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Summary 

 

Organized in collaboration with the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces 

(DACF), the seminar gathered over 60 participants from various sectors of the Geneva 

peacebuilding community.  Participants learned about the opportunities and obstacles of 

engaging armed non-state actors (ANSA) in peace processes as the guest speakers showcased 

their practical experiences and recent research findings. The discussion focused on the 

dynamics that allow ANSAs to adopt a non-violent path in the negotiation and implementation 

of peace settlements, engaging concrete references to the role of the Sudanese People’s 

Liberation Army and Movement (SPLA/M) in the Southern Sudanese peace process, and to the 

role of Islamic Jamia in the engagement of ‘Al-Qaeda’. 

 

 

Non-State Actors: how to define them and how to engage them 

 

Non-state armed actors pursue clear political objectives, using violence as a matter of strategy, 

claiming social legitimacy, defining a hierarchy for cohesiveness purposes, and developing at 

once military and political structures.  Depending on the success with which they are engaged 

in peace process, ANSAs operate within three contexts: in an ‘active conflict’ context where 

both the political and military functions of an ANSA are active; in a ‘post-conflict’ (pre-transition) 

context, where both the political and military functions of an ANSA continue to exist but only the 

former is ‘active’; or in a ‘post-transition’ context, whereby the political function of ANSA has 

reached its objectives and the military function is rendered obsolete.   

 

The dynamics that allow for constructive engagement of ANSAs in peace processes can be 

observed within the organisations themselves, contingent on changing environments at the 

national and international level.  In other words, active conflict is an evolutionary environment, 

so ANSAs strategic goals may change depending on the context, thus offering opportunities for 

dialogue but also necessitating pro-active leadership with a view to reaching a post-conflict 

situation.  Such changes to the strategic goals have to be communicated internally, both 

horizontally and vertically, in order to maintain continued, cohesive support.  At national level, 

changes of government or the reaching of a critical mass of popular support are often 

significant contributing factors to the commencement of peace negotiations.  At the 

international level, the end of the Cold War brought an end to Geopolitical alignment, wherein 

previously intractable conflicts were settled through peace processes after it became clear that 

exterior support would not continue.  More recently, third party states have often attempted to 

mediate between belligerent groups.   

 

There are several factors that have been proven to facilitate ANSAs decisions to willingly enter 

peace processes. Firstly, granting international recognition to ANSA creates a sense of political 

parity, thus opening opportunities for dialogue.  Secondly, it is important that such dialogue 



 

 

remains open and inclusive, as it is often the marginalised extremists who turn into spoilers in the 

ensuing peace processes.  In addition, such processes should include minimal influence by 

external actors to ensure a strong local ownership.  Finally, all peace processes require sustained 

political will that seek to address the legitimate grievances of all belligerents. 

 

Splintering of ANSAs, Experiences from South Sudan 

 

Tracing the splintering patterns of the SPLA/M exposes the multiplicity of liberation movements in 

South Sudan, their competing visions of independence, as well as the mounting complexities 

which sow the seeds for future conflict. The movement began splitting into various factions along 

ethnic and geographical lines in a context of tribal dominance and lack of consultation.  At the 

core of this split were incompatible political objectives as to how a ‘liberated’ South Sudan 

would operate; secular / Muslim; autonomous / independent.  Yet, in order to maintain unity 

against the Sudanese government in Khartoum, these divergent groups continued to operate 

under the umbrella of the Sudanese Peoples Liberation Movement (SPLM).   

 

The agreement reached between the government and the SPLM umbrella prioritised the 

political objectives of the dominant stakeholder and failed to address the unique grievances of 

the various groups.  Dissatisfaction with the formal peace process is now being manifested in 

intra ANSA violence, including unprecedented massacres of civilians, and a collapse of Security 

Sector Reform initiatives. 

 

The Challenges of Engaging Islamist Non-State Actors 

 

Practical experiences show that many of the conventional academic models of ANSA and the 

security methods traditionally employed to counter security threats are not only outdated but 

counterproductive.  Islamic Jamia, whose decision to adopt peaceful methods resulted in an 

intensification of ‘Al-Qaeda’ extremism, provides a case in point. Due to the selective 

concessions offered to Islamic Jamia, Al-Qaeda was able to accuse this formation of being a 

mere tool in the hands of the so called ‘Near Enemy’ (of oppressive governments in Muslim 

countries that compose the traditional Dar-al-Islam).  Furthermore, methods of jailing, 

persecution and torture have fuelled further insurgencies and resulted in acts of revenge.  In the 

same vein, attempts to isolate and disintegrate Islamist ANSA through denial tactics have only 

strengthened local support. 

 

Interaction with the Islamic Jamia’s helps distil several key factors which contribute to ANSAs 

adopting peaceful means.  Firstly, amnesties allowed the group to ‘save face’ rather than 

undergo punishment for renouncing violence.  Secondly, as an organisation, Islamic Jamia 

maintained strong command, control and communication links with its followers, and was, as 

such, able to ensure adherence to this tactical transformation.  Finally, the ties between Islamic 

Jamia and its supportive base ensured a strong sense of responsibility and sympathy throughout 

the peacebuilding process.  However, due to the loose association of the various facets of Al-

Qaeda, it may be difficult to actually replicate the experience of Islamic Jamia.  On a more 

localised level, smaller groups may be persuaded to renounce violence if this transformation is 

seen as sufficiently beneficial.   

 

Discussion 

 

A central theme of the discussion revolved around the need to persuade ANSA to abide by the 

same normative laws of International Humanitarian Law that state parties are bound to as 

signatories of the Geneva Declarations.  In particular, concerns were expressed with regard to 

the ANSA use of sexual violence, especially against women.  In this context, it was noted that the 



 

 

incentive of ‘international recognition’ and the prospect of legitimacy gains remain highly 

influential.  Yet, legitimizing belligerents who have committed atrocities in exchange for their 

cooperation during peace processes warrants caution.  Continued ignorance of atrocities in 

order to maintain unity has been undermining the long term security of South Sudan, as 

reflected in the escalation of violence between various ANSAs.  This reiterates the need to 

address the grievances of these groups, and to establish a process of transitional justice. Last but 

not least, it should be kept in mind that reality makes for a much more complex scene, wherein 

state actors themselves frequently infringe upon Human Rights in a clumsy response to the 

asymmetric warfare carried out by ANSAs, thereby providing their cause with increased 

legitimacy.  

 

 


