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 دتهلالإ

 (( وما توفيقي إلا بالله عليه توكلت وإليه أنيب  قالي تعالي : )) 
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ذكر وعرفان

أشكر الله العلً القدٌر الذي أنعم علً بنعمة العقل والدٌن , القابل فً محكم تنزٌله 

 ( 76لآية ا) سورة يوسف   صدق الله العظيم "وفوق كل ذي علم عليم "

من صنع إلٌكم معروفا فكافبوه فإن لم تجدوا ما  ) لله عليه وسلمصلي ا رسول الله قال

 رواه أبوداؤودتكافبوه به فادعوا له حتً تروا أنكم كافأتموه ( 

 قول الذي أقول له بشراك ,  /علً الدكتور حسنا   وأنثر ثناءا  

 :     صلي الله عليه وسلم رسول الله
 ( لطٌر فً السماء لٌصلون علً معلم الناس الخٌرن الحوت فً البحر, واإ )

 
بالجمٌل أتقدم بجزٌل الشكر لؤلبك المخلصٌن ً من عترافا  إو وتقدٌرا   وأٌضا وفاءا  

ا البحث وكل من قدم لً العون ومد ذفً مساعدتً , علً إتمام ه ٌن لم ٌألو جهدا  ذال
 . علً أكمل وجه ه الدراسةذٌد المساعدة وزودنً بالمعلومات اللازمة لإتمام ه

 
 ا الجهد المتواضع ...ذأهدي هو

 علمنً العطاء بدون انتظار إلً من كلله الله بالهٌبة والوقار ... إلً من
 أرجو من الله أن ٌمد فً عمرك لتري ثمارا قد  ...  إلً من أحمل اسمه بكل افتخار

 وفً الغد حان قطافها بعد طوال انتظار ... وستبقً كلماتك نجوم اهتدي بها الٌوم
 وإلً الأبد ...  

 "والدي العزٌز"
إلً بسمة  ...إلً ملاكً فً الحٌاة ... إلً معنً الحب والرضً والحنان والتفانً 

الحٌاة وسر الوجود إلً من كان دعابها سر نجاحً وحنانها بلسم جراحً إلً أغلً 
 الحباٌب

 " أمً الحبٌبة "
ا ذً وكل من ساعد علً إتمام هإلً إخوتً الأعزاء وأساتذتً الأفاضل وأصدقاب

 البحث
 

 الباحث
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 مقدمة المترجم 

 

"لمؤلفٌه جون  The Sudan Handbookهذا البحث أطروحة ترجمة كتاب دلٌل السودان "

رٌل وجاستٌن وٌلس وسلٌمان بلدو وجوك مدود جوك, وهو عبارة مرجع ٌضم فً طٌاته كل 

ودولة جنوب السودان( متمثلا فً الموارد ومصادر الطاقة  من تارٌخ وثقافات البلدٌن )السودان

 والأجناس التً تقطنها ولهجاتهم واٌضا كٌفٌة قٌام الدولة المسماة )السودان(.

ولأهمٌة ماتضمنه هذا الكتاب قام الدارس بترجمته إلً اللغة العربٌة تعمٌما للفابدة وتتخلص 

 ا ماٌلً:أهمٌة محتوٌات هذا الكتاب فً أمور عدٌدة , منه

 ًوالجنوبٌة الشمالٌة والحدود السودان وجنوب السودان الكتاب ٌغط. 

  الدولة تطور عن تارٌخً تقرٌر فً توثٌقها تم , للبلدٌن موثوقة مقدمة وٌضم . 

 فً والحرب , الشعبٌة والثقافة , والتمدن , والدٌن , الحالٌة السٌاسة عن فصول   تشمل 

 .النٌل على الدول لأوابل رٌةالأث والعوالم  ودارفور , الجنوب
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Translator's introduction 

 

This research is a translation of Sudan's Handbook edited by, John Reel, 

Justin Wills, Sulaiman Baldou and Jook Medoud Jook, a reference that 

includes both the history and cultures of the two countries (Sudan and 

South Sudan) represented in national resources, energy sources, The 

people who lived in, their dialects, as well as how the country so-called 

(Sudan) established. 

As the importance of the contents of this book, the researcher translated 

into Arabic for general benefit, the importance of the contents of this 

book is eliminated in many ways, including the following: 

 The book covers Sudan, South Sudan and the northern and 

southern borders. 

 It offer an authoritative introduction to the two countries rooted in 

an historical account of the development of the state. 

 It includes chapters on current politics, religion, urbanization, 

popular culture, and the archaeology of the early state on the Nile.  
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 ي واجهت الدارسحيثيات الترجمة والصعوبات الت

إطلع الباحث علً النص الأصلً "باللغة الإنجلٌزٌة" بتمعن لإكتشاف معناه ثم ترجمته إلً اللغة 

العربٌة "اللغة الهدف" مستخدما فً ذلك أسالٌب الترجمة المباشرة وغٌر المباشرة, وفً كل ذلك 

مبادئ الترجمة كان الباحث ٌحلل النص وٌستخلص معناه ثم ٌصوغه فً لغة الترجمة مراعٌا 

والإلتزام باللغة المستخدمة, لم ٌواجه الباحث مشكلات ذات بال فً مجال الترجمة, إل أن هنالك 

بعض المصطلحات تعود للإستخدام المحلً والتً تعتبر مندثرة ,لهذ ركز الدارس علً إختٌار 

 مقابلات مفهومة للقراءة للوسط السودانً.
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Merits of translation and the difficulties faced by the researcher: 

The researcher studied the original text in English carefully to discover 

its meaning and then translated it into Arabic, the target language, using 

direct and indirect translation methods. In all this, the researcher 

analyzes the text and extracts its meaning and then drafts it in the target 

language. , The researcher did not face significant problems in the field 

of translation, but there are some terms related to the local use, which is 

absent, so the researcher focused on the selection of understandable 

equivalents to meet the satisfaction of the Sudanese readers. 
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 أصبحت دويلاتالمقدمة : السودان 

 جون ريل وجو دتين ويلوس
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1. Introduction: Many Sudans 

John Ryle & Justin Willis 

 
The future of Sudan, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, is 

filled with uncertainty. As of 2011 it ceased to be a unified nation state; and 

the process of territorial separation of north from south could well be 

accompanied by a renewal of conflict. The Sudan that was created in the 

nineteenth century through invasion and imperial rule by Egypt and Britain 

no longer exists. This represents a radical change. 

Whatever happens in coming years, however, events will continue to be 

shaped by the legacy of nineteenth-century state-building, by the conquests 

that preceded imperial rule and the political projects that followed it in the 

post-independence era. An understanding of events as they unfold today 

needs to be informed by a knowledge of what lies behind them: an 

understanding of the geographical, cultural and histor- ical components of 

the country that has been created over the past two centuries, and the 

repeating patterns of state formation and decay which have shaped and been 

shaped by its political institutions and economic history. 

In 2004, in order to focus attention on these issues of politics and 

development in Sudan, the Rift Valley Institute organized the first Sudan 

field course. The course has been held each year since, then, usually in 

Rumbek Senior Secondary School, in Lakes State. It consists of a week of 

intensive teaching covering all aspects of the country and brings together a 

teaching staff – mostly professional academics, both Sudanese and non-

Sudanese – and a student body composed of diplomats, humanitarian 

workers, development professionals and graduate students from Sudanese 

universities. The Sudan Handbook reflects the spirit of collective enquiry, 

diversity of views and sharing of 

28 the sudan handbook 

 

expertise that has characterized the course from its early days. 

The Course began at a moment of optimism. By early 2004 it had 

become clear that, despite many delays, the negotiations in Kenya 

between the Government of Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation 

Movement, first at Machakos and then at Naivasha, would soon lead to a 

binding peace agreement. The accords which had already been signed 

offered a commitment from both sides to a comprehensive political 

transformation, one that would address fundamental issues of inequality, 
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injustice and popular representation. There seemed a real possibility that 

the conditions of life for millions of people all over Sudan might be   

dramatically improved. 

But it was also clear that the conflicts which had ravaged the country for 

decades could not simply be wished away by signatures on a peace 

agreement. These conflicts were the product of long-established patterns of 

authoritarianism on the part of the Sudanese state that would prove hard to 

break away from. They were themselves generated or exacerbated by earlier 

projects of national transformation that had been pursued with little or no 

regard for the interests and opinions of most of those affected by them. 

There was clearly a danger that an elite peace agree- ment between the 

warring parties – the Comprehensive Peace Agreement was finally signed in 

Naiv asha the following year – might have the same outcome. 

In 2004 it was already apparent that the oil industry would bring new 

wealth to Sudan. Oil served both to fuel the war and to create a potential 

peace dividend, a factor that helped bring the belligerents to the negoti- 

ating table. Even before the peace agreement the violent interventions in 

the oil areas that occurred during the war were coming to an end. But it 

seemed that the wartime sufferings of the Sudanese might be about to be 

replaced by new problems of peace. 

The years following the CPA were to see sudden unplanned influxes of 

capital, a huge increase in the presence of both oil workers and aid 

workers, grand development projects, most of them undertaken in haste, with 

little local consultation and no sense of historical context. These projects 

seemed likely, at the local level, to exacerbate existing conflicts 
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or create new ones. What began to manifest itself was the latest variant of 

what Joseph Conrad referred to as a ‘fantastic invasion’, the intervention in 

Africa by outside forces: a new phase of foreign involvement in the 

national affairs of Sudan under the auspices of an amalgam of commercial 

interest, humanitarianism, peace-building and counter-terrorism. 

The Sudan course was designed to offer, among other things, a critical 

perspective on such developments, based on an analysis of the role of the 

state in Sudanese history and the stratagems it had developed over time for 

extending its power to the peripheries of the country. The course included a 

consideration of the history of development and the impact of previous 

international interventions. It drew attention to the risk of repetition of the 

errors of the past, and the ways in which aid and develop- ment could 

contribute to political disequilibrium. 

For a short course this was a tall order. Sudan’s borders encompass a 

huge diversity of territory, peoples and ways of life. It would be implaus- 

ible to claim that a one-week event could provide a comprehensive 

understanding of a country or its people. And clearly it did not. What the 

course provided was as much useful knowledge – and as coherent an 

analytical approach – as it was possible to fit into six days of inten- sive, 

dawn-to-dusk study. The staff of the course has certainly reflected the 

diversity of the field: Sudanese academics and activists from almost every 

region of the country have taught on the course in the past seven years, 

alongside expatriate specialists whose views and fields of expertise are 

equally various. Although the course is short, it offers something 

unavailable elsewhere. And the risk of presumption on the part of those 

who make it their business to study Sudan is clearly eclipsed by the 

greater risk of ignorance – by the suppression of free speech on the part of 

governments in Sudan, by the decay of standards in higher education and 

by institutional amnesia on the part of international agencies and 

representatives of donor nations. It may be argued, in fact, that those who 

have had the privilege of living in Sudan as researchers and scholars have an 

obligation to find ways to impart their knowledge to a new generation that 

has the chance to influence future events. Such was the thinking of those 

who devised and taught on the course. 
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In the years since 2004, the optimism of Naivasha has evaporated. 

And it has become clear that the concerns which drove the establish- 

ment of the Sudan course were all too justified. The Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement has been undermined; largely owing to the embedded 

authoritarianism of the Sudanese political elite. The war in Darfur, in 

western Sudan, has generated a repetition of the horrors of the war in 

the south. And the resolution of this conflict in the west has become 

entwined with the north-south peace process. The global response to 

the decay of political goodwill in the years following the Comprehen- 

sive Peace Agreement has been disjointed: there has been widespread 

condemnation of the actions of the Government of Sudan; at the same 

time donor countries have significantly increased levels of aid. China 

and other Asian countries have expanded their capital investment, 

particularly in the Sudan oil industry, while Egypt and other middle- 

eastern countries are involved in large-scale hydrological projects on 

the Nile. 

Never has it been clearer that the problems of Sudan stem from the 

concentration of economic and political power at the centre of the country 

and from the destructive means that the central state has employed to 

maintain and extend that power. Yet the diversity of Sudan is its most 

salient characteristic; and no political dispensation will work that does not 

recognize this. The Handbook aims, accordingly, to provide a sampling of 

knowledge about all areas of the territory that has historically constituted 

Sudan, and the multiple cultural and political realities within it: the 

peoples who live there, their past and their present, and their relation to 

successive governments. It offers a critique of the ambitions of the state 

and of the practice of political power, in the hope that the long story of 

misgovernment in Sudan may yet be modified. 

  

Mapping Sudan 

 

One way of looking at Sudan’s history used on the Sudan Course is   as 

a story of maps: of making maps, arguing over them, and remaking 

them. Maps of Sudan show not just how the borders of the country have 
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changed over time, but how the very idea of a country with the name 

Sudan came into being, relatively recently in history. Map-making also 

offers an extended metaphor for the construction of knowledge, a way of 

understanding the many layers of information about the country that are 

offered by different disciplines, and their relation to the lived realities of 

Sudanese people. 

In the early nineteenth century, when Muhammad Ali of Egypt sent his 

armies south, there was no single name for the lands they were to conquer. 

For hundreds of years, the belt of Africa south of the Twentieth Parallel 

North had been known generally as Bilad al-Sudan, ‘Land of the Blacks’, 

but on the largely empty spaces of the maps which showed the territories 

south of Egypt there were multiple names – Nubia, Kordofan, Sennar, 

Darfur. For want of any other general term to describe the realm over 

which Muhammad Ali and his descendants gradually, and erratic- ally, 

asserted their control from the 1820s to the 1870s – a realm that included 

the ancient centres of civilization in the Nile valley, the deserts of the north, 

the forests of Equatoria and the swamps and savannahs in between, and 

whose inhabitants included Arabs and non-Arabs, Muslims and non-

Muslims, city dwellers and nomads and sedentary farmers – in the absence 

of a term to signify this vast realm, the word ‘Sudan’ crept into use, first 

in Egypt, then in Europe. 

In 1880s, when Europeans wrote of the state created by the Mahdi after  the 

collapse of Egyptian rule, they called it ‘the Sudan’ – though the Mahdi and 

his followers did not use this term. At the end of the 1890s, with the defeat of 

the Mahdists and the establishment of Anglo-Egyptian rule, ‘the Sudan’ 

became fixed as the title of a political unit, its borders defined partly by the 

historic claims of Egypt and more immediately by the claims of Britain, 

Belgium, France  and Ethiopia to the land around it. There were still many 

empty spaces on the maps; but now the word Sudan was written across them. 

Whether the Sudan – or simply Sudan, as it is now more usually called 

– should stay the shape shown on those maps has been the subject of 

intermittent debate ever since. In the first half of the twentieth-century, the 

major question was whether Sudan should exist at all as a separate 
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entity, or whether it should rather become a part of a greater Egypt.  As 

this debate faded, rather abruptly after independence in the 1950s, the 

debate – and violent conflict – came instead to revolve around the shape 

and political nature of Sudan itself. Should Sudan incorporate all of the 

territory ruled by the Anglo-Egyptian state, or should this colonial 

creation dissolve with the departure of the foreign rulers who had 

brought it? If the state was to maintain the physical shape of the Anglo-

Egyptian Sudan, how could it move beyond the stern, centralizing ethos 

which had maintained imperial rule? For more than fifty years these 

questions have persisted. The central state has been challenged from the 

South and the West and the East. And today the Sudan created through 

those acts of nineteenth-century imperial expansion, having failed to 

escape its authoritarian heritage, has ceased to exist. 

But that will not end the questions over where lines should be drawn 

on maps, or over what Sudan is, or was, or should be. The legacy of 

map-making is a complex one. The outline of Sudan on the map was 

itself not completely fixed by 1900: in the early twentieth century, the 

‘Lado Enclave’ in the south-west, which was briefly a personal domain 

of King Leopold of Belgium, ruler of the Congo Free State, became part 

of Sudan; in 1916 the western sultanate of Darfur, which had largely 

maintained its independence and only briefly been under Egyptian rule, 

was violently incorporated into ‘the Sudan’ by the British; in the 1930s, a 

wedge of land in the north-west was given to the Italian colony of Libya. 

Even now, in the extreme north-east and south-east, Sudan’s borders 

remain the subject of dispute, with the Halaib Triangle and the Ilemi 

Triangle, formally claimed by Sudan, effectively controlled, respectively, 

by Egypt and Kenya. 

And within those borders, there have also been multiple disputes. As 

the spaces on the maps have been filled in – with the lineaments   of 

rivers and hills, internal administrative boundaries, the names of 

settlements, the territories of particular communities – the accumu- 

lation and recording of knowledge has itself functioned as a kind of 

violent incorporation. Here, as elsewhere, maps have been an essential 

tool of government: for administration, ordering and control, and in 
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fulfilment of the state’s ambitions to change the lives of people through 

the provision of services. 

The Anglo-Egyptian government was quick to create a survey depart- 

ment, which by the 1930s had produced maps for the whole of the 

Sudan; until relatively recently these maps were still the best available 

for much of the country. Mapping made administration possible, but the 

cartographic enterprise is never a simple recording of knowledge. Names 

– and the spaces they described – were changed and distorted, as 

strangers (whether Europeans, Egyptians, or people from other parts of 

the Sudan) struggled with pronunciation and spelling, or with the 

existence of competing claims to land on the part of different commu- 

nities on the ground. The act of mapping can be a process of physical 

dispossession: entire communities may find that maps misplace them, or 

omit them, and so compromise their established use of land or water. It 

can also involve social or cultural depletion: the name for the hill where 

you live may, deliberately or inadvertently, be obliterated by 

cartographers in favour of the name given to it by your neighbor, an 

ethnic group that has more educated members and administrative influ- 

ence and harbours expansionist ideas. Or your community may find itself 

arbitrarily confined – by the drawing of a line on the map – to an 

administrative unit with other people whose lives and language are very 

different. 

Today, maps are again at the centre of political debates over Sudan’s 

future. The argument over the boundary line between north and south 

Sudan has shown both the power and the weakness of cartography. When 

the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) stipulated that the Abyei 

dispute should be settled through a commission which would determine 

the boundaries of the Ngok chiefdoms that were transferred to Kordofan 

in 1905, it both acknowledged the potential power of maps and showed a 

misplaced faith in their straightforwardness. There were no maps which 

showed those boundaries as they were; and when the chosen Commis- 

sion tried to create one as the basis for a judgment, it was rejected as 

inaccurate. The CPA also referred to the provincial boundaries of 1 

January 1956 as marking the line between north and south – a line which 
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may become an international border. Choosing a date, and a definition, 

gave those who drafted the agreement the feeling that they had made an 

unambiguous decision, sanctioned by the authority of the map. Yet that 

line is uncertain; both because there were multiple minor changes in 

administrative boundaries over the years, and because of confusions 

and errors in the maps of the 1950s, which make exact delineation of 

the boundary problematic. The precise boundary between north and 

south will take a long time to agree on. The quarrel over this line and 

other, pre-existing border disputes between Sudan and Egypt, Kenya and 

Ethiopia, mean that the very shape of Sudan has become problematic 

once again. 

 

Local Knowledge, Global Power 

 

The story of the maps of Sudan also illustrates the problem of knowledge 

itself. It is a reminder that the developing technologies of information 

gathering – compass and rule, plane table and alidade, aerial survey and 

satellite image – exist in a relation of tension with local knowledge, with 

indigenous understandings of rights in land and natural resources, and 

the meanings given to features of the natural world. Reconciling these 

two forms of knowledge is a process similar to what cartographers call 

‘ground-truthing’ – the process of walking the land and discussing its 

features with those who live there. Only such a process can turn latitude 

and longitude, and contours and boundary lines, into a landscape which is 

recognizable to those who live in it. 

The work of getting to know a place and its inhabitants has too often 

been neglected by the agents of development, by aid officials and govern- 

ment employees in a hurry to finish a survey, or complete a project. 

Enduring errors in cartography, on the one hand, and long-term failure 

of projects, on the other, are the result of such haste. Ground-truthing is 

time-consuming; and it is not without its own areas of ambiguity. Thus 

there may be competing truths on the ground: different ways of seeing 

the landscape; more than one name for the same feature; and more than 

one claim to a single area of land. Maps that show local understandings of 
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landscape are more complicated than those that simply impose borders 

and names. And development programmes that engage long term with 

local institutions are far harder to design and maintain. 

Sudan’s economic history in the modern era, by contrast, has been 

characterized by top-down state interventions. These have been osten- 

sibly designed to improve, to make more productive. The extent of 

governmental ambitions has varied, but the servants of a succession  of 

regimes have all have believed that they possess kinds of knowledge 

which are superior to local knowledge; it is those kinds of knowledge 

which have informed their policies and give them the right to instruct, 

cajole and sometimes coerce, and to reshape the land. The imperial 

project, and the state-building projects that succeeded it – in Sudan as 

elsewhere – incorporated mapping as an element in the imposition of 

order on places and populations under their control. The maps reveal the 

authoritarian character of the project. The aim is transformation. The 

assumption, all too often, is the superior knowledge of the government 

servant or technical consultant. 

In the Condominium era the government of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan 

produced an Almanac: a small reference book for the use of officials. The 

information in the Almanac included weights and measures, ranks and 

titles, travel times and postage costs; within its pages an official could 

find instructions for building a platform on which to take the salute from 

his subject, or details of the penetrating power of a .303 bullet at different 

ranges. The Almanac was a summary guide to the knowledge by which 

Sudan and its people were ordered and ruled: practical in its relevance to 

the tasks of administration, and at the same time reassuring to those it 

was intended for in its evocation of a system of knowledge which reached 

far beyond Sudan itself. With map in hand and Almanac in pocket, the 

official was a travelling locus of order. Of course, the Almanac did not 

contain all the information that an official might require. Local knowl- 

edge was sometimes required to help implement projects of change, 

whether these involved collecting tax, setting up a market or imposing 

new laws. The official might well need to know who lived in a place, the 

name for a river, or the time of year when people planted certain crops. 
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And they took copious notes on such things. But the nature of the project 

was decided by the superior knowledge brought by the state and its 

experts, just as the defining elements of the map – the need for borders, 

unambiguous names, points and lines – were ordained elsewhere. 

The Almanac carried by officials of the Condominium is no more, but 

successive generations of officials and experts have continued to apply 

external sources of systematized knowledge in a not dissimilar way, 

particularly in the rural areas of Sudan. Experts still come from outside 

– from Britain or Egypt, as in earlier generations – or from the US, China 

or India. And, increasingly, they come from within Sudan itself. This 

does not mean that the projects that Sudanese specialists design are 

drawn up in any more productive consultation with the communities 

they affect. The language of such projects is likely to invoke an idea of 

national development, or a global philanthropic imperative, or the pure 

spirit of exploitative resource extraction. It may assert the need to earn 

foreign exchange, or raise revenue from taxes, or ensure food security, 

or provide health services. What such projects seldom do is stress local 

knowledge and self-determination. Most development projects in Sudan 

are still driven by a state which sees its subjects from a distance, from a 

commanding height: they are large-scale projects driven by the urgent 

needs of the state for resources and revenues, to be forced through without 

consultation; dams, oil wells and pipelines plotted onto the spaces on the 

maps, imposed on the landscape, and then recorded by new maps. 

Other projects are devised by international agencies who see their 

work as a matter of global poverty reduction and their ‘clients’ as undif- 

ferentiated members of a class of needy people. But the poverty they seek 

to alleviate is largely the result of the policies of the governments under 

whose auspices they work. Effective intervention in such a paradoxical 

situation needs to be informed by a careful understanding of local inter- 

ests and long-term development possibilities. It is only in this nexus 

between local knowledge and global information that sustainability is 

possible. 

Yet  international experts rely heavily on forgetting. Sudan’s past   is 

littered with development projects. Some have vanished without 
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trace, others have spawned monstrous offspring, like the mechanized 

farming schemes in the East and the central belt. These were imagined as 

the route to food security and prosperity, but have instead generated 

insecurity and conflict across swathes of land. The history of deleterious 

development interventions is rarely considered. And few experts are 

prepared to locate themselves in this history of failure and unintended 

consequences. For them, Sudan’s history is too often told simply as a 

story of conflicts produced by local rivalries, probably between one ethnic 

group and another, usually over resources, sometimes over religion, which 

have raged despite the best efforts of benign interventions to settle them. 

This history is conceived as a tabula rasa. 

The old Almanac was important to colonial officials, not simply because it 

gave them useful information; but more fundamentally, because it offered 

reassurance that they belonged to a system of knowledge which was 

internally consistent and which transcended the communities which they 

governed, one that was not constrained by the complicated local histories 

they found themselves unknowingly intervening in. It was this which gave 

them confidence and self-belief – in combination with their access to 

superior technologies of communication and, on occasion, violent 

coercion. This kind of ideological reinforcement has made genera- tions of 

experts powerful. The awareness that there are other kinds of knowledge – 

that there might be more than one kind of chief, that the river has different 

names, that people’s movements across the landscape follow a logic of 

their own, and that they may owe no loyalty to govern- ments nor any other 

power – such awareness is liable to complicate both the lives of experts and 

the rule of autocrats. 

 

Many Sudans 

 

Debate over what shape Sudan should be, and over the relationship 

between the state and its people have characterized political discussion in 

Sudan since well before Independence. Such debates are bound up with 

the telling and retelling of history, as people explain, justify and make 

claims through reference to the past. In the South, the recent 
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history of the Sudan is represented as a history of lost opportunities, of 

agreements with the government in Khartoum that have been repeat- 

edly dishonoured. Before that, for many Southerners the story of Sudan 

is a story of slavery, of the nineteenth century depredations of raiders 

from the north. But among the people of the riverain north the story is 

different. Here slaves are invisible; the main story is one of struggle for 

independence from external powers – external, that is, to the country 

that was not yet then Sudan. Thus, in Khartoum, primary school children 

are trained to re-enact the story of Mek Nimr, a traditional leader who, 

in 1822, killed the tyrannical son of Muhammad Ali of Egypt. These 

schoolchildren, growing up in a divided country, are rehearsing what is 

seen in the north – or parts of the north – as the seminal, unifying 

moment in the history of Sudanese nationalism. Yet Mek Nimr himself 

lived before there was anywhere called Sudan and had no idea of a Sudan, 

or of himself as Sudanese. And in southern Sudan, few people have ever 

heard of him. 

A version of Sudanese history which celebrates the idea of a unified 

state, shaped by the encounter with Egyptian and British colonialism has 

been inscribed onto the map of Khartoum, where the names of streets 

are a roll-call of characters from a northern nationalist version of history: 

Mahdist generals, the sectarian leaders of the early twentieth-century 

and the young men of the White Flag movement who proclaimed resis- 

tance to British rule in the 1920s. But not all the people who live in Sudan 

share a sense of the significance of these names. In Khartoum, the name 

of Abu Garga may be synonymous with heroic national struggle against 

Egypt or Ethiopia; but in the Nuba Mountains it evokes another bleak 

episode in a history of state violence; in Equatoria it means nothing. For 

southerners, Zubeir Pasha Street brings to mind not a great national 

figure, but a slave trader. 

The Islamist project of the 1980s was an attempt to impose a new kind 

of national identity on Sudan, one that saw the country’s religious and 

cultural diversity as something to be overcome in the name of a single 

unifying belief system. Some Islamist thinkers hailed 1989 as the moment 

of final liberation from colonial rule, blaming the country’s troubles after 
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independence on the corrupting power of a secular western imperialism 

that sought to continue its control of the country. But for most south- 

erners and many northerners the Islamist vision of the country was 

anathema, denying the value of their culture and the meaning of their 

historical experience. The civil war in southern Sudan was aptly called a 

war of visions. 

Sudan, it may be argued, has no single history; it has multiple histo- 

ries, a clamour of competing versions of what matters about the past. The 

diversity within Sudan consists not just of the great plenitude of 

communities, languages, belief systems and ways of life that it contains. It 

also includes a radical diversity in ideas about what Sudan is that are 

entertained by members of these communities. Different histories, and 

different ways of understanding the relation of particular communities to 

the centres of power and to the governments that have tried to assert 

control over them – these histories are playing a key role in the current 

transformation of the Sudanese state. 

As Sudan enters a new phase of radical political and administrative 

restructuring, it becomes more important than ever to understand the 

variant histories that exist in the minds of Sudanese themselves. There are, 

it is clear, many Sudans, both real and imaginary – and many more 

possible Sudans. No account of these myriad visions of the country can be 

definitive. The Sudan Handbook does not aspire to be a new Almanac. It 

does not offer a systematic account of the country, nor does it provide 

information in a form meant to be applied to the design of develop- ment 

projects. What it offers, in the spirit of engagement with Sudanese visions 

of the future, is a critical guide to current knowledge, a collection of essays 

on key aspects of the country, written from a range of disci- plinary points 

of view. In these essays are a variety of perspectives on the past and present 

of the lands that lie within the historical boundaries of Sudan – and the 

peoples that have lived and continue to live there. 
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The Anglo-Egyptian Condominium of Sudan was the largest of the political 

units created by imperialism in Africa. It has grown and shrunk a little over 

time, gaining Darfur in 1916 and losing a corner to Italian- ruled Libya in 

1934, taking its overall size to just below one million square miles (2.4 

million square kilometres). But the territory  controlled,  at least nominally, 

by the Sudanese state remained – up until 2011 – larger than that ruled by 

any other African government. 

The Condominium was divided for most of its existence into nine 

provinces. Six of these came to be considered as ‘northern’, and the 

other three as ‘southern’. These provinces were subdivided in the 1970s, 

restored briefly as states in a major administrative restructuring in 1991, 

then divided again in 1994, in a further restructuring which produced 

26 states. (One of these, West Kordofan, was subsequently merged into 

two of the others). Although Sudan has had a state system for two 

decades, it is not uncommon to hear people using the old system of nine 

provinces. 

The terrain covered by these states and provinces ranges from the 

Nubian desert in the far north – the easternmost extension of the Sahara, 

where there is virtually no rainfall – to the swamps and forests a thousand 

miles (1600 kilometres) southward, where up to 200 centimetres of 

seasonal rain a year swells rivers, brings floods and feeds a permanent 

swamp in the central southern plains. In the far north, along the Twenty- 

second Parallel, Sudan borders Egypt; in the south, around the Fourth 

Parallel, just north of the equator, it marches with the countries of east 

and central Africa. 
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The two regions are linked by the Nile. The White Nile flows from its 

source in Rwanda and Uganda into the southern part of Sudan, where it is 

known as Bahr al-Jebel, the River of the Mountain. It flows past Juba, the 

southern capital, then slows and spreads out in the swamplands of the 

Sudd (a name derived from the Arabic word for obstacle). As the Bahr 

al-Jebel flows through the Sudd it is fed by a number of other rivers, the 

most important being the Bahr al-Ghazal, which is created by the 

waterways of the Nile-Congo watershed. The White Nile proper begins 

when the Bahr al-Ghazal meets the Bahr al-Jabal. The Sobat, the last of 

the southern tributaries, meets the White Nile at Malakal, bringing with it 

water from Ethiopia. After Malakal the river is uninterrupted until it 

reaches the Jebel Aulia dam south of Khartoum. Then, in Khartoum, it 

meets the Blue Nile, flowing from Ethiopia, which, over the course of a 

year, carries more water than the White Nile itself. From here the river 

becomes a ribbon of green, with intensive cultivation for a mile or two 

each side, and the desert beyond. Cultivated areas are punctuated by 

steep rocky stretches where cultivation is not possible. The Nile has no 

significant tributaries after the Atbara river, which joins it a few hundred 

miles north of Khartoum, just before the great bend that takes the Nile on 

a loop through the Nubian desert. From Atbara through the desert the river 

flows alone for a thousand miles until it reaches Lake Nasser, and thence 

to Lower Egypt and the Mediterranean. Between Khartoum and the 

Egyptian border there are numerous cataracts – rapids and shallows that 

limit the navigability of the river. Five out of the six cataracts are – or 

were – in Sudan; the Second Cataract, however, has lain beneath the 

waters of Lake Nasser since the construction of the Aswan High Dam in 

the 1960s; and the Fourth Cataract near Meroe has recently been 

submerged by the construction of the Hamadab or Meroe dam. 

Access to water is of vital importance both for the everyday existence 

of Sudanese farmers and pastoralists and for large-scale state-sponsored 

economic development. For those dependent on crops or grazing it is 

matter of survival. At state level, giant hydrological projects such as the 

Hamadab Dam, and the Roseires Dam on the Blue Nile hold out the 

promise of hydroelectricity and agricultural development through 
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irrigation projects, but these have often had disruptive effects on local 

populations. In the sphere of international relations, moreover, hydro- 

politics has long dominated Sudan’s relations with Egypt, since Egypt’s 

population, which at 80 million is more than twice the size of Sudan’s, is 

completely dependent on the flow of the river to bring water and alluvial silt 

to the agricultural areas of the Nile Delta. 

 

Landscape and History 

 

Sudan’s geography, then, like its history, appears to be dominated by   the 

Nile. In northern Sudan,  most  of  the  population  now  live  along the river; 

the major cities, industry, wealth and power are all concen- trated there. 

Greater Khartoum, at the junction of the Blue and White Niles – comprising 

the three cities  of  Khartoum,  Khartoum  North  and Omdurman and their 

surrounding camps and shanty towns – is overwhelmingly the largest urban 

centre in the country. It would be easy to think that this pattern of 

development is the unavoidable consequence of a natural landscape; but this 

is no more inevitable than is the shape of Sudan itself: Sudan’s geography is 

the product of political and historical factors, as well as conditions imposed 

by nature. 

Though large in area, Sudan has never been particularly populous. The 

population in 1903 was estimated at less than two million – a figure 

probably pitched deliberately low by British officials anxious to empha- size 

the loss of life under Mahdist rule. Within a few years the population 

estimates were being adjusted rapidly upwards, and in 1955–56 the first 

– and last – plausible census of the whole of Sudan put the population at just 

over 10 million. 39 per cent of these regarded themselves, according to the 

census, as members of Arab tribes, and 51 per cent spoke Arabic as their 

first language. The most recent census, in 2008, recorded a total population 

of 39 million, but it probably understates the population both of Darfur 

(recorded as 7.5 million) and of southern Sudan (8.2 million), either as a 

result of flawed data collection or manipulation of the results. The 

uncertainty over how many people actually live in Sudan is the most striking 

example of a recurrent problem: in Sudan, statistics are generally
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unreliable, or contested, or both. 

However many people there are in Sudan today, one thing is clear: they 

rely heavily on an economy which is overwhelmingly agricultural and 

pastoral. This assertion may seem surprising, given the apparent economic 

importance of the oil industry; but few Sudanese live from   the profits of 

oil. They live from the crops they grow (mainly sorghum 

– dura in Arabic – and millet) and the herds they tend (camels, cattle, 

sheep and goats). Farming and stock-raising are important activities all 

over Sudan. Even the extreme north-west, towards the Libyan border, 

an arid and effectively desert land, plays a part in livelihood strategies: 

camel keepers who spend much of the year in Kordofan will drive their 

herds to these remote lands to catch the gizzu, the brief grazing offered 

by the tiny amount of rain which falls there, which feeds the camels  in 

the breeding season. In Kordofan itself, and in Darfur, even in areas 

where the annual rainfall seems small, there is cultivation; people farm 

seasonally along the edge of water courses; they plant to take advantage 

of rain when it falls. And they move their livestock where the grazing is: 

seasonally, following established patterns, but also opportunistically. 

Thus, even in areas where the annual rainfall seems pitifully low, people 

can live from the land and from their herds. To do so successfully over a 

long period requires a degree of flexibility; being able to move the herds, 

or plant where the rain is falling. 

The ability to move and to make use of different types of land has  also 

been important for those who live on and around mountains. For    the people 

who live in the Nuba hills of South Kordofan – not a single group, 

linguistically or culturally, but rather many different, small groups 

– the most successful livelihood strategies have involved a combination 

of farming garden plots around their homes on the hills, and planting 

grain seasonally on larger fields down in the plains. For pastoralists, 

here and elsewhere, who need to move their herds seasonally for them 

to survive, this transhumant grazing strategy has encouraged collec- 

tive, kin-based notions of land tenure which emphasize the rights of 

occasional use rather than outright ownership of land by individuals. A 

consistent theme of the modern history of Sudan has been the tension 
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between these flexible strategies of land use and the new demands of 

administrative boundaries, individual ownership and entrepreneurial 

investment. 

Roughly speaking, in Sudan, the further south, the more rain there is. 

This rule is not invariable. Where there is high ground there is more rain, 

around Jebel Marra in Darfur or in the Nuba hills, for example; and the 

extreme south-eastern corner of Sudan is relatively arid. But in general, 

the overall amount of rainfall and the extent to which it is spread through 

the year both increase towards the south. The area of the three old 

southern provinces – Upper Nile, Bahr al-Ghazal and Equatoria – is 

generally much greener than the north. The wettest part of Sudan lies on 

its borders with the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Central 

African Republic. Everywhere, the rain is seasonal, and there are some 

months which are likely to see more rain than others – even in the south- 

west, where it may rain in any month, there is a pronounced seasonality to 

the rain. This is the product of the inter-tropical convergence zone, the 

shifting meeting place of high-altitude air streams. 

There are also significant differences of soil type, which combine with 

the pattern of rainfall to produce varying kinds of vegetation. From north 

to south, roughly speaking, the soil changes from sandy to clayish to the 

hard red, lateritic soils known as ironstone. In the south, the distinction 

between the ironstone plateau of the south-west and the flood-prone, 

clayish black cotton soils which lie east and north of them is striking, 

affecting vegetation and the possibilities of movement. The black cotton 

swells and grows sticky in the rain; it shrinks and cracks as it dries. The 

clay plains at the heart of the south are largely grassland. Here travel is 

very difficult when the rains are heavy. The ironstone plateau is more 

wooded and movement is easier. 

 

Landscape and Technology 

 

Over the last hundred years in most parts of Sudan, human interven- tion 

has reshaped the landscape and the possibilities of movement and 

communication. Railways and telegraph lines were the first innovations; 
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under Turco-Egyptian rule in the nineteenth century, a telegraph line reached 

Khartoum from Cairo. Railway construction from Egypt south into Sudan 

made little headway under Turco-Egyptian rule; but the Anglo-Egyptian 

invasion, the ‘reconquest’ of 1896–98, rolled forward on the iron rails which 

carried the steam train. Within a few years of the establishment of the 

Condominium a programme of railway building connected Khartoum with 

Egypt, with the new Red Sea harbour at Port Sudan, and with Kordofan’s 

provincial capital at El-Obeid. In the 1950s and early 1960s, a further 

programme of investment took the railway to Nyala in 1959 and, three years 

later, to Wau, in the south. (Today, there are plans, not yet realized, to link the 

south to east Africa by rail.) 

Like the political dispensation, the railways placed riverain northern 

Sudan at the centre; all traffic had to pass through Khartoum, and the links 

to the outside world also lay through the three cities. Steamer services were 

established from Khartoum up the river to Juba, but the road network of 

Anglo-Egyptian Sudan was limited. When, after 1956,    a succession of 

independent governments began to develop this road network, it too focused 

on the riverain north: that was where the roads led, and where the roads 

were best. 

In the 1970s, the railway network was deliberately run down: perhaps 

because it was inefficient, perhaps because Nimeiri’s government resented 

the political power of the railway workers union. As a consequence, 

Sudan’s railways were barely functioning by the late 1990s (though there 

was a small amount of new construction to service the oil industry), but a 

new programme of road building re-emphasized the dominance of the 

northern riverain centre – a programme which has accelerated since 

around 2002, creating tarmac roads from Khartoum north to Wadi Halfa, 

and improving and developing the roads from Khartoum to the east and 

to the Gezira, as well as resurfacing the main roads in Greater Khartoum. 

The failure to complete an asphalted road westwards, that would link 

Darfur to the rest of the country, regarded by many Darfu- rians as a 

deliberate act of neglect, has been a contributory cause of civil conflict in 

the region. 

While scant and unreliable rainfall have made flexibility and mobility 
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important attributes across much of northern Sudan; the Nile has always 

offered an incentive for a different livelihood strategy, one which focuses 

on investment and the development of claims on land along the line of 

the river itself. The annual flooding of some sections of the river creates a 

very local landscape of fertile, moist alluvial soil, which shifts a little 

each year as the river makes little changes in course. This seasonal flood- 

land has for millennia been an outstanding resource for cultivators. In 

more recent times, the steady elaboration of pumping technology – from 

scoops, to water wheels, to petrol-driven pumps, to schemes for dams 

and networks of irrigation canals – has created new opportunities for the 

growing of crops. The effective use of land across much of Sudan has 

relied on flexibility and mobility, but the developing technologies of 

riverain agriculture have placed a premium on fixed investment and the 

control of defined areas. 

 

Controlling the Nile 

  

These possibilities for development are the product of the particular 

nature of the Nile river – or rather, rivers – as well as the increasing appli- 

cation of capital and technology to control them. The furthest source of 

the Nile is in Rwanda: from there, water flows into Lake Victoria, 

through Uganda and Lake Albert (or Rutanzige, as it is also called). This is 

the water that becomes the White Nile – which, having rushed down the 

slope from Uganda towards Juba, then meanders its way slowly through 

the southern part of Sudan, taking its colour and its name from suspended 

particles of pale clay. The gradient north of Juba is very slight indeed, and 

the river moves uncertainly, its pace further slowed by the Sudd, great 

masses of floating vegetation that turn the river into a lengthy stretch of 

swamp that grows in the wet season and shrinks in the dry, with 

meandering channels that can make navigation difficult. The Sudd is hard 

to navigate by boat, and its seasonal expansion across the clayish soils is a 

menace to land travel, but it is a redoubt for wildlife, creating a 

remarkable resource for its inhabitants – in the dry season there is a 

bonanza of fish and opportunities to plant in the moist and fertile soil 
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as the water recedes. For people who live by combining cattle-herding, 

fishing and seasonal agriculture, as many do in southern Sudan, the 

particular flow of the White Nile shapes their livelihoods. 

The Sudd soaks up seasonal changes and the White Nile emerges from 

it, south of Malakal, as a relatively predictable river, with a fairly constant 

flow of water through the year. At Khartoum, it joins with another, very 

different Nile. The Blue Nile has a shorter journey than the White; it 

rushes down to Khartoum from the highlands of Ethiopia, crossing mostly 

hard ground, with no meandering along the way. It is a very changeable 

river. When there is no rain in the Ethiopian highlands, there is little water 

in the Blue Nile; when the rains fall, the river swells rapidly and 

dramatically. Between May and August, its volume rises by around 1,000 

per cent; by February, it is back to its lowest point. Because of this rapid 

flow, it does not create a vast wetland like the Sudd; there are some local, 

minor changes in its course, but the fertile alluvial soils which it deposits – 

the jerif – lie closely along the course of the river itself. 

It is the waters of the Blue Nile – and those of its smaller sibling, the 

Atbara – which make the Nile north of Khartoum swell and recede with 

the seasons each year. North of Khartoum, the river goes down a series of 

steps in the landscape, which produce the cataracts, long an obstruction 

to river traffic. Along this stretch of river, as along the Blue Nile, the 

seasonal generosity of the river was closely bound to its banks, and 

settlement and farming have always clung closely to the edge of the water. 

In Egypt, the seasonality of the Nile was the basis of the annual 

inundation from which Egypt’s agriculture was developed. 

It was Egypt’s reliance on the waters of the Nile which helped to create 

Sudan; in the late nineteenth century, Egypt’s British masters could not 

countenance the thought that any other European power might control 

the flood which made Egypt’s fields fruitful, and so they insisted on the 

need for a campaign to defeat the Mahdist state. It was also Egypt’s 

reliance on the Nile which was to set in train the succession of grand 

hydraulic schemes, planned under the condominium, some of which are 

finally being built today. Shortly after the defeat of the Mahdists, the 
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Aswan Low Dam was completed on Egypt’s southern border with Sudan; 

its aim was to control the seasonality of the Nile, ensuring a reliable 

supply of water for Egyptian agriculture. The Sennar Dam, which was 

completed in 1925, was intended to create new opportunities for irriga- 

tion along the line of the Nile in Sudan itself, with the growing of cotton 

for export being the key aim. The dam at Jebel Aulia, on the White Nile 

(1937), was mainly intended to further regulate the water flow to Egypt, 

though it also provided some water for local irrigation; the Khashm el 

Girba dam on the Atbara (1964) was built primarily to ensure a water 

supply for the population that was displaced when the Aswan Dam was 

raised. 

Over time, however, hydro-electric power has come to be the principal 

rationale for dam-building, with irrigation becoming something of a by-

product: the Roseires Dam (1966) on the Blue Nile, currently being 

raised to create a larger irrigated area, was originally built to generate 

power, and the recently completed Merowe dam, which has obliterated 

the fourth cataract, is primarily a hydro-electric project. Dams have 

exerted a remarkable fascination over a succession of Sudanese regimes, 

encouraging the focusing of investment and schemes for development 

along the line of the Nile, particularly in northern Sudan where the river is 

more tractable; symptomatically, the Government of Southern Sudan is 

considering its own grand dam scheme, between Nimule and Juba, to 

generate electricity. 

There has been one other scheme of intervention on the Nile; intended 

not to dam up the river but to make it flow. This was the Jonglei scheme, 

the plan for an immense canal which would bypass the Sudd and carry 

the waters of the Nile straight to Malakal and then beyond. Initially 

conceived as part of a water- management plan, one that had Egyptian 

interests at its core, the scheme was revived in the 1970s under the 

guise of development, presented as a plan to make the Sudd productive 

and create irrigation prospects in the Southern Region. The project was 

viewed with suspicion by many southerners, and there were significant 

uncertainties over its possible effect on the environment; there were 

public protests in southern towns; and the digging of the canal was 



91 
 

land & WateR 53 

 

abandoned in 1984 after the SPLA attacked the construction camp. 

While hydraulic projects have been at the centre of state ideas of 

development in Sudan, there has been an alternative model of agricul- 

tural development, which took the focus away from the Nile. After some 

experiments in the 1940s, the government decided in the 1950s to system- 

atically promote mechanized rainland farming in the belt of land that 

forms what has been called the transitional zone, between the Tenth 

Parallel north and the fourteenth. In the 1970s, the radical government of 

Jaafar Nimeiri threw new energy into this, and considerable areas of land 

in what were then Blue Nile and southern Kordofan provinces were 

assigned to mechanized farming schemes, in the hope that they would 

produce grain which could be exported to Saudi Arabia and the gulf 

countries in exchange for hard currency. While some of the investors who 

put money into these farms evidently prospered, mechanized farming has 

been seen as problematic by development specialists. By taking up land 

which, from the state’s point of view, no one ‘owned’ but which was used 

on an occasional basis by small-scale cultivators, or as seasonal grazing 

resources, or migration routes, these giant farms compromised the 

livelihoods of people who relied on flexibility; and the land itself was in 

some cases quickly exhausted. 

In the last few decades, as a result of state intervention, civil 

war, famine, and, in some areas of the north, increasingly 

unreliable rainfall 

– and the consequent disruption of traditional systems of food produc- 

tion – Sudan has seen dramatically accelerated population displacement. 

Millions of people have been forced to move. Rural-urban migration has 

resulted in dramatic changes in the population landscape, notably the 

mushrooming growth of cities in central Sudan, especially the capital 

region of Khartoum. Sudan’s porous international borders with Chad, 

Eritrea and Ethiopia mean that it has also played host to many hundreds 

of thousands of refugees from wars in these countries. These shifts in 

population have far-reaching implications for the natural environment, 

producing deforestation around urban centres and necessitating food aid 

where self-sufficiency has been lost. 
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Natural Resources 

 

Away from the river and the grand projects, Sudan has other kinds of 

natural wealth. One of the least visible, but most consistently important, is 

gum arabic, which is an important source of income for the inhabit- ants 

of a wide belt across the savannah zone between the Tenth Parallel and 

the Fourteenth Parallel. An edible glue which exudes from the bark of an 

acacia tree, Acacia senegalensis or Acacia Seyal, gum arabic is used in 

producing pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, paints and foodstuffs, including 

most soft drinks. Sudan presently produces around 25,000 tonnes a year, 

or half of the world’s annual production; most of it coming from 

Kordofan, where gum gardens do well in dry and sandy conditions. There 

is little cultivation involved; gum arabic collection is generally a seasonal 

occupation of poor farmers. At present, a government monopoly over the 

export trade limits the returns to these farmers, and provides significant 

revenue to the state. The shea or lulu tree (Butyrospermum parkii), source 

of the shea butter used in cosmetics, occurs in a swathe across Sudan, 

south of the gum arabic belt. Lulu is a cash crop whose potential has yet 

to be fully exploited. Elsewhere in Sudan, timber is a potential export 

commodity. In the south, in particular, there are significant resources of 

hardwood, growing on the ironstone; during the war, much was felled by 

army officers in the government garrison at Wau and exported by train 

and aircraft to the north. 

Wildlife remains a threatened and undermanaged resource in Sudan. 

The Sudd, in particular, is one of Africa’s great conservation challenges. 

The fish and game of the Sudd and other areas of the south helped sustain 

its inhabitants through two civil wars, but conservation organizations are 

only now beginning to do surveys to determine what is left of the once- 

plentiful wildlife. Southern Sudan is home to two of Africa’s three main 

mammal migrations, that of the white-eared kob (Kobus kobus leucotis) and 

that of the tiang (Damaliscus korrigum lunatus). These seasonal movements 

rival the migration of the wildebeest of the Serengeti in scale and extent. 

Kob and tiang migrate north and south on the plains east of the Nile, the 

kob from the Guom Swamps past the Boma plateau and back, the 
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tiang from the Duk Ridge to and from the floodplains of the Kidepo river. The 

meeting of these two species with the reedbuck (Redunca redunca) and 

Mongalla gazelle (Eudorcas albonotata), at the turning point of their 

respective seasonal movements, is a spectacular event. There are indica- 

tions, though, that the paths of the migrations are changing in response   to 

human activity. Southern Sudan is home to many rare species, such as the 

giant eland (Taurotragus derbianus) and the shoe-bill stork (Balaeniceps rex), 

the provincial symbol of greater Bahr al-Ghazal and now the symbol of Lakes 

state. Other charismatic vertebrates have suffered considerably. The elephant 

population, more than 150,000 in 1976, is a fraction of that today. The 

northern white rhino is probably  extinct  in  Sudan.  Ivory, one of the 

country’s principal exports in the nineteenth century, is now subject to 

international prohibitions – but can still be found on sale in  the suqs of 

Omdurman. 

 

Minerals 

 

With the exception of oil, Sudan’s mineral resources seem mostly to be 

spread around its borders. In the past, copper was mined in the far west of 

Sudan, at the site known as Hofrat en Nahas; deposits remain, but there 

has been no commercial working of these in recent times, and an 

exploratory programme by a major international mining company was 

abandoned in 1999, as it seemed that the reserves were not commercially 

viable. In the Ingessana hills, in the east, there are deposits of chrome ore. 

In the 1970s, chromium was produced locally, but today there is only 

export of the ore itself; in 2006, Sudan produced 20,000 tonnes  of ore. 

The hills of eastern Sudan have a long tradition of gold working which 

stretches back to antiquity. Commercial exploitation of this was 

intermittent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but since 1991 there 

has been consistent production by a company majority-owned  by the 

Sudanese government. Production of gold may be falling; very different 

figures are given by different sources: a recent government claim that Sudan 

produces 20,000 kg of gold a year, much of it from artisanal panning of 

alluvial gold, is well above other estimates, which put the 
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figure at 4–5,000 kg. Eastern Sudan also has large deposits of gypsum, 

and in 2006 14,000 tonnes a year were being mined. 

 

Oil 

 

Sudan’s oil is mostly quite far from the northern riverain area. One of 

the striking aspects of the exploitation of this resource has been the 

efficiency with which the revenue from it has – despite the distance 

involved – been largely channelled to Greater Khartoum (though the 

revenues are now shared with the Government of Southern Sudan). The 

oil concessions run across Sudan, mostly sloping down from west to east, 

from southern Darfur to eastern Equatoria; there are concession blocks 

around Khartoum and in the east, but it is not clear what reserves these 

northern fields may actually hold. Most of the known oil reserves are in 

the south. The pipelines run north to Khartoum state, where one refinery 

is located, and then on to Port Sudan, where there is another refinery, and 

from where the oil is shipped, most going to the China and Japan. 

Not all of Sudan’s oil is the same. That from the border area whether 

greater Bahr al-Ghazal meets Kordofan, which was the first area to be 

commercially exploited, is called Nile blend; it is of a higher quality 

than the Dar blend which comes from Upper Nile. Fula blend, from the 

Kordofan-Darfur borderland, is used for domestic consumption. 

Since commercial production began, in 1999, oil has transformed the 

economy of the central state – though not of Sudan as a whole. In 2008, 

oil accounted for 95 per cent of Sudan’s exports, by value, and for 60 

per cent of overall government revenue; during the CPA period, the 

Government of Southern Sudan has developed as an institution which is 

completely dependent on oil, which provides 98 per cent of its revenue. 

This governmental dependence is the corollary of a very high level of 

state involvement in the oil industry. While the precise terms vary in 

different concession blocks, the basic model has been for joint ventures 

between government corporations and foreign investors. These allow 

close government control; they have also allowed the elaboration of    a 

corporate system in northern Sudan, in which there is a very close 
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relationship between government and private sector. The oil industry 

appears to represent the most extreme manifestation of Sudan’s distinc- 

tive political geography, in which the northern riverain area dominates, 

and derives wealth from, the rest of the country. 

When the oil runs out in Sudan, sometime in the next few decades, water is 

likely to reassert itself as the country’s key economic resource. The 

construction of dams on the Nile, the generation of electricity as an 

alternative power source, and the establishment of associated agricultural 

schemes are the main components of Khartoum’s development strategy in the 

north. In the south, the Jonglei Canal, abandoned in 1983 at the start of the 

north-south civil war, may be revived. But the effect of a new Jonglei Canal 

project on dry season grazing and on the wildlife resources of Sudan – and on 

public opinion – is hard to predict. It is also possible that the waters of the 

Nile may become a source of international conflict. Sudan is one of nine 

countries involved in the Nile Basin initiative (an independent south Sudan 

would make this ten), which has attempted to renegotiate the international 

agreements that regulate the use of water   by riparian states. The agreements 

give Egypt and Sudan the right to the lion’s share in the use of the Nile 

waters. According to the Nile Waters Agreement of 1929 (and its 1959 

amendment), Sudan’s share is 18.5 billion cubic metres. Together with Egypt’s 

55.5 billion cubic metres, the claims of the two northernmost riverain 

countries account for almost 90 per  cent of the annual flow of the Nile. 

Conflict over this resource has long been a source of friction with the other 

Nile Basin countries; many years of negotiation have failed to resolve their 

differences. 
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Sudan, Nubia and Egypt 

 

Discussions of Sudan’s history before the late nineteenth century are 

complicated by differences between present-day political and cultural 

boundaries and those of earlier periods. The first cataract of the Nile near 

present-day Aswan is a key reference point. From the emergence of the 

Pharaonic state around 3000 bce onwards, the southern border of Egypt lay 

hereabouts. Egypt often controlled territory further south, but to the 

Egyptians the land beyond the cataract remained an alien realm. In later 

periods, although the location of the frontier fluctuated, a major cultural 

boundary remained. Following the Mahdist revolt in the 1880s and the 

expulsion of Egypt from Sudan, Egyptian control was maintained as far 

south as Wadi Halfa, and in January 1899 the official frontier between the 

two countries was fixed along the Twenty-second Parallel, which lies just 

north of the Second Cataract. In any treatment of the history of Sudan 

prior to this time, the part of Egypt that lies south of the First Cataract 

must be included. 

Not only boundaries, but geographical and cultural terminology changes 

over time. Thus the term Nubia may be used historically to describe an 

extensive cultural zone, reaching as far north as the First Cataract, but in 

the present day it has a more restricted definition, signifying those reaches 

of the river north of the Nile bend where speakers of Nubian languages 

reside. 
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The Rediscovery of Sudan’s Ancient Past 

 

For those to the north of Sudan, interest in the lands that lie south- wards 

extends back over five millennia. Egyptians came to Sudan as traders, 

prospectors and conquerors. The fifth century Greek histo- rian Herodotus 

recorded tales of the lands to the south of Egypt. The Romans invaded the 

region and sent a fact-finding mission which may have reached as far 

south as the Sudd. Byzantine missionaries prosely- tized upstream of the 

Nile confluence as far as Soba East, the capital of the medieval kingdom of 
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Alwa; Muslim travellers traversed the northern part of the country; and a 

Catalan speaker, perhaps a pilgrim, visited the southern Dongola Reach in 

the thirteenth century. These visitors were followed by the prolific 

Ottoman writer Evliya Çelebi in the seventeeth century. The history of the 

region may seem to be characterized by the expansion of northern powers 

southwards. At certain times, though, the powers that arose south of the 

First Cataract, that is to say in what is now northern Sudan, were able to 

push back and conquer the lands to the north. 

The first significant contribution to uncovering Sudan’s past came when 

the Scottish traveller James Bruce passed through a field of ruins near the 

village of Begrawiya in 1772 and correctly identified it as the site of 

Meroe, the Kushite capital in the first Millennium bce and early centuries 

CE. From the early nineteenth century, Sudan drew the interest of a new 

kind of European scholar – many of them from a background in 

Egyptological or Middle Eastern studies. Almost all their activities were 

focused on the northern Nile Valley. The excavations organized and 

financed by Henry Wellcome, the pharmaceutical entrepreneur, at Jebel 

Moya in the Gezira, between the Blue Nile and White Nile, were a rare 

exception to the rule. 

These researchers sought out the major monumental sites that could be 

associated with Egypt and the Classical World. In central Sudan and 

southern Sudan such remains did not exist and those areas were almost 

totally neglected, as were the desert regions to the east and west of the 

Nile. Southern Sudan became the preserve of the anthropologist and 
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ethnographer, and this imbalance in the available data persists to this 

day, partly as the result of the long periods of insecurity in the south. 

Darfur, like the south, has also been little explored by archaeologists to 

date. 

 

The Sudan Antiquities Service 

 

The Sudan Antiquities Service was established in 1903, but for many years 

it was run on a part-time basis. The first Commissioner was not appointed 

until 1939, and the Service was not systematically organized until the 

1950s. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s the Service concen- trated its 

efforts on the UNESCO Campaign to Save the Monuments      of Nubia  

that accompanied  the construction of the Aswan  High  Dam in Egypt. 

Today Sudan is seeing a rapid increase in human settlement, particularly 

around the main  urban  centres.  Archaeological remains  are increasingly 

threatened by this periurban expansion, and by dam construction schemes 

– as with earlier major development projects such as the construction of 

dams at Sennar and Jebel Aulia in the 1920s and 1930s and Roseires in the 

1960s, and the development of the Gezira cotton scheme. Until recently 

such schemes were undertaken without  any archaeological rescue 

operations with consequent loss of valuable information on important sites. 

Awareness of the importance of the archaeological heritage is now 

reflected in government programmes which aim to protect the country’s 

cultural heritage. The Antiquities Ordinance of 1999 includes a provision 

that development projects may be initiated only after the completion of 

archaeological studies. 

 

Hunters, Gatherers, Early Farmers 

 

Traces of some of the earliest inhabitants of Sudan have been reported 

in the Dongola Reach at the site of Kaddanarti, just to the north of 

Kerma. Recent excavations at the island of Sai resulted in the discovery 

of a well-preserved settlement spanning the period between 300,000  to 

200,000 years bce, and provided new information about the early 
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human occupation of this region of the Nile Valley. Red and yellow iron 

oxide was collected here, apparently for use as pigments, and this has been 

claimed as evidence of early artistic activity. The climate at that time was 

relatively humid but became arid soon after. 

The earliest and most representative Palaeolithic site in central Sudan is 

Khor Abu Anga in Omdurman, discovered in 1949. The site is associ- ated 

with the long period of human history in which our ancestors used simple 

stone tools and lived by hunting and gathering. Other sites from this era 

have been recorded in Wadi Halfa and Argin, while later Lower and 

Middle Palaeolithic sites were also found in the Dongola Reach.  A 

cemetery at Jebel Sahaba dated towards the end of the Palaeolithic period 

has been called the earliest war cemetery in the world. Here lie the 

remains of up to 53 men, women and children, most of them slain by 

stone-tipped arrows. 

Mesolithic populations were hunter-gatherers who developed seden- tary 

societies with a food-collecting economy. In Sudan, they lived along the 

Nile and its tributaries, exploiting riverine resources, producing pottery 

and utilizing tools of stone and bone. The Mesolithic period (8500–5500 

bce) in the Nile Valley was first noted as a result of excava- tion at 

Khartoum hospital by A.J Arkell, a British colonial administrator and 

archaeologist. Arkell’s excavations in 1949 at esh-Shaheinab provided the 

first evidence of the Early Neolithic period (4900–3800 bce) in central 

Sudan. This period is characterized by a more systematic food producing 

economy, with the harvesting of wild grains of barley and sorghum and 

herding of cattle and goats. During this period the climate in the Sahara 

was warm and humid. 

 

The First Urban Civilization and Relations with Egypt 

 

Towards the end of the Neolithic, extensive urban settlement began in 

the Northern Dongola Reach; evidence for this has been located beneath 

one of the cemeteries at Kerma. Until recently considered     to be a small 

rural settlement, it is clear that in the third millennium bce there was a 

large urban complex here surrounded by massive and 
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complex defences. Within the timber and earthwork ramparts are many 

circular timber huts, rectilinear structures and storage pits. The town 

predates the development of urbanism elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa 

by several millennia. Presumably built on the banks of a channel of the 

Nile, the town may have been abandoned as the river channel shifted 

further to the west. 

Around 2500 bce another urban centre developed four kilometres to 

the west. This town became the metropolis of what was known to the 

Egyptians as the Kingdom of Kush. Like its predecessor it had elaborate 

defences, an important religious quarter at its heart and innumerable 

domestic buildings, administrative and industrial complexes. The rulers 

of Kush rapidly assumed control of the Nile Valley from the upstream 

end of the Fourth Cataract at Mograt Island to the island of Sai. The 

material culture of this kingdom, known by the name of its type site, 

Kerma, is distinctive. It is typified by extremely fine handmade pottery, 

amongst the best ever made in the Nile Valley, black-topped red ware 

with a metallic sheen on the black interior and, in case of Kerma Ancien 

pottery, finely decorated below the rim. 

The kingdom of Kush was a major trading partner of ancient Egypt, 

situated athwart the land route that linked Egypt and the Mediterranean 

world with central Africa. Its trading networks were extensive and may 

have included areas far to the south east near Kassala on what is now 

the Eritrean border, perhaps one of the regions known to the Egyptians 

as Punt. The trade items passing through Kerma – ivory, animal skins, 

hard woods, gold and slaves among them – brought great wealth to the 

town and this is displayed in the royal tombs. The main cemetery, on the 

site of the pre-Kerma settlement, covers an area of nearly 90 hectares. It 

is estimated to contain between 30,000 to 40,000 burials. One, perhaps 

of a king of the middle period of the Kerma kingdom is a grave 11.7 

metres in diameter and 2 metres deep, covered by a mound 25 metres 

across; on the south side there is a crescent of over 4000 cattle skulls. 

The tombs of the later Kerma kings were even more impressive. Buried 

under mounds up to 90 metres in diameter  they were accompanied   to 

their deaths by as many as 400 sacrificed humans, amongst whom 
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may have been members of the king’s family, retainers and 

prisoners of war. 

The respect shown for the military prowess of the Kushites by the 

Egyptians is demonstrated on the one hand by the units of archers drawn 

from this region in the Egyptian army and, on the other, by the massive 

fortifications the Egyptians built during the Twelfth Dynasty to protect 

their southern border. These forts have names such as ‘Warding off the 

bows’. During the period 1750–1650 bce, Egyptian power was on the 

wane. In the north, the Hyksos, an Asiatic people, occupied the Delta. 

During this period the kingdom of Kush occupied all the territory up to the 

First Cataract and raided with impunity deep into Egypt. 

A recently studied inscription from el-Kab 125 kilometres north of the 

First Cataract begins thus: ‘Listen you, who are alive upon earth… Kush 

came…aroused along his length, he having stirred up the tribes of 

Wawat…the land of Punt and the Medjaw…’ The Egyptian pharaoh 

Kamose bemoaned the fact that ‘when a chieftain is in Avaris and another in 

Kush and I sit in league with an Asiatic and a Nubian, every man [is] 

holding his slice of Egypt.’ 

With the resurgence of Egyptian power, particularly under Ahmose 

(c.1550–1525 bce) the Egyptians went on the offensive. After ousting the 

Hyksos from the Delta, Ahmose turned his attentions south. By 1500 bce 

Thutmose I had vanquished the Kushite king in a major battle at the Third 

Cataract and set up his boundary stela, a carved stone marker, far upstream 

at Kurgus. 

Egyptian control lasted until the early eleventh century bce, evidenced by 

a string of major fortified towns extending as far as Jebel Barkal, a site the 

Egyptians believed to be the southern ancestral home of their state god 

Amun. Although the Egyptian domination is evident in the urban centres, 

its impact on the bulk of the population within its territory may have been 

much less significant. It appears that when Egypt abandoned its conquests 

south of the First Cataract, indigenous culture once again came to the fore. 

This is indicated in funerary customs, ceramic produc- tion and 

architecture. 
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The Rise and Fall of Kush 

The situation in Nubia in the few centuries after the Egyptian withdrawal is 

unclear. We have hints of an important power base at Qasr Ibrim where there 

was an impressive fortified stronghold, but it was at el-Kurru, twelve 

kilometres 

downstream from the rock massif of Jebel Barkal, that a new state arose 

which was destined to dominate the Nile Valley from the confluence of the 

two Niles as far as the Mediterranean. Here there was a clear development 

of graves, tomb superstructures and funerary customs from indigenous pit 

graves to extended mummified burials in elabo- rately decorated rock-cut 

tombs crowned by dressed-stone pyramids. This sequence, documenting 

the adoption of many aspects of Egyptian religion and funerary culture 

appears to have been very rapid, spanning a period of only 200 years. This 

was presumably mirrored by an equally rapid expansion of the state, its 

leaders rising from local chieftains to become kings of a vast empire. 

Unfortunately we know virtually nothing of how this transformation was 

achieved. What does seem clear is that the early Kushite rulers embraced 

the Egyptian mythology relating to Jebel Barkal, acquiring the knowledge 

to allow them to understand the many Egyptian inscriptions and reliefs 

decorating the temples at the mountain’s foot. This material made it clear 

that Egypt had claimed its legitimacy to rule Kush by its control of the 

southern home of Amun in the jebel itself. It was, therefore, as champions of 

the Egyptian state god Amun – by then also a Kushite god – that the 

Kushite king Kashta in the mid eighth century bce took over control of 

southern Egypt. His successor Piankhi (Piye) went on to conquer the whole 

of Egypt and to rule, briefly, the largest empire ever seen on the Nile, only 

surpassed by that of Mohammed Ali in the 1820s, over 2500 years later. 

Kushite control of Egypt was brief. Faced with an aggressive Assyria 

(against whom Kush fought first in the Levant) Kushite rule in Egypt was 

finally broken with the sacking of Thebes by the Assyrians in 663 bce. 

Although forced to retire to the south, the Kushites maintained 
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control over a vast tract of the Nile Valley well upstream of modern-day 

Khartoum. How far their writ extended to the east and west of the Nile is 

unclear, but Kushite sites are known deep in the Bayuda, over a hundred 

kilometres up the Wadi Howar in the Libyan Desert and in the Butana. 

In the first few centuries of its existence a religious centre developed at 

Napata, the name given to the region around Jebel Barkal, but a major 

urban centre was already in existence at Meroe far to the south. The 

importance of Meroe was further enhanced when the royal burial ground 

was relocated there in the early third century bce. For visitors today, the 

pyramid fields of Meroe are one of Sudan’s most spectacular archeo- 

logical sites. 

Kushite culture is an interesting amalgam of influences from Egypt 

merged with local sub-Saharan African traditions. Over its 1200-year 

history this culture developed dramatically, partly as a result of cultural 

and political changes in its original source of inspiration, Egypt. In the 

early period Kush assimilated Pharaonic Egyptian culture and adopted 

Egyptian as its written language for monumental inscriptions. However, as 

Egypt itself came under the control of a succession of foreign rulers – 

Persians, Macedonians and Romans – so the influences on Kush changed. 

Although the Kushites had presumably always had their own language    it 

was only around the third century bce that a writing system was 

developed. Thereafter monumental inscriptions and graffiti alike were 

largely written in this language, now known as Meroitic, which is still very 

little understood. 

Whereas Egypt, a province of the Roman Empire, embraced Christi- 

anity during the third and fourth centuries CE, the Kushites remained 

true to ancestral gods, both local and of Egyptian origin. But the Kushite 

state collapsed in the fourth century CE. The state, being a generally very 

thin strip of territory extending over more than 2000 kilometres along 

the Nile, was inherently unstable. The wealth and power of the kings 

based at Meroe will have been what held it together; most of this was 

derived from the control of trade from central Africa. In the third century 

CE, however, the volume of this trade was reduced by the impoverish- 

ment of the Roman Empire and the rise of another trade route through 
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Axum on the Ethiopian plateau. Although Kushite culture survived to an 

extent, the territorial integrity of the state was lost. 

 

The Christian Kingdoms of Nubia 

 

Historical sources record that by the mid sixth century CE there were three 

successor states, Nobadia in the north with its capital at Faras, Makuria in 

the centre with its capital at Old Dongola, and Alwa (Alodia) in the south 

with its capital at Soba East. It was these three states which were converted 

to Christianity by missionaries sent from Byzantine Egypt and 

Constantinople. This marked a pivotal moment in the cultural history of the 

Middle Nile Valley; the arrival and possibly rapid adoption of the new 

religion wiped away millennia of Egyptian and indigenous religious 

traditions, signalling, notably, the end of the 5000-year old practice of 

human sacrifice. 

The adoption of Christianity doubtless brought important political 

benefits, allying the Nubian states with Byzantium, the regional super- 

power. However, the balance of power in the region was shattered in the 

early seventh century by the Persian conquest of Egypt. Although the 

Byzantines re-established their control, the armies of Islam dealt   a 

crushing blow both to Byzantium and the Sassanian Empire in the 630s; 

and the Arab invasion of Egypt in 639 produced a permanent change in 

the politics of the region. The highly aggressive new masters of Egypt 

immediately advanced into Nubia under Abdullahi bin el-Sarh. Here, 

though, they met both a hostile landscape and a bellicose enemy whose 

prowess with the bow made a deep impression on the would-be 

conquerors. One Arab source reports ‘the Muslims had never suffered a 

loss like the one they had in Nubia.’ Returning a decade later and laying 

siege to Old Dongola, hostilities were brought to a close with the signing of 

a peace accord, the Baqt, which guaranteed the territorial integrity of 

Nubia. Over the following centuries the Nubian kingdoms Makuria, Alwa 

and Nobadia developed a vibrant culture. 
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The Coming of Islam 

 

Although Christianity remained the dominant religion on the Middle 

Nile until the thirteenth century, Arab settlers began to arrive much 

earlier, first along the Red Sea coast by way of Egypt and then westwards 

to the Nile and beyond. Contact between Arabia and Sudan had existed 

long before Islam. There were two main routes: the first ran across the 

Sinai Desert through Egypt and into the Sudan; the second was across 

the Bab el-Mandab into Abyssinia and then northward, or directly across 

the Red Sea. Ninth-century Islamic tombstones from Khor Nubt in the 

Eastern Desert provide early evidence for this Arab penetration. Later 

migrations of Arab groups from the Arabian Peninsula to Sudan contrib- 

uted a great deal to its Islamic culture, and led to the building of ports 

and towns at Badi, Aidhab and Suakin and, in the post-medieval period, at 

Sennar and El-Fasher. 

There is clear evidence for the presence of Muslims within the Chris- 

tian communities of Nubia. A large Muslim community, for example, 

presumably traders, is recorded on the banks of the Blue Nile within the 

Alwan capital in the tenth century. It was at the time of the Crusades that 

attitudes to Christian Nubia in the Muslim world seem to have changed. 

The first major breach of the peaceful coexistence of Muslims and 

Christians on the Nile took place under Salah ed-Din, by then the ruler of 

Egypt, who sent his brother Shams ed-Dawla to attack Nubia in 1173. 

The next two centuries saw a round of invasions, many reaching the 

Makurian capital. These were often precipitated by rival pretenders to the 

Makurian throne soliciting assistance from the Arabs to the north. In 

1317, what may have been the audience hall of the Makurian kings at Old 

Dongola, was converted into a mosque; soon afterwards the ruler of the 

Christian kingdom is recorded as being a Muslim. 

The decline of Alwa, the Christian kingdom to the south, is largely 

undocumented. The great red-brick churches excavated in the capital 

seem to have been occupied by squatters as early as the thirteenth 

century. A very late source, the Funj Chronicle, reports that Soba was 

overthrown in 1504 by a coalition of Arabs and the Funj of Sennar, under 



016 
 

eaRly states on the nile 69 

 

their leaders Abdallah Gamaa and Omarah Dongus. The Funj state 

occupied the Gezira between the Blue and the White Niles and the upper 

reaches of the Blue Nile and extended its control into Kordofan and to the 

Red Sea in the region of Suakin. The emergence of this state facilitated 

the emergence of Islamic kingdoms in other parts of the Sudan, such as 

the Fur and el-Masabaat kingdom in western Sudan, the Sheikhdom of 

el-Abdallab, with its capital firstly in Gerri and later at Halfaya near 

Khartoum, and the Sheikhdom of the Red Sea and Fazogli. 

Egypt was under Ottoman control from the early sixteenth century, and 

there was an Ottoman presence on Sudan’s Red Sea coast, at Suakin, 

from 1524. In the Nile Valley the Ottoman frontier was pushed south 

from Aswan to the First Cataract, then on to the Third Cataract. 

Advancing north down the Nile, the expanding Funj came face to face 

with the Ottomans pushing in the opposite direction. After a battle at 

Hannek near the Third Cataract in 1584, the protagonists left a wide 

loosely controlled region between the Ottoman outpost on Sai Island and 

the area of direct Funj control, corresponding to the ancient boundary 

between Nobatia and Makuria. This frontier marked the southern limit of 

the Ottoman Empire’s North African territory. By the early nineteenth 

century, however, Ottoman control over the north had lapsed and the 

Funj state was in terminal decline. 
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Whether Sudan is considered as one country or two, cultural diversity 

and ethnic complexity are among its most immediately striking features. 

Between them, the republics of Sudan and South Sudan are host to two 

world religions, myriad local belief systems and hundreds of indigenous 

languages (rivalling Africa’s most polyglot nations, Nigeria, Cameroon 

and the Democratic Republic of Congo). The modes of livelihood of 

contemporary Sudanese range from the daily commute of the urban 

middle-class in the expanding suburbs of Khartoum to the long-range 

migrations of camel pastoralists in the arid lands of eastern Sudan. They 

include the deal-making of merchants and itinerant street-traders in 

urban centres from Wadi Halfa to Juba, the field labour of tenant-farmers 

in the Gezira, the seasonal movement of cattle keepers in the swamps and 

savannahs of Bahr al-Ghazal, and the domestic cultivations of Equatorian 

forest-dwellers. 

Ethnic groups in Sudan are numerous; and individual and group identi- 

ties have multiple aspects. Sudanese people differentiate themselves – or 

have been differentiated by others – using a range of overlapping criteria: 

lines of descent from a single ancestor, a common language or place of 

origin, mode of livelihood, physical characteristics, and political or 

religious affiliation. The resulting categories may appear to perpetuate 

difference, but they also enable its opposite: the ordering of relations of 

exchange and cooperation between communities. Ethnic and other 

categories change and crosscut one another, reflecting shared histories. 

Sudan’s inhabitants have been progressively linked together over centu- 

ries by patterns of trade and migration, and by an emerging political 

economy that has changed their relations to state power and to each 
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other. Their labour – and their ancestors’ labour – has been exploited, 

often by force, and their livelihoods modified or transformed. They have 

been both victims and instruments of political turbulence and military 

devastation. Such disruptive episodes, particularly in recent times, have 

forced many, particularly those living outside the northern heartland in 

the Nile valley, to move in order to survive, engendering further economic 

and cultural transformations. 

Understanding these Sudanese communities and the relations between 

them requires an approach that combines geographical, historical and 

anthropological forms of knowledge. For this purpose, Sudan may be 

divided into a number of regions. One is the northern heartland that lies 

along the Nile between Dongola and Khartoum, and between the Blue 

and White Niles, which has formed the economic and political centre of 

successive states in modern times. A second is Nubia, in the far north 

towards Egypt. A third is the desert region in the east stretching to   the 

Red Sea hills and the coast. A fourth region comprises Darfur and 

Kordofan in the west; a fifth, the north-south borderlands along the Tenth 

Parallel; a sixth, the extensive floodplain of the White Nile that forms the 

southern heartland; and, finally, to the South, beyond these, a seventh, the 

wooded ironstone plateau of Equatoria, on South Sudan’s borders with 

East and Central Africa. 

People from all these regions have long been resident in major towns all 

across north and South Sudan (and in neighbouring African countries, and 

– more recently – in the cities of Europe, North America and Australia). 

Yet local origin and a sense of belonging based on kinship or common 

language remain the primary components of identity for most Sudanese, 

even for those born and raised far from their places of familial or ancestral 

origin, as increasing numbers are. Kinship is the funda- mental language 

of social association; and the greater the distance from the centres of 

power and the reach of central government the greater the importance 

likely to be accorded to it, and the less compunction in invoking it. 

Some aspects of the cultural diversity of north and South Sudan may be 

understood as the product of long-term movements of people into or 
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across geographical zones, and corresponding changes in their modes of 

production, a process that starts with the first expansion of early humans 

into north-eastern Africa. Historical geography is thus a starting point for 

understanding certain aspects of the contemporary distribution of 

peoples. This diversity is also the product of much more recent events, 

however, and processes of interaction and redefinition that are still in 

progress. As the Anglo-Sudanese novelist Jamal Mahjoub has written, 

Sudan has a multi-layered history, one that has ‘crystallized from the 

crucible of possibility’. 

 

Migration, Settlement and State Formation 

 

In prehistoric Eastern Africa, the unchronicled migrations of hunters and 

gatherers were followed, first, by the introduction of domesticated 

animals from Asia, notably the long-horned, auroch-like cattle whose 

descendants are still the source of livelihood for stock-keepers in south 

Sudan and the north-south borderlands. Then – around the fifth millen- 

nium bce – came the introduction of agriculture. The states that arose in 

the Nile Valley thereafter owed their wealth and power to the ability to 

produce food surpluses from the labour of slaves, usually raided from 

populations further south (raids that were themselves carried out by slave 

armies) and to the extraction of natural resources such as gold, ivory, 

skins and timber. This pattern of accumulation endured through the rise 

and fall of the Nubian kingdoms of the pre-Christian era, through the 

Christian kingdoms of the middle ages, into the Muslim polities of the 

sixteenth century, and beyond. Its legacy in interethnic relations can still 

be seen in Sudan today. 

In the current era, the most significant event in Sudan’s demographic 

and social history has been the process of Arabization and Islamiza- tion, 

an epochal change that transformed indigenous societies across the 

African continent. After the advent of Islam in the seventh century, a pre-

existing pattern of small-scale population exchange between Arabia and 

Africa was succeeded by a long-term process which combined the 

physical migration of people from the Arabian peninsula with extensive 
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assimilation between these migrants and indigenous African popula- 

tions, and the establishment of trade networks that linked Egypt and the 

Middle East to West Africa. In time, this was to bring a new religion, a 

new language and a new source of social organization to a region 

stretching from Senegal to the Red Sea, the region known to the Arabs as 

Bilad al-Sudan, ‘the land of black people’. 

Following the first Islamic conquests of North Africa, small numbers 

of armed traders followed the Nile Valley southward to Nubia: a seventh- 

century agreement, the Bakt, records the establishment of relations 

between the new Muslim rulers of Egypt and the indigenous Nubian 

kings, marked by an annual tribute of slaves. Later, in the fourteenth 

century, conflict in Egypt encouraged Arab migration southwards to 

Nubia, and, from the sixteenth century onwards, the Arabization of the 

central area of Sudan gathered pace. 

This cultural penetration has been characterized by some historians as a 

predominantly non-violent process, involving the progressive assimi- 

lation of indigenous populations by marriage and proselytization. By 

this account the paradigmatic bearers of Islam were itinerant holy men 

and teachers (who were sometimes also traders). With them came the 

slow spread of literacy and a new grammar of kinship, one that gave 

recently Islamicized communities the opportunity to create lines of patri- 

lineal descent linking them to the family of the Prophet Mohamed or 

his followers, thus merging diverse local cultures into an Arab ethnic 

identity. The legend of the wise stranger, a founding ancestor of Arab 

origin who is given the daughter of a local ruler in marriage and becomes 

ruler in his turn, is widespread among communities in the north and 

west of Sudan. 

From the sixteenth century onwards new centres of power emerged in 

the region that was to become Sudan: the Funj kingdom in the Nile 

Valley around Sennar – an area that is still a key part of the heartland of 

the modern northern Sudanese state – and, in the west, the Fur sultanate 

and the Masalit sultanate, both of which endured into the twentieth 

century. The rulers and the subjects of the Fur and Masalit sultanates 

were Muslims, but most of them did not embrace an Arab identity in the 



002 
 

PeoPles & cultuRes of tWo sudans 75 

 

way that some of the Funj peoples and others closer to the Nile came to 

do. Nor did they abandon their native languages. Today, considerable 

sections of the population of northern Sudan – in Darfur and elsewhere, 

while practising Islam and speaking one of the Sudanese dialects of 

Arabic as a lingua franca, retain their own languages. They remain cultur- 

ally distinct from Arab communities living alongside or among them. 

These differences may be underlined locally, in rural areas, by differences in 

modes of livelihood – most Arab groups in Darfur, for example, are 

primarily nomadic pastoralists; while many of the non-Arab groups are 

sedentary farmers. But ethnicity and livelihood do not map onto each 

other with any consistency: non-Arabs can be pastoralists; groups and 

individuals of Arab origin may settle and become farmers. 

 

Arab Identities in Northern Sudan 

 

The historical limits of Arabization can be seen in the overall distribu- tion 

of languages and cultures in contemporary Sudan. In the central areas of 

northern Sudan in the Nile Valley, the great majority of the inhabitants 

identify as belonging to one or another of a dozen or more Arab tribal 

groups: they practise Islam, claim Arab descent and speak only Arabic. 

These children of the river, awlad al-bahr, have dominated the post-

Independence state. In the far north and in the east of the country, 

however, as in Darfur, non-Arabic languages are still spoken and non-

Arab identities maintained. 

In the east, the Beja, an indigenous people over a million strong, who 

occupy most of Red Sea State (and whose presence there is recorded 

from antiquity), preserve, for the most part, clear cultural differences 

from neighbouring Arab communities, whether they continue the tradi- 

tional Beja life as rural camel-breeders, or live in towns such as Port 

Sudan, where many have been compelled to migrate by drought. Here, 

Arabic may be the language of religion, of government and commerce, 

but Bedawi, the Beja language, forms the fabric of everyday domestic life. 

In Nubia, between Wadi Halfa, on the border with Egypt, and Dongola to 

the south, several indigenous languages are still spoken, at least by those 
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of an older generation. And traces of pre-Islamic Nubian culture can be 

discerned upstream from Dongola, among the more Arabized peoples 

towards the centre of the country. South of Khartoum, beyond Kosti, 

the limit of Arab-Islamic cultural influence coincides, more or less, 

with the border between north and south Sudan (though a form of 

Arabic is the lingua franca of the south). 

` 

The educated elites of three groups in the central Nile valley, groups 

that came to prominence in the Turco-Egyptian and Condominium 

periods, have, to a significant extent, monopolized state power in the 

post-independence era. The Jaaliyin, who are a Jaali subgroup with an 

historic centre in Shendi, are the first of these. Jaaliyin have also, histori- 

cally, dominated trade and business in the towns and cities of the north 

and, until the second civil war, in the south. The second of the key groups 

in northern politics is drawn from the Shaigiya, a tribal confederacy 

known historically for initial resistance to the Turco-Egyptian invasion of 

Sudan and subsequent cooperation with the invaders, and later for their 

domination of Sudan’s armed forces. The third of the triumvirate of 

riverain groups from which the political elites have been drawn is the 

Danagla, the people of Dongola in southern Nubia. Danagla are found in 

every town and city of the north (as are Shagiya and Jaaliyin), while 
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the original Dongolawi communities maintain a traditional rural life  as 

date-farmers, cultivating the strip of fertile land along the banks of the 

river downstream of the great Nile bend. Here a Nubian language 

continues to be spoken, adding a significant undertone to an otherwise 

Arab-inflected cultural identity. 

Beyond the northern Sudanese heartland, away from the two Niles, in 

Kordofan and parts of Darfur, is the territory of nomadic Arab camel and 

cattle pastoralists. Many Arabs in Kordofan and Darfur trace their 

ancestry, nominally at least, to a second wave of migration sometime 

after the seventeenth century, which entered Sudan from the east. Their 

traditions and ways of life – and their historical origins – are distinct from 

those of the farming people living along the river and the latter’s urban- 

ized relatives in the cities of the heartland. This difference is reflected in a 

paradoxical use of the term ‘Arab’ in riverain communities: it may be 

used as a self-description, but it may also be used in a pejorative sense to 

refer to these desert-dwelling nomads. 

The Kababish, an historically recent confederation of camel keepers 

who live in the arid lands of northern Kordofan, have been seen as 

typifying the way of life of the desert-dwelling Arab peoples – though 

since the 1980s many of them have lived in poverty on the fringes of 

Omdurman, having lost their livestock to droughts and misgovernment. In 

northern Kordofan and in northern Darfur there are numerous other such 

groups of Abbala – camel-keeping tribes – wresting a living from the harsh 

environment, as herders and as harvesters of gum Arabic. Further south, 

in southern Darfur and southern Kordofan – in the northern part of the 

north–south borderlands – where greater rainfall expands the possibilities 

of livestock husbandry, is a broad belt of cattle-keeping Arab peoples, 

known collectively as Baggara (their name derived from the Arabic term 

for cow). Baggara groups include the Hawazma, Misseriya, Rizeigat, 

Taisha and Habbaniya. To a still greater extent than other Arab incomers, 

these cattle nomads of the west have politically and economi- cally 

assimilated indigenous populations, while themselves being physically 

assimilated, an ancestry visible in skin tones that are darker than those of 

most other Arab Sudanese, as dark as many southerners. 

 


