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Abstract 

The term trauma is popular in the Greater Upper Nile Region of South Sudan as a synonym 

of suffering and mental distress. The Government, NGOs and Churches recognize trauma as 

a social phenomenon that needs to be reckoned with, particularly for its potential to hinder 

reconciliation and peace. The core problem explored by this research was to discover if 

trauma healing programs carried out in the Region in the wake of the 2013 civil conflict were 

effective in healing people from trauma and in promoting social peace. The findings showed 

that such programs made a positive difference in rebuilding lives severely affected by 

violence and the existence of a positive link between healing and openness to peacebuilding. 

The conclusion of the study was a moderate support for the original research hypothesis that 

trauma healing programs had a positive bearing on social reconciliation and peace. The 

recommendation was that they continue. 
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Introduction 

A long period of conflict and instability has made trauma a relevant issue among the people 

of the Greater Upper Nile Region of South Sudan, including the States of Jonglei, Unity and 

Upper Nile1 in the North-Eastern part of the Country. The term has become popular as 

indicating a disturbed status of the mind that alters behavior at various levels. Government 

institutions, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and the Churches have recognized 

trauma as a social issue that needs to be reckoned with. The prescribed intervention has 

primarily been the healing of what has been identified as a societal wound. Specifically, 

trauma is seen as a factor standing in the way of reconciliation and peace. 

This study explored the experience of trauma among the population of the Greater 

Upper Nile and attempted an evaluation of the effectiveness of the programs of trauma 

healing, also known as ‘psychosocial support programs’ carried out in the years 2014-2018 

by Churches, NGOs and the Government while the Country was going through the violence 

of a civil war. Limited research had been done to explore how the experience of trauma 

affected peaceful coexistence among individuals and communities and no systematic 

evaluation had been carried out of the impact of the psychosocial support programs 

conducted in the Region to help people in managing trauma and coping with it.  

The main hypothesis tested in the research was that processes aiming at healing from 

trauma effectively contributed to peace at the level of individuals and communities in the 

Greater Upper Nile. The situation of widespread trauma was not a phenomenon that had 

developed in recent times but it was rather the legacy of a difficult past. Systematic historic 

records start in 1820, when the Egyptian Muhammad Ali invaded Sudan, thus beginning the 

era of the Turco-Egyptian colonization that transformed the Nile route in a highway for the 

slave and ivory trade (Murad, 1998). The colonial rule was fought by the Mahdi, a self-styled 

religious leader, and his followers from 1882 to 1895, until the British intervened and 

established a new colonial government, known as the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium. No 

sooner had Sudan become an independent country in 1956, that a civil war erupted in its 

Southern region. With the exception of a short lull of peace, conflict continued in Southern 

Sudan until the eve of its independence from Sudan, sanctioned through a referendum in 

2011 (Rolandsen and Daly, 2016). The new country South Sudan did not experience peace 

for long. In 2013, a rift within the ruling Sudanese People Liberation Movement/Army 

(SPLM/A) caused armed confrontation in the capital, Juba, that quickly spread to the whole 

of the Greater Upper Nile (H. Johnson, 2016). The Revitalized Peace Agreement of 2018 

between the major warring parties formally ended the civil war. 

The reading of the history of the Greater Upper Nile, embedded in the larger context 

of South Sudan, offers a key to understand the grievances of populations that are in need of 

 
1 At the time this research was conducted, the Greater Upper Nile, one of the 3 historic Provinces of Southern 

Sudan before the independence, included the 3 States of Jonglei, Unity and Upper Nile, for a total surface of 

239,730 sq. km. 
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healing from complex situations of trauma where fresh experiences of violence were added 

on to still unprocessed legacies from the past.  

Problem Statement 

This study explored the impact of trauma healing programs in the Greater Upper Nile. 

Little academic work was available in this area of research, in spite of the fact that trauma 

healing activities had become popular in the Region during the years of conflict. Churches, 

national and international NGOs and the Government in the Peace Agreement 2015 and in its 

second, ‘Revitalized’, version signed in 2018 encouraged and promoted this form of 

psychosocial support as an important component of processes of peace at community and 

national levels.  

With regard to the Greater Upper Nile Region, (see map below) systematic studies on 

what the impact of trauma healing programs or their effectiveness had been on the targeted 

populations were not yet published at the time of this research and no academic study aiming 

at an evaluation of the diverse programs had been conducted. The author, herself a 

practitioner in trauma healing activities, witnessed how initiatives of psychosocial support 

employed multiple and diversified approaches and how the programs were seldom 

coordinated. An appraisal of the results was an important exercise in view of assessing the 

impact and effectiveness of the methodologies employed.  

 
Figure 1: Map of Jonglei, Unity and Upper Nile, the 3 States of the Greater Upper Nile 

Region in 2013  Source: https://www.worldmap1.com/south-sudan-map.asp  

 

This thesis, elaborated within the discipline of peace-building studies, had a specific 

interest in exploring if there was a positive link between healing from trauma and social 

peace among the communities where the field work was conducted. In other words, the 

overall problem motivating the research was to explore if trauma healing support had been 

effective both in achieving emotional and psychological healing and in fostering peace in the 

Greater Upper Nile Region. 

 

Research Objectives and Hypotheses 

This study pursued the general goal of finding out more about the relationship between 

healing from trauma and social peace among communities of the Greater Upper Nile. The 

https://www.worldmap1.com/south-sudan-map.asp
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work intended to be a contribution in view of affirming practices that had proven helpful and 

discouraging those that had scarce relevance. The following were the specific objectives: 

1. To document the experience of trauma in the lives of a sample population from 

the Greater Upper Nile.  

2. To explore and describe how the experience of trauma affected peaceful 

coexistence among individuals and communities. 

3. To describe the psychosocial support methods and programs utilized to address 

the problem of trauma. 

4. To evaluate the impact of psychosocial support programs on healing from trauma 

and their effects in promoting peace at group and community level. 

 

Through the research tool, the following hypotheses were explored: 

1. programs on trauma healing administered in the Greater Upper Nile Region made 

a positive difference in rebuilding lives severely affected by violence and conflict.  

2. Healing from trauma at personal and community level was instrumental for the 

promotion of peace. The research intended to probe the validity of this concept 

within communities of the Greater Upper Nile against the backdrop of the civil 

war 2013-2018. 

3.  Methodologies and programs that were more rooted in the socio-cultural context 

of the Greater Upper Nile had more effective outcomes in terms of personal and 

community healing and in view of peace-building. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study adopted one of the key concepts expressed in the Agreement on the Resolution of 

the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan (2015), namely that social healing was a 

necessary step to achieve national peace and stability. Within this theoretical framework 

where a direct relationship between healing and peace was posited, this work intended to 

analyze the impact of programs of trauma healing carried out in the Greater Upper Nile 

Region to evaluate their effectiveness in view of reconciliation and peace on the backdrop of 

the civil war 2013-18. 

The research explored the relationship between the exposure to trauma healing 

programs, or psychosocial support, and openness to peacebuilding among a sampled 

population that was severely affected by violence, especially – but not only – during the 

2013-18 conflict. The study took into consideration the complex interaction of several 

elements, notably, the contents of trauma healing programs, the methods used by the 

particular organizers of the activities; e.g. the Church, the NGOs or the Government, and the 

cultural perspective adopted in the programs, including local traditions and practices. For 

convenience, the research focused on three aspects only: healing from the emotional and 

psychological wounds left by violence, openness of trauma survivors to forgive the 

perpetrators and openness of trauma survivors to reconcile with those who caused their 

suffering. 

In summary, the main hypothesis underpinning the conceptual framework of this 

study and that needed to be tested was that healing from trauma was a means to rebuild lives 

and communities shattered by experiences of extreme violence and was therefore a step 

conducive to reconciliation and peace. 
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Review of Related Literature 

A basic knowledge of the historical events that led to the birth of South Sudan as an 

independent country is necessary for an understanding of the current discourse on the need of 

social healing at national level. Rolandsen and Daly (2016) were the first to attempt a History 

of South Sudan after the referendum of 2011 sanctioned the creation of the 193th country of 

the world. The subtitle, ‘From Slavery to Independence’, hints at an achievement that was 

obtained at a high price and the preface of the book further highlights a difficult course of 

events: “The term ‘South Sudan’ has also become associated with war and human suffering. 

As yet another large-scale conflict unfolds (the civil war that started in 2013), it is important 

to emphasize that this is not senseless violence or the result of incompetent politicians’ 

miscalculations, but the outcome of historical processes restricted and shaped by external and 

institutional conditions” (Rolandsen and Daly, 2016, p. viii). 

De Jong (2002) described the effects of collective violence, especially civil wars and 

localized conflicts in several Asian and African countries that “affect large, displaced and 

mostly poor populations; and they often are protracted in duration and accompanied by cycles 

of violence.” (p. ix). The focus of the author was on service delivery to restore good mental 

health of individuals and communities. What was innovative is that Dr. De Jong stressed the 

importance to design interventions that were culturally sensitive and built on locally existing 

coping mechanisms. Rothschild (2000), an experienced psychotherapist with clients who 

underwent trauma, introduced the groundbreaking principle that devastating experiences 

negatively affect the body besides the mind and therefore treatment has to be inclusive and 

take into consideration that ‘the body remembers’, as the title of the book goes: “Trauma 

continues to intrude with visual, auditory, and/or other somatic reality on the lives of its 

victims. Again and again they relieve the life-threatening experiences they suffered, reacting 

in mind and body as though such events were still occurring” (p. 6).   

The exploration of trauma is one of the main features in the production of Femrite, the 

Uganda Women Writers Association. As expressed by Pujolras-Noguer and Hand (2015), 

writing gives voice to survivors of violence and torture by providing them “with an audience 

who is willing to listen to her/his story” (p. 7), and, importantly, offers the opportunity to the 

victims to confront an overwhelmingly negative experience in order to transform it into a 

“creative force”, thus breaking a cycle of violence that tends to repeat itself. In the context of 

the 1994 Rwanda’s genocide, the resilience of survivors emerged as an important feature. 

The ‘collective’ dimension of Rwanda’s society, as argued by Dushimirimana, Sezibera and 

Auerbach. (2014), played an especially important role: “Rwandan culture is about helping 

each other, mutual support; this is a tool of strength for people who have had traumatic 

experiences because they are comforted by this solidarity.” (p. 224). In the post-apartheid 

South Africa, the Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu (2015), though declaring “There are 

days when I wish I could erase from my mind all the horrors I have witnessed” (p. 3), tapped 

into his personal experience as the chairperson of the national Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission to co-author with his daughter Mpho Tutu (2015) The Book of Forgiving. His 

declared purpose was to encourage the readers to embark on the path of forgiveness in order 

to find healing. As a Church leader, Tutu (2004), highlighted the importance of the spiritual 

dimension in promoting processes of community and personal healing from traumatic 

experiences. 

In the aftermath of the independence of South Sudan from Sudan, in its ‘Statement on 

the Situation in Jonglei State’ (2012), the Sudan Council of Churches often mentioned 

‘trauma’ as a social issue to be reckoned with, stating that the people of the new country were 

‘traumatized’ as a consequence of fifty years of conflict. Such a status risked perpetuating a 
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culture of violence that needed to be replaced by a culture of peace, a shift that processes of 

healing from trauma were highly instrumental in promoting. Among the post-independence 

challenges, Tadesse (2012), in his analysis of the socio-political situation of South Sudan 

indicated national healing as a necessary effort in view of sustainable peace in the new 

country.  

A study by Ayazi, Lien, Eide, Ruom and Hauff. (2012) in the Greater Bahr el-Ghazal 

region had results similar to the above quoted research in the capital as it highlighted the 

compounding effect of socioeconomic disadvantage on populations that had suffered from 

exposure to traumatic events during the war. A situational analysis conducted by 

International Medical Corps (2015) in South Sudan during the turmoil of the first years of the 

2013-18 civil war, took into consideration the mental health problems of people internally 

displaced by the conflict (IDPs). The study also considered the situation of refugees that had 

to cope with the daily challenges of life in the camps in addition to the consequences of the 

traumatic experiences many of them went through. The assessment by Adaku, Lowry, Kane, 

Alderman, Musisi and Tol. (2016) of psychosocial needs among South Sudanese refugees in 

Northern Uganda was a preliminary step to recommend relevant interventions in the face of 

widespread psychological distress and social malaise, both person-to-person forms of support 

and community/family support. 

A UNDP document (2015) noticed how the Agreement on the Resolution of the 

Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan eventually signed in August 2015, devoted ample 

space to issues of reconciliation and healing as the springboard towards stability and peace. 

The Transitional Government of National Unity would be tasked to “facilitate and oversee a 

process of national reconciliation and healing” (2.1) and to establish the Commission for 

Truth, Reconciliation and Healing “as a critical part of the peace building process in South 

Sudan, to spearhead efforts to address the legacy of conflict, promote peace, national 

reconciliation and healing.” (2.1.1). A research by Amnesty International (2016) among 

others confirmed the heaviness of the war legacy: “We here, we are all traumatized. Our 

minds are lost; our hearts have gone dark. Even now I want to cry.” (p. 33). 

 

Research Methodology 

This work was conducted adopting mainly a qualitative method which allowed for the 

appreciation of the diversified experiences of participants and to offer a detailed description 

of a complex subject matter. The research design followed the principles of grounded theory, 

a model of qualitative research developed first in the ’60 of the last century within the social 

science discipline that constructs a theory from data systematically collected.  

The population of interest for the study were South Sudanese citizens from the 

Greater Upper Nile Region. The sample for the research targeted 100 individuals who had 

taken part to psychosocial support programs aiming at the healing of trauma after the 

experience of severe violence, although eventually only 93 respondents participated. The 

time-span taken into consideration was from 2014 to mid-2018, years when trauma healing 

programs saw an unprecedented development in South Sudan. The researcher collected the 

opinions of the targeted population of the Greater Upper Nile whose characteristics made 

their contributions valuable to answer the research questions. The sampling decisions for this 

qualitative study prioritized therefore purposive sampling. The selection of the interviewees 

was restricted to people who had attended trauma healing programs. Efforts were made to 

have a diversified sample, inclusive of participants who had been exposed to diverse methods 

used in psychosocial support. The participants were selected from various ethnic groups, 

were of different religious and political affiliations and from both genders. All the 
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interviewees were asked to give their informed consent before answering the questions and 

their participation was always on voluntary basis. 

A semi-structured questionnaire with a total of No. 60 open and closed questions was 

the instrument utilized to collect data through one-to-one interviews. The trustworthiness of 

the interpretation of the materials thus collected was of paramount importance to build a 

theory that was tenable. To this end, the researcher made clear what relationships she 

established between the coded data to ensure dependability of the analysis (Shenton, 2004). 

As recommended by Flick (2009), she endeavored to be faithful to the original meaning 

given by the participants to their experiences.  

 

Results and Discussion  

The experience of trauma 

From the analysis of the data collected, it was apparent that the people of Jonglei, Unity and 

Upper Nile went through traumatic experiences and that their lives were severely affected by 

violence and conflict. Though the events they indicated as the causes of trauma were of 

diverse nature, a cluster of them seemed directly linked to a situation of conflict. Extreme 

violence in the Region appeared to have left deep wounds negatively affecting people’s 

mental health. The findings were not surprising and in fact they were similar to those related 

by other researchers who studied the Region; for instance, Briggs (2017). Answering the first 

batch of questions, the respondents described their experience of trauma in detail and thus 

gave ample evidence about the existence of a serious problem at personal and social level.  

 

 
Figure 2: Description of experiences of violence 

Source: Field data 2020 

 

As illustrated by the above chart, the causes of violence were numerous and 

diversified. Those that could be more directly linked to a situation of conflict had the highest 

percentage of responses: the killing of family members or friends scored a staggering 87%, 

suggesting that most respondents went through that experience of loss. A situation of 

widespread trauma called for redressing and the first hypothesis tested in this work was that 

programs of psychosocial support administered in Greater Upper Nile made a positive 

difference in this regard.  

The analysis of the data collected through the answers to the first part of the 

questionnaire, Questions 1 to 24, showed results that could be interpreted as supporting the 

first hypothesis of this research, that is, that programs on trauma healing administered in the 
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Greater Upper Nile Region made a positive difference in rebuilding lives severely affected by 

violence and conflict. The phenomenon under consideration was the activities of 

psychosocial support carried out in the Region during the years 2014 to mid-2018, before the 

signing of the Revitalized Peace Agreement for the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic 

of South Sudan. Though the majority of the respondents (65%) stated that psychosocial 

support programs ‘do not heal trauma completely’, when asked if trauma healing programs 

‘helped’, most of the participants (96%) replied in the affirmative. 

 

 
Figure 3: Evaluation of effectiveness of trauma healing programs  

Source: Field data 2020 

 

The reactions of the respondents were the grounds on which the researcher based 

herself to probe the hypotheses of this study. In a context where the selected respondents, all 

of whom had attended programs for psychosocial support, stated in their entirety that “all 

people in their areas experienced extreme violence” and were able to describe in detail this 

multi-faceted phenomenon, they could be considered trustworthy sources of information. 

What clearly emerged from the analysis of the data was a support for the hypothesis that 

trauma healing programs made a positive difference among people of the Greater Upper Nile. 

The use of a qualitative approach for this research did not authorize the author to draw cause-

effect conclusions similar to the action and corresponding reaction that can be documented 

applying scientific methods in a laboratory. Nevertheless, the views expressed by the 

respondents indicated the existence of a link between the administration of psychosocial 

support and the experience of forms of relief. This link could be expressed within a 

theoretical framework grounded, to use the words of Corbin and Strauss (2007), on the 

opinions of the respondents who attributed positive changes in their lives following their 

participation to programs for trauma healing. 

 

Relation between trauma healing and social peace 

The second hypothesis tested in this work was that healing from trauma at personal and 

community level was instrumental for the promotion of peace. The related research question 

was if healing from trauma was conducive to reconciliation in the Region, thus contributing 

to the ongoing national peace-building process. The broader theme of peace was approached 
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from different perspectives; peace as ceasing to look for revenge, peace as implying 

forgiveness and peace as a by-product of reconciliation. The questions of the research tool 

exploring the possibility to end the revenge cycle, to forgive and to reconcile were 

intentionally structured as a sequence. The succession reflected the view of the researcher on 

the phases leading to peace as the final stage of a process where forgiveness and 

reconciliation were the first steps to leave a situation of conflict behind. This model did not 

claim to be exclusive or without limitations but it was well accepted by the respondents and 

resonated with their experience. The conversation on the effects that trauma healing programs 

had on the desire to revenge and on the openness to forgiveness and reconciliation flowed 

therefore quite smoothly with most of the participants. 

Question 37 addressed the core objective of this research by asking the respondents if 

programs of trauma healing helped peace building in the Greater Upper Nile. The answer was 

a 100% “yes”. It is to be noticed that the question was asked using the present tense. The aim 

was to elicit from the participants an answer that would both embrace their past experience 

with psychosocial support and their views on the usefulness of continuing these kinds of 

programs in the Region. A 100% percentage, as shown in the above chart, was definitively an 

indicator to be taken into consideration. Though the questionnaires were administered to a 

sample population of 93 individuals only from the Greater Upper Nile that counted millions 

of citizens before the 2013 conflict, and who were not therefore statistically representing the 

total population, in this qualitative research they were chosen following purposeful sampling 

criteria that focused on their usefulness for the objectives of the study, as recommended by 

scholars in the field of qualitative research; for instance, by Patton (2002). 

 

Figure 4: Relation of trauma healing to peace  

Source: Field data 2020 

 

The data collected through the answers to the central part of the questionnaire aimed at 

exploring the second hypothesis of this study; namely, that healing at personal and 

community level was instrumental to peace-building in the Greater Upper Nile in the 

aftermath of the 2013-18 conflict. In view of probing this hypothesis, one of the objectives of 

the research was to evaluate, through the views of the respondents, the impact that 

psychosocial support programs had on promoting peace at group and community level. The 

findings showed a marked support for the above mentioned hypothesis. 96% of the 
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respondents stated that trauma healing programs helped people to find inner peace (Question 

25), 96% also said that these programs were beneficial not only for individuals but also for 

communities (Question 26), 91% were of the opinion that trauma healing decreased the desire 

to revenge (Question 27), 99% that it helped people to forgive (Question 29), 99% that 

psychosocial support favored reconciliation (Question 31), and the 100% that healing from 

trauma helped to build peace in the Greater Upper Nile.  

The data collected from the questionnaires administered to this sample population 

seemed therefore to confirm a link between healing and reconciliation. More precisely, to 

suggest that the majority of those who participated to psychosocial support programs were 

open to the possibility of forgiveness, to engage in reconciliation and to contribute to peace. 

The case of the Greater Upper Nile would support the validity of the provisions in Chapter V 

of the Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South 

Sudan (2018) that envisaged the setting in place of mechanisms to pursue healing and 

reconciliation. 

 

Culturally Relevant Psychosocial Support 

The third hypothesis tested in this work was that methodologies and programs that were more 

rooted in the socio-cultural context of the Greater Upper Nile generated better outcomes in 

terms of personal and community healing and in view of peace-building. The study probed 

the validity of this concept within communities of the Greater Upper Nile against the 

backdrop of the civil war 2013-2018. The related research question was asking which ones 

among the programs of psychosocial support were more effective and for which reasons.  

The last part of the questionnaire explored the local cultural background with relation 

to mental health, whether sometimes the difference between a mentally ill person and a 

traumatized person was blurred, and what were traditional methods to treat people who 

showed signs of suffering because of traumatic experiences. The possible intersection 

between traditional treatment and the recently introduced psychosocial support techniques 

was considered. For instance, the sample population for this study gave a clear approval of 

the practice of allowing or sometimes encouraging the sharing of the experiences that caused 

trauma in the first place, part of a methodology largely used in psychosocial support, though 

not universally recommended (Levine, 2010). However, in the context of the Greater Upper 

Nile, verbalization of one’s painful experiences appeared to be valued, an indication that 

could be useful in designing trauma healing programs that are culturally sensitive.  



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               September 2022 Vol. 6, No. 9  
Citation: Balatti, E & Johnson, M. O. (2022). Healing from Trauma and Promoting Peace in the Greater Upper 

Nile Region of South Sudan. Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies, 6(9), 89 – 104. 

 

99   
Copyright © 2022 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: 

Effectiveness of verbalization of trauma experience  

Source: Field data 2020 

 

The participants were eventually requested to evaluate the trauma healing programs 

administered in the Greater Upper Nile by the Church, the NGOs and the Government and to 

offer suggestions and insights for their improvement. Findings from the data analysis showed 

that 25% of the participants recommended the programs organized by the Church, followed 

by trauma healing initiatives promoting peace and reconciliation (20%), programs including 

counselling (18%), with information on trauma (16%), those including group discussion and 

sharing (10%), including physical exercises (6%), those organized by NGOs (4%), those 

including the participation of community leaders (3%) and with the performance of 

traditional dances (3%) or music and games (2%), with moral advice (2%) and with 

awareness about gender based violence (2%).  

The findings showed that respondents recommended programs with a spiritual 

component, those encouraging individuals to reconnect with others, including their 

‘enemies’, and those that had a clear orientation towards social reconciliation and peace. 

Cultural sensitivity was a welcome element as well, though it did not appear to be an absolute 

demand. In front of the complex reality of trauma and its effects, the respondents from the 

Greater Upper Nile did not think that one institution or social entity alone could manage it. 

From their answers, the best option to deal with trauma in the Greater Upper Nile would be to 

have a coordinated effort among the Church, the Non-Governmental Organizations and the 

Government, possibly with trained local people as facilitators to ensure cultural sensitivity. 

Summarizing, the findings appeared to support the third hypothesis, that is, that 

psychosocial support programs with a degree of cultural sensitivity fared better in the view of 

the respondents. By local culture they seemed to refer more to the contemporary social milieu 

rather than to traditional practices and beliefs. The results showed in fact openness to new 

methods like counselling. The interest of the respondents looked more focused on the welfare 

of communities than of individuals and the benchmark on which they evaluated the 

effectiveness of trauma healing programs was their impact on reconciliation. In other words, 
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the respondents from the Greater Upper Nile appeared to especially value programs that 

would have a tangible impact in building peace after many years of unrest. 

 

Conclusion 

This qualitative study was conducted to evaluate the impact of trauma healing programs, or 

programs of psychosocial support, in the Greater Upper Nile Region of South Sudan during 

the time span ranging from 2014 to 2018, on the backdrop of the civil conflict that affected 

the Region as well as the country as a whole. The analysis of the findings confirmed that, in 

the view of the 93 sampled respondents, the experience of trauma was widespread and 

affecting the majority of the population of Jonglei, Unity and Upper Nile States. The ultimate 

goal of the work was to probe if programs of trauma healing, or psychosocial support, 

administered in the Region were effective in fostering peace in the Greater Upper Nile. This 

core assumption was explored through three research questions that, in turn, were based on 

three hypotheses. The research evaluated the impact that trauma healing programs had in a 

specific conflict and post-conflict context and in this way, it contributed to build up a body of 

documentary evidence within the realm of peacebuilding studies. 

In conclusion, it can be said that this qualitative study, conducted following a 

grounded theory approach, backed the validity of the three research hypotheses and thus 

contributed to support the theoretical model emerging from the data collected; namely that a 

positive relationship can be inferred between exposure to trauma healing programs and 

healing, and, as a related development, that personal and community healing from trauma has 

a positive bearing on social reconciliation and peace. The analysis of the findings therefore 

supported the theoretical framework underpinning this research, that is, that trauma healing 

programs by promoting personal and community healing foster peace. This theoretical model 

was applicable to the context of the Greater Upper Nile explored by this research, but if was 

not a novelty. As illustrated in the Literature Review, a positive relationship between healing 

and reconciliation had been detected in other post conlict areas. This research, conducted in 

the realm of social science, therefore supported the theoretical validity of a model where 

processes of trauma healing, or psychosocial support, are seen to have a positive impact on 

social peace. Though a cause-effect relationship cannot be established, the model has a 

predictive value in the sense that the psychological and emotional healing promoted by 

psychosocial support favours a behavioural change where people are open to a certain decree 

of forgiveness, reconciliation and peacebuilding. 

 

Recommendations 

By answering the questionnaire, several individuals were hoping for their voices to be heard 

by potential organizers of trauma healing programs, particularly the Church and the NGOs 

but also the Government. The analysis of the results suggested a number of 

recommendations. For convenience they were clustered according to the intended recipients. 

There are many recommendations. Below are those for local authorities: 

First, the study recommends that, given the pervasive presence of trauma in the 

Greater Upper Nile Region, the local Government seeks the cooperation of other groups and 

institutions engaged in psychosocial programs in view of social healing, reconciliation and 

peace, as also envisaged in the 2018 Revitalized Agreement for the Resolution of the Conflict 

in the Republic of South Sudan. The positive influence of processes of healing from trauma 

on reconciliation and social peace would recommend the use of this form of psychosocial 

support for groups and communities of the Greater Upper Nile.  
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Second, the study expects that the stakeholders in the implementation of the 2018 

Peace Agreement would exert all efforts to guarantee the conditions for the return of the IDPs 

to their home areas. In view of the practical application of the results of this research, from 

the findings it was apparent that psychosocial support alone would not suffice to do away 

with the consequences of trauma and that a supportive human environment would be a very 

important and recommendable element. The Protection of Civilians sites set up by the United 

Nations would appear acceptable and necessary as a temporary solution in view of saving and 

preserving human lives, but in the long run would not be a conducive setting for the full 

recovery of those emotionally and physically affected by trauma.  

Third, government Authorities would exert all possible efforts to support the 

implementation of the Peace Agreement, thus deterring further violence that would result in 

further trauma for the population of the Region. 

Fourth, this study recommends that, because of their impact on personal healing, 

activities of psychosocial support should continue and be intensified, particularly to reach out 

to the rural areas. Though up to the time the interviews were conducted there were no 

comprehensive data for the Region, it was plausible to think that only a minority of citizens 

participated in psychosocial support programs.  

Below are recommendations for Churches: 

First, the spiritual component should be part and parcel of trauma healing programs 

because this was the specific element that appeared as having mostly encouraged 

reconciliation and peace.  

Second, in view of the gravity and magnitude of the problem of trauma in the Region, 

the majority of the respondents recommended that all the stakeholders interested in social 

healing, reconciliation and peace, including the Churches, would work as an integrated 

network. 

Third, facilitators and organizers of psychosocial support would do well to rely on a 

multipronged approach in trying to reduce the human suffering caused by trauma. The 

methods that fared better in the view of the interviewees were those that employed a variety 

of approaches, including theory and information about trauma.   

There are also recommendations for Local and International Non-Governmental 

Organizations: 

First, this study strongly recommends that trauma healing activities continue and that 

this kind of programs are intensified in the Greater Upper Nile. Workshops, gatherings or 

counselling services should not be, in the opinion of the interviewees for this research, 

isolated episodes but would rather need continuity in order to yield an impact in the Region. 

Second, the organizers of peace-building activities at various levels could fruitfully 

integrate trauma healing in their programs. In the view of the author, this could possibly be 

done at the initial stage of such programs, because healing was valued by the majority of the 

sampled population for this research for its potential to open people to forgiveness, 

reconciliation and a renewed engagement for peace.  

Third, considering the value attributed by the interviewees to spiritual contents in 

view of trauma healing, it is recommended that not only Church organized programs include 

this component, but generally all programs of psychosocial support. 

Fourth, knowledge of the local context would be a recommendation for trainers, 

facilitators and organizers of trauma healing programs who are not originally from the 
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Greater Upper Nile. The training of local personnel to run psychosocial support programs 

should be a priority.  

There are also recommendations for the Academic World and proposed areas for 

further study: First, it would be highly desirable that further academic research is conducted 

among the groups and organizations that administered psychosocial support in the Greater 

Upper Nile to gather their experiences and reflections.  

Second, gender based violence was an experience often quoted during the interviews 

for this research and it looked to be a practice that left deep physical and emotional scars 

among individuals and communities. The issue of sexual violence during conflict in the 

Greater Upper Nile Region, its use as a weapon of war and its long-lasting negative effects 

on social peace would warrant further study that is beyond the scope of this research.  

Third, the analysis of the data did not show noticeable negative reactions by the local 

communities to psychosocial support, a package of relatively modern methods to address 

trauma. The impression of the author was that there was rather an integration with the 

mechanisms traditionally existing to deal with the aftermath of traumatic events. 

Anthropologists could further study the phenomenon of the fast acceptance of this new 

approach to human suffering and examine which factors favored what appeared to be a quite 

swift cultural change. 
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