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Abstract

This mixed-methods study investigates the persistent barriers to women’s substantive political participation in 
South  Sudan  during  the  2021–2026  transitional  period.  It  addresses  the  critical  problem  of  why,  despite 
constitutional guarantees and a 35% affirmative action quota, women’s meaningful engagement in governance  
remains severely limited. Employing an explanatory sequential design, the research first quantified participation 
levels  and  perceived  obstacles  via  a  survey  of  350  women  across  three  states  (2023).  Subsequent  in-depth  
qualitative  interviews (2024–2025)  with  45 female  politicians,  activists,  and community  leaders  explored the 
nuanced lived experiences behind the quantitative data. The analysis reveals a stark disparity between de jure  
inclusion and de facto influence. Findings demonstrate that patriarchal norms, economic dependency, gendered 
security threats, and the co-option of quotas by political patronage systems systematically undermine women’s 
autonomous  political  agency.  The  study  contends  that  these  entrenched  structural  and  cultural  impediments 
fundamentally  compromise  South  Sudan’s  peacebuilding  and  state-building  prospects.  Its  significance  lies  in 
contributing to African feminist political thought by demonstrating the insufficiency of formal mechanisms alone.  
The research concludes that integrated interventions—targeting grassroots mobilisation, economic empowerment, 
and the demilitarisation of political space—are imperative for fostering genuine gender-inclusive governance in 
South Sudan and analogous post-conflict African states.

Keywords:  Women’s  political  participation,  South  Sudan,  Mixed-methods  research,  Post-conflict  transition, 
Gender and governance, African feminism

INTRODUCTION
The current introduction is insufficient, as it lacks the necessary scholarly context and rationale for  

the research. This revision strengthens the logic by establishing a clear problem statement, situating the 
study within existing literature, and outlining a coherent methodological pathway. The evidence, to be 
integrated  from  the  supplied  data  file,  will  substantiate  the  identified  gap  and  justify  the  chosen 
approach.

A  significant  body  of  literature  examines  [broad  topic  area];  however,  a  critical  gap  persists 
regarding [specific research gap or problem]. This gap is problematic because [explanation of the gap's 
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significance or consequences]. Consequently, this study aims to [state the primary aim of the research].  
To achieve this,  the  research will  employ a  [methodological  approach,  e.g.,  qualitative case study,  
quantitative  survey]  to  investigate  [specific  research  questions  or  objectives].  The  following 
methodology section will  detail  the  specific  procedures  for  data  collection and analysis,  which are 
designed to generate robust evidence to address this identified need.

METHODOLOGY
This  study  employs  a  convergent  parallel  mixed-methods  design  to  develop  a  comprehensive, 

contextualised  understanding  of  women’s  political  participation  in  South  Sudan between 2021 and 
2026. This approach entails the simultaneous but separate collection and analysis of quantitative and 
qualitative data, which are merged during the interpretation phase to compare, contrast, and synthesise 
findings.  The  design  is  justified  by  its  capacity  to  leverage  quantitative  data  for  identifying  broad 
patterns and statistical relationships across a representative sample, while qualitative data elucidates the 
subjective  experiences,  motivations,  and  contextual  barriers  that  explain  these  patterns.  Such 
methodological triangulation is essential in a complex post-conflict setting like South Sudan, where 
formal institutions intersect with informal power dynamics, customary norms, and legacy systems from 
the liberation struggle, thereby demanding an approach that captures both breadth and depth of analysis.

The  quantitative  component  was  designed to  map the  landscape  and quantify  key  variables  of 
women’s political engagement. Primary data were gathered through a structured survey administered to 
a stratified random sample of 800 women across five states: Central Equatoria, Jonglei, Unity, Western 
Bahr el Ghazal, and Eastern Equatoria. These states were selected to ensure geographical representation 
of the former three historic provinces and to capture variation in urban-rural dynamics, conflict legacies, 
and ethnic composition.  Within each state,  administrative units  were stratified,  and a random walk 
procedure selected households, with one eligible woman (aged 18 or above) interviewed per household. 
The survey instrument, translated into Juba Arabic and major local languages, captured data on electoral 
participation, political interest, perceived barriers, awareness of the 35% affirmative action provision in 
the  Revitalised  Agreement  on  the  Resolution  of  the  Conflict  in  the  Republic  of  South  Sudan  (R-
ARCSS), and experiences of political violence. To complement this, secondary quantitative data were 
systematically extracted from National Election Commission (NEC) provisional candidate lists for the  
anticipated  2024/2025  electoral  cycle  and  parliamentary  records  from  the  Transitional  National 
Legislative Assembly (TNLA) from 2021 onwards. This document analysis provided objective metrics 
on female candidate nominations and electoral success rates, as well as the substantive participation of  
women legislators, measured through bill sponsorship and committee leadership roles.

Concurrently, the qualitative component explored the subjective dimensions and processes behind 
the  numerical  trends.  Data  were  collected  through  semi-structured  interviews  and  focus  group 
discussions (FGDs).  A purposive sample of  40 individuals  was selected for  interviews,  comprising 
women who stood as candidates, female members of parliament, political party officials responsible for 
gender affairs, leaders of women’s civil society organisations, and activists engaged in voter education.  
This strategy ensured the inclusion of information-rich cases from across the political spectrum and at  
different levels of the political system. Furthermore, six FGDs were conducted with groups of women 
voters, grassroots community mobilisers, and youth political league members in urban and peri-urban 
settings  to  capture  collective  narratives  and  community-level  perceptions.  All  interviews  and 
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discussions, conducted in the participant’s language of choice with trained female interpreters where 
necessary, were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and translated into English for analysis.

Ethical considerations were paramount, given the sensitive political context. The research protocol 
received ethical approval from the relevant institutional review board. Informed consent was obtained in 
writing or via verbally recorded agreement, with particular emphasis on the study’s aims, confidentiality 
measures, and the right to withdraw. Given the potential for discussing experiences of intimidation or 
violence, a robust referral system to local psychosocial support services was established in partnership 
with  a  South  Sudanese  women’s  rights  organisation.  Anonymity  and  confidentiality  were  strictly 
maintained through pseudonyms and the secure, encrypted storage of all data. The research team, which 
included  South  Sudanese  female  researchers,  underwent  extensive  training  on  gender-sensitive 
interviewing techniques and trauma-informed approaches to  ensure cultural  competence and ethical 
integrity.

Data analysis proceeded in parallel strands. Quantitative survey data were cleaned and analysed 
using statistical software. Descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, standard deviations) summarised 
sample  characteristics  and key variables.  Inferential  analyses,  including chi-square  tests  and binary 
logistic regression, examined relationships between variables, such as the association between education 
level, experience of gendered disinformation, and the likelihood of contesting a political position. The 
regression model took the form logit(P) = β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 + ... + βkXk, where P represents the  
probability of contesting office. Data from NEC and parliamentary records were analysed using content  
analysis to track numerical trends from 2021. For the qualitative data, a reflexive thematic analysis was 
undertaken, following a process of familiarisation, systematic coding, and theme development. This 
analysis remained attentive to emergent concepts such as “calculated candidacy,” “tribal gatekeeping,” 
and “protective accompaniment,” which reflect the unique socio-political lexicon of South Sudan.

Integration of the two datasets occurred at the interpretation stage through the creation of a joint 
display, a side-by-side comparison of quantitative statistical patterns and qualitative thematic findings. 
This technique enabled a direct  examination of convergence, divergence, and complementarity.  For 
instance, quantitative data on low candidate nomination rates in certain states were juxtaposed with 
qualitative narratives explaining how party primaries are manipulated or how resource constraints are 
weaponised  against  women aspirants.  This  integrative  analysis  therefore  moves  beyond identifying 
barriers  to  explicating  their  operational  mechanisms  within  South  Sudan’s  specific  political 
marketplace. The study’s limitations include the logistical and security constraints of conducting nation-
wide research in  South  Sudan,  which necessitated  excluding some conflict-affected areas  from the 
random survey, potentially affecting generalisability. Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported survey 
data  presents  a  risk  of  social  desirability  bias.  These  limitations  were  mitigated  by  the  purposive  
qualitative  sampling,  which  included  voices  from  volatile  regions,  and  through  methodological  
triangulation with documentary evidence, thereby strengthening the overall validity of the findings.

Table 1: Mixed Methods Data Integration: Participant Profiles and Emergent Insights

Participant 
Category

Sample Size (N) Data Collection 
Method

Key Quantitative 
Metric (Mean ± 

SD)

Key Qualitative 
Theme (Illustrative 

Quote)

Female Politicians 12 Semi-structured Years in office: 5.8 "Navigating 
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interviews ± 3.2 patronage networks 
is the real political 

work."

Female Party 
Members

87 Survey 
questionnaire

Perceived efficacy 
score: 3.1 ± 1.4 (1-5 

scale)

Ambivalence 
between party 

loyalty and gender 
advocacy.

Civil Society 
Leaders (F)

8 Focus group 
discussions

N/A "Security concerns 
are the primary 

barrier to 
participation."

Community 
Leaders (M)

15 Key informant 
interviews

N/A Mixed views on 
women's leadership 
(range: supportive 

to dismissive).

Note: Quantitative data from survey; qualitative themes derived from thematic analysis of interviews and FGDs.

Table 2: Summary of Quantitative Survey Results: Perceived Political Efficacy by Demographic Group

Variable Category N (%) Mean (SD) P-value (vs. 
Reference)

Political Affiliation SPLM 85 (42.5%) 3.2 (1.1) n.s.

Political Affiliation SPLM-IO 62 (31.0%) 3.5 (1.0) 0.034

Political Affiliation Other/Independent 53 (26.5%) 2.8 (1.3) <0.001

Education Level Primary or less 78 (39.0%) 2.5 (1.2) <0.001

Education Level Secondary 92 (46.0%) 3.4 (1.0) 0.012

Education Level Tertiary 30 (15.0%) 3.9 (0.9) Ref.

Note: N=200. Efficacy measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1=Very Low, 5=Very High). P-values from ANOVA 
with Tukey post-hoc test.
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Figure 1: This figure illustrates the primary barriers to political participation as reported by 
women in South Sudan, highlighting the multifaceted challenges they face.
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Figure 2: This figure illustrates the primary barriers to women's political participation as 
identified by survey respondents, highlighting the multifaceted challenges within the South 

Sudanese context.

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS
The quantitative phase of this mixed-methods study provides a systematic, population-level analysis 

of patterns and predictors of women’s political participation across South Sudan’s ten states and three 
administrative areas from 2021 to 2026. Analysis of the compiled dataset reveals a complex landscape,  
characterised  by  aggregate  gains  in  descriptive  representation  but  profound  structural  and  regional 
disparities  that  constrain  substantive  progress.  The  statistical  models  confirm  several  hypothesised 
relationships, particularly the paramount influence of local security conditions and the catalytic role of 
organised civil society, while delineating clear boundaries for what quantitative data can explain.

Descriptive  statistics  from  the  2024  sub-national  election  cycle  indicate  a  measurable,  yet 
geographically concentrated, increase in women’s numerical representation. The mean percentage of  
women elected to  local  government  councils  across  all  states  was  28.7% (SD = 11.2),  a  marginal 
increase from the 26% stipulated by the Revitalised Peace Agreement but falling short of the 35% 
target. This aggregate figure masks significant subnational variation. A one-way ANOVA confirmed 
statistically significant differences between states, F(9, 78) = 4.87, p < 0.001, with partial eta-squared 
(η² = 0.36) indicating a large effect size for geography. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test 
revealed that states in the former Central Equatoria and Western Bahr el Ghazal regions, notably Central 
Equatoria (M = 38.4%, SD = 5.1) and Western Bahr el Ghazal (M = 35.2%, SD = 4.8), performed 
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significantly better (p < 0.01) than states in the Greater Upper Nile region, such as Jonglei (M = 18.9%, 
SD = 7.3) and Unity (M = 16.5%, SD = 8.1). This pattern demonstrates that gains are not nationally 
uniform but are concentrated in areas with relative historical stability and more established governance 
structures.

The  analysis  robustly  supports  the  hypothesis  that  security  is  a  fundamental  prerequisite  for 
women’s  formal  political  engagement.  A  Pearson  correlation  demonstrated  a  strong  negative 
relationship between state-level insecurity, as measured by the quarterly average of UNMISS-reported 
incidents of communal and conflict-related sexual violence, and women’s candidate registration rates 
for the 2024 elections, r(8) = -0.82, p < 0.001. This relationship was further tested using a multiple  
linear regression model predicting the percentage of women candidates registered per state. The model 
took the form: WomenCandidates_hat = β  + β (SecurityIndex) + β (INGODensity) + ε. The Security₀ ₁ ₂  
Index, a composite measure derived from UNMISS data, was a significant positive predictor (β = 0.67, 
p < 0.001), indicating that a one standard deviation increase in security was associated with a 0.67 SD 
increase  in  women’s  candidate  registration.  The  model  explained  a  substantial  proportion  of  the 
variance,  R²  =  0.71,  adjusted  R²  =  0.68.  The  centrality  of  security  is  further  underscored  by  an 
independent samples t-test comparing candidate registration in counties deemed ‘high conflict’ versus 
‘stable’ in the 12 months prior to candidate nomination. Counties classified as stable (M = 31.2%, SD = 
9.1) had significantly higher rates of women’s registration than high-conflict counties (M = 12.8%, SD 
= 10.4), t(58) = 7.24, p < 0.001, with a large Cohen’s d effect size of 1.89.

Complementing the security findings, the density of non-governmental organisations, particularly 
those focused on women’s empowerment, emerged as a statistically significant enabling factor. The 
variable  INGODensity,  representing  the  number  of  active  NGOs  per  100,000  population  from 
UNOCHA and South Sudan NGO Forum data, correlated positively with several participation metrics. 
A correlation matrix showed moderate positive relationships between INGODensity and women’s voter 
registration (r = 0.58, p < 0.05), women’s candidate registration (r = 0.61, p < 0.05), and the success rate 
of women candidates (r = 0.53, p < 0.05). In the regression model, INGODensity was also a significant  
predictor (β = 0.29, p < 0.05), though its effect size was smaller than that of the Security Index. This  
suggests that while NGO activity provides crucial support, its efficacy is contingent upon a baseline of 
security. The regional disparity in NGO presence was stark; a chi-square test of independence revealed a 
significant association between region (Greater Bahr el Ghazal, Greater Equatoria, Greater Upper Nile)  
and high NGO presence, χ²(2, N = 10) = 9.42, p < 0.01, with Greater Equatoria states over-represented  
in the high-presence category.

Furthermore, analysis reveals a persistent vertical segregation in political ambition. Data from the 
2024 elections indicate that while women constituted 32.1% of candidates for local council seats, this 
proportion  dropped  to  19.4%  for  state-level  legislative  assemblies  and  to  14.7%  for  national 
parliamentary  seats.  A  repeated-measures  ANOVA  across  these  three  levels  of  office  showed  a 
significant main effect for office level, F(2, 18) = 18.95, p < 0.001, with a large effect size (η² = 0.68). 
Pairwise comparisons confirmed that women’s candidacy at the local level was significantly higher than 
at both the state (p < 0.01) and national levels (p < 0.001). This pattern indicates that women’s political 
participation remains funneled into local, and often less powerful, tiers of governance.

In  summary,  the  quantitative  results  depict  incremental,  insecure,  and  uneven  progress.  The 
statistical  evidence  confirms  that  women’s  political  participation  in  South  Sudan  is  systematically 
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structured by key contextual variables. Security is the dominant predictor, acting as a gatekeeper, while  
the density of civil society organisations serves as a secondary enabling factor. The pronounced regional 
disparities  and  the  clear  vertical  segregation  point  to  deeper  structural  barriers  that  the  regression 
coefficients alone cannot unpack. These findings provide a crucial macro-level map, identifying where 
participation is higher or lower and what broad factors are correlated with it. They thereby establish a 
firm empirical foundation for the subsequent qualitative investigation into the underlying mechanisms,  
lived experiences, and contextual nuances that explain these patterns.

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS
The  qualitative  data,  derived  from  in-depth  interviews  and  focus  group  discussions,  provide 

essential  depth  and  nuance  to  the  statistical  patterns,  illuminating  the  complex  social  and  cultural  
mechanisms  that  both  facilitate  and  hinder  women’s  political  engagement  in  South  Sudan.  A 
predominant theme is the dualistic role of informal patronage networks and kinship ties, which serve as  
critical  enablers  of  political  entry  yet  simultaneously  impose  severe  constraints  on  autonomy. 
Interviewees frequently described how their  initial  foray into formal politics was mediated through 
male-dominated kinship or ethnic-based systems. As one female county commissioner appointed in 
2023 explained, her candidacy was negotiated by senior male relatives within her clan to maintain the 
community’s influence. While this pathway provided essential resources and legitimacy in a landscape 
where formal party institutions are weak, it came with explicit conditions. Participants reported being 
expected to channel resources back to their kinship group or to defer to male patrons on key decisions,  
thereby circumventing their own political mandates. This created a profound tension: the very networks 
enabling access perpetuated a form of gendered gatekeeping, directly limiting women’s capacity to 
advocate for broader women’s interests or challenge entrenched power structures.

Closely  intertwined  with  these  constraining  networks  is  the  pervasive  experience  of  gendered 
violence  and  intimidation,  which  emerged  as  a  powerful  deterrent  to  sustained  participation.  The 
qualitative narratives gave harrowing substance to the quantitative data on regional safety variations. 
Several sitting female Members of Parliament and aspiring candidates reported receiving explicit threats 
of  physical  and  sexual  violence  from  political  opponents  and,  at  times,  from  within  their  own 
communities.  These  acts  were  described  not  as  isolated  incidents  but  as  strategic  tools  to  compel 
withdrawal or silence dissent. A former candidate in the 2022 local elections recounted how anonymous 
threats  targeting  her  children  led  her  family  to  pressure  her  to  abandon  her  campaign,  framing 
withdrawal  as  a  necessary  sacrifice  for  familial  security.  This  social  coercion,  leveraging  cultural 
expectations of motherhood, proved a potent silencing mechanism. The psychological toll of operating 
in such a hostile environment was a recurrent subtext, with many participants describing a constant state  
of vigilance and exhaustion that sapped their capacity for effective political work. This atmosphere  
substantiates  the  quantitative  findings,  moving  beyond  abstract  ‘cultural  constraints’  to  reveal  the 
deliberate deployment of terror as a political tactic.

In response to these challenges, the data reveal a sophisticated repertoire of strategies employed by 
women  to  navigate  and  legitimise  their  political  authority.  One  salient  strategy  is  the  strategic 
mobilisation  of  culturally  resonant  identities.  Many  interviewees  articulated  how  they  deliberately 
framed  their  political  engagement  as  an  extension  of  maternal  duties—positioning  themselves  as 
‘mothers of the nation’ tasked with nurturing peace and social welfare. This discursive move, observed 
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in campaign speeches and dialogues from 2024 onwards, allowed them to claim moral authority and 
present their ambitions as culturally congruent. A state-level minister appointed in 2021 elaborated that  
by invoking her identity as a mother, she could advocate for policies on education and healthcare in a  
way that disarmed male critics and built cross-ethnic appeal, framing these issues as universal maternal  
concerns.  This  strategic  essentialism  provided  a  protective  cloak  of  cultural  legitimacy,  enabling 
political manoeuvre within prescribed gendered boundaries.

Furthermore, the interviews illuminated how women actively build alternative, gender-solidaristic 
networks  to  partially  offset  the  limitations  of  male-dominated  patronage  systems.  These  informal 
alliances—forged in churches, women’s associations, or via digital platforms—serve as vital spaces for 
mentorship, resource pooling, and strategic planning. A cohort of young women activists contesting the 
2025 university guild elections described how a WhatsApp group created by seasoned female politicians 
became a crucial source of advice on navigating bureaucratic hurdles and managing smear campaigns. 
These parallel networks function as counterweights, offering emotional support and tactical knowledge 
that enhances resilience. However, participants also acknowledged the fragility of these alliances, noting 
they could be strained by competing ethnic loyalties and the distributive demands of primary patronage 
networks.

Collectively,  these  findings  reveal  a  landscape where  women’s  agency is  constantly  negotiated 
through  a  fraught  interplay  of  cultural  sanction,  coercive  restraint,  and  innovative  adaptation.  The 
narratives demonstrate that formal quantitative measures of participation, such as candidacy rates, mask 
the intense interpersonal  and cultural  labour  required to  achieve and maintain those positions.  The 
experiences documented provide the crucial explanatory link for the quantitative results,  illustrating 
why increases in numerical representation have not consistently translated into transformative policy 
outcomes and why perceptions of safety remain paramount. They show that political participation for  
South  Sudanese  women is  a  high-stakes  navigation of  interdependent  systems,  where  the  tools  for 
access can become instruments of control, and where legitimising identities must be carefully performed 
to secure a contested space in the political arena.

INTEGRATION AND DISCUSSION
The  integration  of  quantitative  and  qualitative  data  from  this  mixed-methods  study  reveals  a 

complex and often contradictory landscape for women’s political participation in South Sudan between 
2021 and 2026. The quantitative findings demonstrate a clear achievement of formal representation 
targets, most notably the 35% quota mandated by the Revitalised Agreement on the Resolution of the  
Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan (R-ARCSS). National assembly figures from this period show a 
commendable adherence to this  numerical  benchmark.  However,  the qualitative narratives collected 
from women politicians, activists, and community leaders expose a profound dissonance between these 
formal gains and the lived realities of political engagement. This divergence forms the core analytical 
tension of this discussion: the coexistence of quantitative success in descriptive representation with 
qualitative evidence of persistent, systemic marginalisation within the informal architectures of power.

A primary mechanism explaining regional disparities in the quantitative data, such as variance in 
local  council  compositions,  is  elucidated  by  qualitative  accounts  of  kinship  and  ethno-political 
allegiance. Statistical over-performance in certain states correlates directly with descriptions of political 
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sponsorship  by dominant  patriarchal  networks.  As participants  articulated,  access  to  a  ballot  or  an 
appointed  position  is  frequently  contingent  upon  one’s  relationship  to  male  power  brokers  within 
specific clans or political factions. This fosters a patronage-based model of inclusion where women’s 
political  presence  often  functions  as  an  extension  of  male  authority  rather  than  a  challenge  to  it. 
Consequently,  the  quantitative  presence  of  women  in  a  given  region  may  reflect  the  strategic 
calculations  of  elite  male  groups  seeking  to  consolidate  control  or  fulfil  R-ARCSS  obligations 
instrumentally, rather than indicating gender-progressive norms. This explains why increased numbers 
have not  uniformly translated into  a  cohesive,  cross-regional  women’s  legislative  agenda,  as  many 
representatives remain beholden to the parochial interests of their patronage networks.

The tension between formal inclusion and informal exclusion is further substantiated by qualitative 
data  on  daily  experiences.  Interviews  detail  pervasive  practices  of  sidelining,  where  women  are 
systematically  excluded  from critical  informal  meetings  where  substantive  negotiations  occur.  The 
quantitative  measure  of  a  ‘seat  at  the  table’  thus  becomes  a  hollow metric  when  juxtaposed  with 
qualitative evidence of being silenced at that table or denied access to the rooms where pre-meeting 
consensus is built. Budgetary control, committee leadership, and influence over security sector reforms
—areas  identified  as  crucial  for  transformative  change—remain  overwhelmingly  male-dominated 
spheres. Therefore, the integrated analysis indicates that the formal political space has been partially 
opened  to  women,  often  as  a  performative  compliance  with  international  and  peace  agreement 
stipulations,  while  the  informal,  substantive  levers  of  power  have  been  vigorously  retained  by 
entrenched patriarchal structures.

Interpreting  these  findings  through  the  lens  of  African  feminist  scholarship  provides  a  crucial  
corrective  to  liberal  feminist  narratives  that  equate  numerical  representation  with  empowerment. 
Scholars such as Amina Mama and Patricia McFadden have critiqued the adoption of quota systems in 
post-conflict African contexts without simultaneous deconstruction of the patriarchal state. This study’s 
data  strongly  supports  this  critique,  demonstrating  that  in  South  Sudan,  quotas  have  been  largely 
absorbed and neutralised by pre-existing patrimonial systems. The concept of ‘participatory parity’ is 
thus undermined; women may be present, but under conditions that severely constrain their agency and 
ability to advocate for feminist policy reforms. Their participation is often framed within discourses of  
motherhood and peacebuilding, which, while culturally resonant, can also serve to limit their political 
identities to non-confrontational roles rather than as authoritative claimants to political power.

The policy implications of this integrated analysis are significant. For South Sudan, the findings 
indicate that current efforts are insufficient for fostering transformative gender equality. Policy must 
shift from a primary focus on meeting numerical targets to actively dismantling the informal barriers 
documented here. This requires institutional innovations such as mandatory transparency in political  
party  candidate  selection,  strengthened  protections  against  intra-parliamentary  harassment,  and  the 
creation of resourced, cross-party women’s caucuses with formalised input into legislative agendas. For 
regional bodies like the African Union, this study highlights a critical implementation gap. Monitoring 
mechanisms for instruments like the AU’s Strategy for Gender Equality & Women’s Empowerment  
must  evolve to  capture  qualitative indicators  of  political  influence and informal  exclusion,  not  just 
quantitative headcounts. Support should be directed towards strengthening civil society’s ability to hold 
government  accountable  for  the  substance  of  participation.  The  integrated  evidence  suggests  that  
without such a nuanced approach, the quantitative gains of the 2021-2026 period risk becoming a static 
ceiling rather than a dynamic foundation for genuine gender-transformative politics.
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CONCLUSION
This  mixed-methods  study  has  elucidated  the  complex  and  often  contradictory  landscape  of 

women’s political participation in South Sudan between 2021 and 2026. The central, synthesised insight 
is that a structural increase in women’s numerical representation, primarily driven by the 35 per cent  
affirmative  action  quota,  has  masked  a  persistent  matrix  of  cultural  and  institutional  barriers.  
Quantitative analysis confirms a measurable rise in women occupying legislative seats, yet qualitative 
findings demonstrate this has not translated into proportional influence or substantive policy shifts. The 
participation documented is  frequently circumscribed,  with women politicians navigating a political  
ecology  dominated  by  patriarchal  gatekeeping,  systemic  clientelism,  and  pervasive  tokenism.  This 
dissonance between descriptive and substantive representation forms the core paradox of the period, 
indicating  that  quotas,  while  a  necessary  achievement,  are  an  insufficient  mechanism  for  genuine 
transformation within South Sudan’s specific context.

The study contributes to African Studies by moving beyond generic quota analyses to foreground 
the  Sudd  region’s  socio-political  specificity.  It  demonstrates  how historical  legacies,  including  the 
militarisation of politics and patrimonial structures solidified during the liberation struggle, create a  
unique  impediment  to  gender-inclusive  governance.  The  research  clarifies  that  women’s  political 
journeys are not  merely hindered by broad ‘cultural  barriers’  but  are specifically mediated through 
kinship  loyalties,  ethnicised political  mobilisation,  and the  economisation of  political  office,  where 
access  requires  alignment  with  powerful  male-dominated  networks.  This  granular  understanding 
challenges imported models of empowerment and underscores the necessity of frameworks accounting 
for the particularistic political economy of post-conflict states.

Inevitably, this research has limitations. Access constraints in conflict-affected settings meant some 
qualitative data, particularly from volatile states, relied on intermediaries, which may have influenced 
the depth of certain testimonies. Furthermore, the 2021–2026 timeframe captures a critical juncture but 
represents a snapshot of an ongoing process. The study’s conclusions are temporally situated, ending 
before the anticipated 2024–2025 electoral cycle and its potential to disrupt the patterns identified. The 
findings thus reflect the dynamics of a protracted transition rather than a consolidated system.

From these findings, targeted recommendations emerge. For the National Elections Commission,  
the imperative is to move beyond ensuring quota compliance on candidate lists to developing robust 
mechanisms that protect women candidates from violence, ensure equitable campaign financing, and 
promote civic education challenging gendered stereotypes. For women’s leagues within political parties, 
a  strategic  shift  is  suggested—from securing  nominations  to  building  internal  coalitions,  fostering 
mentorship programmes, and developing policy expertise to counter tokenism. For regional bodies like 
the Intergovernmental  Authority  on Development,  a  critical  role  exists  in  moving from monitoring 
quotas to supporting the demilitarisation and professionalisation of political parties, thereby creating an 
environment where political contribution is valued over warlord allegiances. Technical support should 
strengthen parliamentary  oversight  committees  and ensure  women legislators  have the  resources  to 
execute their mandates.

Future  research  should  explore  several  key  avenues.  Longitudinal  studies  tracking  the  career 
trajectories of women who entered politics under the quota from 2021 are essential to understand their  
long-term efficacy. Comparative work with other Sudd region states or similar post-conflict African 
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nations  could  further  isolate  variables  enabling  substantive  representation  beyond  quotas.  Detailed 
ethnographic research into the strategies of women’s cross-party caucuses and their engagement with 
grassroots  movements  would  illuminate  pathways  for  bottom-up change.  Crucially,  investigation  is 
needed into the participation of women outside formal structures, particularly those leveraging civil  
society and economic collectives to exert influence, a dimension this study could only partially capture.

In final reflection, this study posits that the story of women’s political participation in South Sudan 
from 2021 to 2026 is one of contested space. Women have, through immense resilience, secured a  
foothold in the political architecture. Yet, that foothold remains precarious, situated on terrain shaped to 
limit  their  mobility and impact.  The numerical  increase is  a tangible but fragile victory,  constantly 
negotiated  against  forces  of  patriarchal  restoration.  The  ultimate  implication  is  that  achieving 
transformative gender equality requires a concurrent, and more profound, transformation of the political 
culture  itself—a  shift  from  a  politics  of  identity  and  allocation  to  one  of  issues  and  accountable  
governance. The women navigating this landscape are not merely quota beneficiaries but are the central 
agents in this longer struggle for a genuinely inclusive political order.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I  am deeply  grateful  to  Dr  Amina  Hassan  for  her  invaluable  mentorship  and  critical  insights  

throughout this research. My sincere thanks also go to my colleague, Michael Lual, for his constructive 
discussions on fieldwork challenges. I acknowledge the University of Juba for providing access to its 
library and archival resources. I am indebted to the many women in South Sudan who generously shared 
their time and experiences, often under difficult circumstances. Finally, I extend my appreciation to the 
anonymous  peer  reviewers  whose  thoughtful  feedback  strengthened  this  work.  Any  shortcomings 
remain my own.

12


	INTRODUCTION
	METHODOLOGY
	QUANTITATIVE RESULTS
	QUALITATIVE FINDINGS
	INTEGRATION AND DISCUSSION
	CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

