a precaution in case any new, controversial presidential decrees are announced. It’s stayed pretty quiet, but the city is still tense. I’ll drop you off at the residence, and you should just settle in the rest of today. Rest up. Trust me, you’ll have plenty of time to work.”


We arrived at the American residential compound. It was walled off from the rest of the neighborhood, but the adjacent compounds looked similar from the outside. All I could see gazing down the steep dirt road were more walls on either side. A block down, the road deteriorated so much it effectively disappeared. At the gate, guards opened the hood of the car to search for anything unusual and test for explosive residue, and then they used a long handle with a round mirror attached to the end to search underneath the vehicle. Once we were cleared to disembark inside the compound, James walked me across a gravel parking lot to the front desk before hurrying back to the embassy.


It was the middle of the afternoon on a workday, so the compound, which resembled a low-budget summer camp facility, was empty and quiet but for a couple of cleaners and a manager for the company that provided life-support services. The manager showed me to unit 12A, three shipping containers converted into a small apartment with a compact screened-in porch attached to the front. My new home faced the back wall of the compound. It looked functional and was more spacious than I’d expected, but it felt cold and impersonal inside. Metal walls aren’t particularly homey. I turned off the wall-mounted AC unit—the cold air was shocking in the sultry climate—and sat down on an unnaturally stiff, beige couch. Little did I know, my full-size couch, uncomfortable though it may have been, was the envy of container dwellers far and wide.


Unlike most US missions around the world, our residences in Juba were not fully furnished with the standard-issue expensive but unattractive Drexel Heritage Queen Anne collection, replete with brass fixtures, cheap dark-cherry veneer, and an abundance of overly stylized curlicues. I expected the American-size furniture—shipped worldwide from North Carolina at great taxpayer expense, thanks to the Buy American Act—simply wouldn’t fit in these small spaces. I wasn’t sad not to see it, though I was a bit surprised that each unit looked like it was decorated from items found on street corners outside frat houses after the semester ends. Full-size couches were a hot-ticket item, apparently.


It was time to learn a new job and a new country, get a new routine, and figure out where to get groceries, where to run, and what was both culturally and climate appropriate to wear. I didn’t want to rest the afternoon away; I’d been anticipating this arrival for a year. I was ready to dive into the new gig, so I logged in to the computer in my unit. Blackberries were in short supply in Juba—like everything else, I’d learn—so I wouldn’t be issued one. It was 2013, and I felt like I was the last person alive without a smartphone. I wasn’t yet sure if it was a blessing or a curse, but at least I could read official email at home. A good thing, right?


As James said, it had been an eventful period, so I wanted to catch up on the recent news. I found Secretary of State John Kerry’s statement on South Sudan’s second anniversary of independence, given only a couple of weeks earlier.




I will never forget the moment I shared with the people of South Sudan as the world witnessed the birth of a new nation. I saw long lines of people waiting for hours, reveling in the privilege of voting for their freedom. When I mentioned to some voters the need to be patient and remain in line despite the delays, they said, “We have waited 55 years, we can wait a few more hours.” Today their wait is over and South Sudan is an independent nation. But we all know that much work remains to be done.… We have an obligation to do more to make sure that we’ve helped free people give birth to a lasting and successful nation.





But other news on the country’s second anniversary lacked Secretary Kerry’s optimistic sheen. A July 9 Guardian article reported on the situation: “As South Sudan began to confront the challenge of running a country without enough schools, hospitals or roads, the unity that had underpinned the referendum and declaration of independence dissolved. More than 2,000 mothers die for every 100,000 live births and 75 of every 1,000 babies will not survive their first birthday.”


By now, the elation of South Sudan’s independence was beginning to fade in the face of a harsh reality. The patience citizens had displayed while waiting to cast their ballots was waning as it became more evident that the new country had nothing to offer them. Government services were still almost nonexistent. Conflict, corruption, extreme poverty, and violence were rampant. Political leadership squabbled over power, wasting little time addressing the grievances of its people, and President Kiir’s tolerance for any limitations to his own authority was increasingly strained. The SPLA, the ragtag militia previously revered in the independence struggle, had become a predatory national army, with human rights abuses too widespread to attribute to the growing pains of a new government with a rebel force in transition. The SPLA and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) began as the military and political wings of the rebellion, and even the nomenclature revealed that the leadership of this new nation had struggled to remake itself from a rebel movement into a national government.


As the capital and seat of government, Juba was in better shape than the rest of the country, but I would learn it wasn’t doing that well either. Getting by in Juba was expensive because the economy was a mess and nearly everything was imported. The heavy international presence did its part to warp the market, with expats who earned danger pay willing to shell out a lot for very little. Battered fruits and vegetables were costly, brought in overland from Uganda. Gas was expensive and often in short supply. Yet the political leadership sat pretty, squabbling with each other as they lived lavish lifestyles behind the walls of their expansive compounds, robbing the country blind.


The discrepancy wasn’t lost on the local population. Juba sprawled with construction—hotels and new camps to house the development set and the army of white SUVs they rode in on—but for all the international aid, the payoff for the average South Sudanese appeared minimal, if there was any at all. To the South Sudanese population, it seemed the aid bounty could only be benefiting the corrupt, as it wasn’t making their lives any better.


The US government was investing more than any other donor. Washington’s high-level interest continued, but there seemed to be no measure of critical self-reflection: our patience persisted and our course of support was set. Embassy staff on the ground continued to inform Washington of the need for a more cautious optimism, recognizing that results of diplomatic efforts were slow and often partial. But the overall message remained one of hope, which translated to giving the South Sudanese authorities the benefit of the doubt, regardless of the mounting case for skepticism.


It was the beginning of my time here, though, and I wanted to be hopeful too, so I fought my inner skeptic. Years of working in development in Africa before I joined the State Department had left me doubting the innate benefits of hundreds of millions of dollars in aid. In fact, I became a diplomat because of my growing conviction that international aid’s greatest utility was as a lever for more effective diplomacy, an investment to be granted or withheld in furtherance of the values we believed made the world more stable and prosperous: human rights, democracy, the rule of law. After all, if it wouldn’t be used toward a beneficial end, why invest taxpayer dollars? It was an unpopular position in development circles, but I believed this was how we could really make a difference. This method of pressure and consequences, aid contingent upon positive outcomes and good behavior, however, didn’t fit well with our optimistic foreign policy approach in South Sudan. We were friends, and friends don’t barter for better behavior. Friends don’t judge. Friends are accepting and forgiving. In this country, friends expected unconditional love. In this country, we gave it.


As I read through media updates and internal situation reports in my new container home, I was not yet privy to the curious nature of our bilateral relationship with South Sudan, but I did realize that this was a pivotal time. The team we’d been rooting for seemed to have split in two, and a battle inside the country’s ruling political party was underway.


President Salva Kiir’s recent government shake-up was dramatic, but, as analysts in Washington told me during consultation meetings ahead of my arrival, something dramatic was overdue. State Department colleagues had explained that Kiir’s popularity had been waning with growing public disappointment at widespread graft, ongoing insecurity, and a lack of government services. Kiir had stripped his vice president, Riek Machar, of key powers in April, as Machar was becoming a vocal critic of Kiir’s leadership, and everyone had been waiting for the other shoe to drop.


Riek Machar was a charismatic man and the most obvious political threat to President Kiir. He did not hide his ambitions for the presidency. Machar filled up a room, in more ways than one. He was robust in stature, bordering on portly. Tall and lean during his fighting years, opulence and the sedentary lifestyle of governing had filled him out. His face, now round and cheeky, gave a softer impression than it did during his days in the bush, but the significant gap between his front teeth remained his most noticeable feature.


Post–shake-up, a group of influential politicians, patronizingly referred to as the “Garang Boys,” were mostly lining up with Machar, a Nuer. The Garang Boys were those who had been within the close ranks of the late Dr. John Garang during the war, and they had been involved in international politics for decades. Several had held leadership positions inside the SPLM. Well educated and worldly (Machar himself has a PhD in philosophy from a British university), these men had spent considerable time in metropolitan capitals in Europe and North America; they were as comfortable discussing economics in a men’s club in London as they were sipping weak tea in the shade of an acacia tree. They were not only relatable to the diplomatic set but locally credible too, having spent years on the front lines of the liberation struggle. The group hailed from a variety of ethnicities, which was a healthy turn in a country attempting to establish a nonethnic national identity. Despite Kiir’s efforts to isolate them, Machar and his allies in discontent had plenty of political cards left to play. They didn’t want to risk appearing to instigate violence, which would delegitimize their side to potential international supporters, and they took pains to avoid an ethnic characterization of the dispute or any incendiary language.


Kiir was from a different stock entirely. Soft-spoken, with none of the charisma of Machar or the late Dr. John, Kiir joined the southern rebels at an early age during the first Sudan civil war and was brought into the Sudanese Army after a peace agreement was signed in 1972. While in the army, he graduated from the Sudan Military College and shortly thereafter joined Dr. John in defecting to the rebel SPLA, where he rose through the ranks to become the leader’s deputy. Like Dr. John, Kiir was a Dinka and, as the heir apparent, easily secured the position of SPLM candidate for president of the semiautonomous region. The region then voted overwhelmingly for independence in a referendum the following year.


Kiir had no experience beyond East Africa and Khartoum until 2005, when he visited Washington for the first time. The transition from fighting in the bush to hobnobbing with diplomats and world leaders didn’t come naturally to a lifetime soldier more at ease in combat camouflage than expensive Italian suits. President George W. Bush’s gift of a black cowboy hat during Kiir’s first White House visit in 2006 was integral to helping Kiir rebrand his image, and it became the trademark piece of his new politician’s uniform. (The hat also conveniently concealed a receding hairline that he has hidden from public view for years.) Kiir, too, was not as svelte as he had been during the war, but he wore the extra weight more subtly than Machar, which gave him the impression of substantially greater height, though both men were characteristically tall.


Although Kiir had learned to dress for his new role, he hadn’t left the old one far behind. Shortly after sacking his cabinet in July, Kiir visited his home region of Greater Bahr el Ghazal and told a crowd of Dinka supporters that “the ‘Tiger’ had now taken out its claws and was ready to crush their faces. Blood will flow.” The Tiger—Kiir’s nom de guerre in the bush war—had grown bored of political checks and balances. He was a warrior ready to fight. This was apparent to anyone willing to see it.


But, in 2013, who was he at war with? During this same event, Kiir made several references to 1991, evoking memories of the Bor massacre during the second civil war, when Nuer fighters under Machar killed approximately two thousand Dinka civilians, just a few months after Machar had broken ranks with the SPLA. Machar later acknowledged and publicly apologized for his role in the bloodshed, but the scars from this and other atrocities ran deep.


I’d come to learn that at various times during that war, enmities between the Nuer and Dinka exceeded even their hatred of the north. South Sudan’s two largest tribes were both traditional herding communities that migrated in search of water and grazing grounds during the dry season. This had long led to traditional conflicts over cattle and land. Decades of civil war and the proliferation of heavy weapons had exacerbated these clashes, and both sides had routinely capitalized on them, feeding existing animosities and distrust to motivate fighting forces. The Dinka-Nuer conflict was conveniently dropped from South Sudan’s official creation myth, which lauded how the two southern sides came together ahead of a jubilant independence. But injustices were never addressed, the wounds never healed, and the history never forgotten.


ON THIS FIRST night in Juba, James had planned to meet me for dinner at the small residential compound restaurant the expats affectionately called the Tukul (a local term that refers to the country’s ubiquitous round mud huts) to catch me up on developments. But with the announcement of the new cabinet appointments, he was tied up at the embassy until late. I went to dinner alone around 7 p.m., armed with my notebook and reading material. Juba was so close to the equator that the sun had already set—more or less a reliable seven to seven of daylight year-round—so I made my way across campus in the fading light. The staff in the Tukul were friendly, but jet lag had kicked in hard and the depressing fluorescent glow inside sapped the last bit of my waning enthusiasm for the day. CNN played in the background, and the few other people dining watched it mindlessly. Everyone had a tired look about them. I’d arrived on the early side of the new rotation of staff for the summer, so many of these people were probably awaiting an imminent departure. I was tired, too, and no one at the four or five other tables in the room made an introduction, so I stared at the TV as I ate an unidentifiable pasta dish and ruminated on the contradictory pictures of South Sudan forming in my head.


After dinner I made my way back across the dark compound, past the small pool and the dark, empty bar to my stark, metal home, unit 12A. I crawled into bed, a hard mattress with cheap sheets under a dingy mosquito net, but sleep wouldn’t come. I couldn’t figure out what was really going on under the surface. In the months leading up to my move, I’d read books and reports to prepare, but the history and the present simply weren’t adding up.


I found it hard to judge how serious the political situation was now. When the ruling political party was everything, and it was in crisis, what did that mean for… everything else? Was the shake-up inevitable given Machar’s naked ambitions to replace Kiir at the top? Even if he now represented himself as an alternative, Machar could use a reminder that he and others critical of Kiir had held powerful positions for several years—the government’s failings were theirs too.


On the surface, international partners seemed more concerned with Machar’s instigation than Kiir’s manipulation to consolidate his control. The West, South Sudan’s neighbors—everyone had backed Kiir as the heir to the liberation struggle. Everyone wanted him to succeed, willed it to be so, needed him to be everything hoped for South Sudan. But was our faith in him still warranted?


I wondered what Kiir was willing to do to retain power and what we would tolerate from him. As it turned out, the answer to both questions was just about anything.
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Muddying the Narrative


I WOKE UP EARLY AFTER A FITFUL NIGHT’S SLEEP IN MY NEW home. The sun was just starting to creep up in the sky, but the air was already thick and warm. My navy pantsuit, painstakingly packed to prevent wrinkles during the long journey from Washington, would not stay crisp in this heat for long. I quietly congratulated myself for remembering to pack ground coffee and my travel mug as I poured a cup and got ready to go. My shipment wouldn’t arrive for several weeks, so I carried the essentials with me. I was already tired, and I knew from experience that jet lag would render me somewhat useless sometime around lunch.


I walked across the quiet residential compound in the soft morning light to catch the first shuttle van to the embassy. I hopped in, and we drove to the exit at the southwest corner of the compound. The guard moved slowly from his position, manually opening the gate, and our van inched forward, passing the guard house and onto the dirt road outside.


I sipped my coffee, hoping to ward off any contagious effects of the guard’s slow pace. I naturally walk and talk quickly, often coming across as though I’m in a hurry—and usually I am. These traits would come to amuse my South Sudanese colleagues and counterparts, with their flexible African timelines, long greetings, and unhurried strolls.


We exited the compound and drove at a crawling pace for about thirty seconds over a lopsided dirt road to the embassy, located only one long block away on a parallel street. The embassy was nothing more than a small US Agency for International Development (USAID) compound repurposed in 2011 upon independence and the arrival of our first ambassador to South Sudan. It looked small and soft compared to the austere and fortresslike appearance adopted by most of our embassies across the globe. Some colleagues I met in the van directed me to my desk in the main chancery building, where I logged in to start sifting through the emails that had piled up in the weeks ahead of my arrival.


While I had been unpacking and settling in on the residential compound yesterday, James and our South Sudanese political assistant, Chol, had been hard at work at the office. Chol was an affable and well-connected South Sudanese American dual national whose easy manner belied his remarkable life story of survival and success. Chol had escaped the civil war in his homeland in what is now South Sudan by walking out on foot as a child, one of thousands of the “lost boys” who endured perilous journeys to reach refugee camps beyond the conflict’s borders. After several years, Chol secured asylum status and a ticket to the United States, where he was determined to take advantage of every opportunity, soon graduating from college. After South Sudan achieved its independence, like so many other hopeful South Sudanese, he returned to help his homeland in its early, challenging years.


Chol floated easily between the American and South Sudanese cultures and understood how to work effectively in both, making him a critical member of the team. His currency was his ability to reach anyone in the country quickly, and I was shocked to learn we had no regularly updated contact database otherwise—that was a big bet on a single individual, no matter how exceptional.


Once James and Chol arrived at the embassy, they filled me in on what they’d learned thus far. Kiir’s new cabinet was receiving mixed reviews, and the usual political heavyweights were largely absent. Some observers optimistically lauded it as a sign that Kiir was taking allegations of poor governance and corruption seriously, touting some of the appointees as true technocrats put in place to tackle difficult reforms.


But a closer look raised questions regarding motive. Chol and James had reviewed the new cabinet members one by one and discovered that Kiir had dismissed all of the Garang Boys and replaced them with politicians known to have closer ties to Sudan’s leadership in Khartoum and clearer loyalties to Kiir himself. This combination struck me as odd. Ties to Kiir and Khartoum seemed incompatible. I was suspicious, but I was new, so maybe I just didn’t understand all the dynamics yet. I kept my thoughts to myself. The team reported it back to Washington with little commentary.


Many of those replaced were the SPLM’s core members, including much of the party’s leadership. While the cabinet’s regional distribution suggested diversity, there were ethnicity concerns. More than half of the ministers—ten of the eighteen—were Dinka, with only four Nuer and four Equatorians, a significant but smaller collection of minority ethnic groups from the Equatoria region.


Concerns about tribalism and Dinka domination of the government were not new. But although South Sudan’s international champions tried not to pay this much mind, the South Sudanese certainly did. When I asked an Equatorian colleague about these ethnic dynamics, he painted a stark picture. “Here, you have nothing unless you are Dinka. They control business, government, jobs. At least in Khartoum, I could compete. We had a chance. We were not the second-class citizens we are in Juba.” I was starting to understand the complexities. But nostalgia for Khartoum here in the south?


To some South Sudanese, at least, the biggest enemy didn’t reside up north; it was here at home. Already the most basic facts I thought I knew about Sudan’s civil war and the new country’s celebrated origins were beginning to unravel.


I WAS FASCINATED by the latest political drama and longed to better understand it, but James was our lead on national political matters, and it was time to dive into my own portfolios. Given our limited staffing in the embassy, I wore two separate hats. I was our sole consular officer, which primarily involved helping American citizens out of crises, as well as our human rights officer in the political section. Though these two jobs were unrelated, the consular work would reveal a lot about the human rights situation in the country, from prison conditions to arbitrary arrests, from harassment of journalists to health care. On my first day at the embassy, I was keen to check out the infamous “consular closet”—my second office located inside a literal closet in the cafeteria, for lack of any other space on the compound—but it was locked, and I couldn’t find anyone who knew the door code to get in. My predecessor Oliver had left weeks ago, and the person covering for him had gone on leave yesterday. My attempt at consular duties foiled, I turned my attention to the human rights issue on everyone’s mind: the situation in Jonglei state.


Oliver was well known in Juba’s human rights and diplomatic community for his passionate and effective advocacy on Jonglei. I had big shoes to fill. At his suggestion, I’d read up on it before I arrived, but not much stuck, and now I found myself swimming in acronyms, names, and geography I couldn’t get straight. The atrocities were a laundry list, mere numbers that seemed physically and intellectually distant. I might as well have been reading about events on the moon; it all felt abstract from where I sat in Juba. I had no faces to pair with names. I couldn’t see Jonglei or visualize its people. It would be months before I would have an opportunity to see the state myself, and not seeing it made it hard to grasp, to understand, or even to be outraged.


I revisited my notes. The state of Jonglei was huge and empty, mostly inaccessible, larger than Pennsylvania and with marginal development even by South Sudan’s low standards. Since 2012, the SPLA had been engaged in a violent counterinsurgency campaign against the Murle, a minority ethnic group of seminomadic people whose economy consisted primarily of cattle raiding. Violence in Jonglei was cyclical, and while much of it related to the conflicts of the civil wars, some of it was discrete and local. Murle attacked Lou Nuer communities (a subtribe of the Nuer), raided cattle, killed people, abducted women and children. Lou Nuer responded in turn. Rinse, repeat. Cattle raiding was a long-standing practice in both communities, but, just as it had done with conflicts between the Nuer and the Dinka, the ready availability of cheap weapons during the war had dramatically changed the nature and consequences of the practice. Both sides had killed hundreds, maybe thousands, prior to and since the country’s independence.


Sifting through my inbox, I saw that I already had an invitation to next week’s Jonglei crisis meeting. I didn’t have much time to get smart on the subject before it would be time to meet the experts.


MY FIRST WEEK at the embassy was a total blur, and I ended up with little time to devote to studying up on Jonglei. I hoped James could join me for the meeting, to introduce me and provide some template of behavior for me to follow, but he was busy in a meeting with the ambassador. I would be on my own representing the US position.


The Jonglei crisis meeting was an after-hours, once-a-week get-together with a coterie of NGO, humanitarian, and mid-level diplomatic personnel. Over room-temperature wine and chips, experts would sit at a long table in a poorly lit office room in an NGO compound on one of Juba’s nondescript dirt alleyways to engage in a Chatham House Rules comparison of notes and strategies for stopping the violence and helping those in need. Small photos of South Sudanese herders, huts, and cows, worn with age and exposure, were hung at random locations and odd heights around the room, with a few maps interspersed in between. I wondered if they were placed to mask cracks or mold on the walls.


“Hi, I’m the new Oliver.” It was an easy shorthand to use, and I’d learned that if I introduced myself any other way, that moniker usually came back to me in the reply. The group quickly did a round of introductions to accommodate the new arrival and then got down to business. I scribbled down names alongside shorthand descriptions—ponytail, blazer, plaid shirt, glasses—of the dozen or so people at the table in an attempt to keep identities straight. Names had never been my forte, which was a serious handicap in the diplomacy business.


I sipped wine out of a plastic cup and listened. Plaid Shirt gave a readout from a recent trip to Jonglei to assess the humanitarian impact of fighting in July. Thousands of Lou Nuer fighters reportedly mobilized for revenge attacks against several Murle communities, adding to the tens of thousands of Murle already displaced. Six months of steady conflict had emptied the population centers in Pibor county, Jonglei’s largest, so even finding the victims of abuse was a challenge. The “missing Murle” had been the topic of humanitarian talk for weeks. An upcoming Human Rights Watch report would provide the most detailed public assessment so far, but many of the experts in the room were worried that it wouldn’t go far enough. To those who’d seen the cost of the violence firsthand, Human Rights Watch—one of the most prominent advocacy groups in the world—was letting the government off easy.


The one positive sign, everyone agreed, was that the “international community” was finally speaking out. In South Sudan, the “international community” generally referred to the United Nations and the major donor countries, including the United States, the United Kingdom, and Norway, which were collectively referred to here as the “Troika.” Everyone seemed pleased that the United States and the UN had released statements in July condemning the ongoing violence and calling out the government for failing to prevent it. Since the statements both focused on the South Sudanese government’s inaction, rather than any intentional contribution to bad acts, it struck me that—even more so than Human Rights Watch—we were delivering a tepid rebuke at best.


But I stayed quiet. I wasn’t ready to speak up on the issues, and every question or comment I had was couched in self-doubt. I was facing a steep learning curve, and the stakes were high. The US government had power and influence; my job was to inform its advocacy, which could save lives. I believed that what I reported to Washington would have consequences, so I was deliberate. I wanted to get it right.


But what I’d be reporting back wasn’t new. Why hadn’t it spurred harsher words or more action yet? I asked myself why we were such reluctant enforcers of our values and interests in a country where our opinions should carry tremendous weight, given the hundreds of millions of dollars we provided in aid and our pivotal role in South Sudan’s push for independence. Back in Washington, even NGOs and advocacy groups were hesitant to cast stones, though their very purpose was to draw attention to crimes against the world’s weak and vulnerable.


The simple answer was that no one seemed willing to muddy the narrative that had led to an independent South Sudan. The fight against Khartoum was something everyone could get behind, and everyone did—Congress, Christians, Hollywood. The struggle of the Christian David in the south versus the Muslim Goliath in the north was something Americans could grasp and care about. Movie stars helped give the dull, dusty advocacy camp some shine and prime-time coverage, but to generate that level of interest and support for a backwater just northeast of Conrad’s setting for Heart of Darkness, they needed a simple but compelling story line: a sympathetic protagonist against an obvious foe. Khartoum bad; Juba good. It sold well, and it had sticking power. For years, South Sudan’s many Western friends refused to admit a more complicated story line. We conveniently glossed over the pieces that didn’t fit.


The United States’ reaction to the violence in Jonglei, while delayed, was our harshest public rebuke of this partner to date. It wasn’t for a lack of targets. In the coming weeks, I’d learn more about the violence and atrocities committed by southerners during the war, the very southerners now running the country, and about the ongoing violence since independence, which included several civilian massacres that occurred with tacit approval or explicit participation by government forces. It seemed as though South Sudan’s many champions had wiped the slate clean with independence, as though history only began that day, conveniently looking past years of brutal violence the new country’s liberators had unleashed on each other and their population.


In the second half of 2013, many diplomatic leaders in Juba—from the UN, the United States, and other Western countries—still glossed over the cracks in the foundation of this creation myth. They raised alarm about the political turmoil but looked for reasons to remain optimistic. They wanted Kiir to stabilize the political situation, but they took pains to avoid making him look bad to leadership or the public back home. Our confidence in him was his currency.


Meanwhile, my job drew me to these cracks. I worked often with South Sudan’s human rights advocates. At their insistence, we met in dark corners at unpopular venues, tables away from the nearest perked ear. Most didn’t want to come to the embassy, lest it alert the National Security Service (NSS) to their affiliations. They told tales of harassment and targeting, homes stormed by NSS or plainclothes officers at all hours, laptops confiscated, arrests, threatening phone calls and text messages. They viewed the government as the enemy, and the government felt the same way about them as it fixated on maintaining its positive image and international optimism. This wasn’t the behavior I’d expected of a country we supported so wholeheartedly.


The picture I started to see in South Sudan wasn’t optimistic at all. It was a picture of entrenched bad behavior. Would the history of internal conflict inhibit the new country? What would our ongoing support mean in the long run? And why weren’t we making a bigger deal about all of this? These were the questions I started to ask myself.


But mostly I wondered, Who are the good guys here?
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Human Rights


America’s Just Not That into You




I want to speak to you today about the strands that connect our actions overseas with our essential character as a nation. I believe we can have a foreign policy that is democratic, that is based on fundamental values, and that uses power and influence, which we have, for humane purposes.





FAIRLY EARLY IN HIS PRESIDENCY, DURING A 1977 COMMENCEMENT address at the University of Notre Dame, Jimmy Carter outlined a new approach to foreign policy, one grounded in morality and human rights. Carter believed wholeheartedly that the very existence of the United States was based on the value of the individual and the rights demanded by that intrinsic value. He believed in our duty to live up to these principles, at home and overseas. It was also the dominant theme of his farewell address in 1981:




America did not invent human rights. In a very real sense, it is the other way round.… Our American values are not luxuries but necessities—not the salt in our bread but the bread itself. Our common vision of a free and just society is our greatest source of cohesion at home and strength abroad—greater even than the bounty of our material blessings. Remember these words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” This vision still grips the imagination of the world.





I wasn’t yet born when President Carter gave his commencement address and was only a toddler when he left office, but I grew up believing in his image of America. Somehow, along the way, I missed that it was merely aspirational.


Despite living through the human rights assault of the early years of the war on terror and despite growing up in Mississippi, the beating heart of our country’s segregation movement, I had retained a rosy picture of America’s human rights record. The blots on our history were isolated incidents, not reflective of who we were. I joined the Foreign Service because I believed America was great and special and I wanted to be part of the civilian army bringing our greatness and specialness to others around the world. I did this, and believed our government did this, in the name of making our country—and the world—safer and better for all. I bought the State Department’s mission statement hook, line, his sinker.


How embarrassing for me. Even worse, I, like many of us, believed I was well-informed. Like that high-maintenance friend who’s convinced she’s low-maintenance, or the Georgetown Prep kid who went straight to Harvard on his parents’ dime and thinks he pulled himself up by his bootstraps.


I had studied international law, the history of the United Nations, and US engagement in postcolonial independence movements. What I didn’t do was a critical deep dive into the history of human rights in our foreign policy—not until the present state of it became clear to me in South Sudan. When US foreign policy was considered as a whole, what I thought were the exceptions were in fact the rule.


The history of human rights in US foreign policy is a fraught one, and the role they play today in our international endeavors is at best inconsistent. While Donald Trump’s administration has been the most blatant in its dismissal of the subject, this has been the case for decades.


Human rights were in vogue after World War II and the focal point of some of the most important international laws and institutions that emerged during that period. The United States was a key architect of this new international system but remained wary of it. We were born with an independent streak, after all, which left us skeptical of handing too much authority over to “group projects.” So the United States continued to go its own way, regardless of international obligations. We acted covertly, unilaterally, and often unjustly in countries around the world in the name of whatever made sense at the time. We didn’t let growing international consensus on human rights constrain us—though we expected it to constrain others. Sure, other big countries acted similarly with impunity, but we were the only ones with the balls to pretend we were still a shining city on the hill. Call it “American exceptionalism.”
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