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ABSTRACT:

Recent scholarly literature has focused on the role of the provision of public services in
state-building and state-formation processes in developing countries, particularly in the
African context. Actors expected to participate in the delivery of public services include
central state bureaucracies, local governments and international aid agencies, whose
approach to state-building in conflict-affected contexts such as South Sudan shows
increasing awareness of the role of ‘service delivery’ to strengthen the local state. Drawing
on field research in Yirol West County, this paper argues that the expectations of receiving
services impact on the way local communities define themselves and shape their relation
with the State. Through a mixture of appropriation of international agencies’ and national
government’s lexicon on decentralization and service delivery, and instrumental use of the
historical local governance institution of traditional courts, local communities seek better
access to ‘external’ resources as well as political representation, which is considered to be
essential for accessing State resources in a more sustainable way.
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