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 شكر و عرفان

علينا دائما أن نشكر و نقدر من قدوا لنا يد المساعدة و مدوا لنا يد 

 العون في حياتنا و علينا أن نبوح لهم دوما عن فرحنا بوجودهم 

النظم و النثر لما و لو أنني أوتيت كل بلاغة و أفنيت بحر النطق في 

 كنت بعد القول إلا مقصرا و معترفا بالعجز عن واجب الشكر

 من بعد الله عز وجل 

إلي أساتذة كلية اللغات و كل من قدموا لي يد العون أسرتي الكريمة 

 و أصدقائي و زملائي

فجميل أن يضع الإنسان هدفا في حياته و الأجمل أن يثمر هذا الهدف 

 طموحا يساوي طموحك

ا تستحق مني كل عبارات الشكر و التقدير يامن أعطيت و أجزلت لذ

 بعطائك منك تعلمنا كيف

يكون التفاني و الإخلاص في العمل ومعك أمنا أن لا مستحيل في سبيل 

.الإبداع و الرقي  
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 %20 %16 %5 /مْطجخ ٍئىَخ ٍِ ضنبُ اىطىدا1ُ

جَُعهٌ ٍِ أصو  ودتً اُِ 1956/ اىرؤضبء ٍِ 2

 شَبىٍ 

0% 0% 

دتً  1989/ اىىزراء اىقىٍُىُ 3

2000 

52% 13% 11% 

/ أعضبء ٍجيص قُبدح اىثىرح ٍِ 4

 دتً اُِ 1989

53% 20% 13% 

 – 1994اىرؤضبء  ٍطتشبرو/ 5

2001 

50% 0% 10% 

/ ولاد اىىلاَبد ثَب فٍ رىل 6

 اىىلاَبد اىجْىثُخ

جَُعهٌ ٍِ أصو  40%

 جْىثٍ

15% 

 %0 %0 %50 / اىَذعٍ اىعب7ً
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 %0 %2 %47 / قْصو اىطىداُ 14

 %17 %0 %55 / رؤضبء اىجبٍعبد15

-1988/ ٍذراء اىجْل اىطىداٍّ 16
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 %1 %0 %67 / ٍذراء اىجْىك 17

 %0 %0 %100 / إدارح ٍشروع اىجسَرح18
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Marginalization and War 

From the South to Darfur 

Benaiah Young Bure 

The War in Darfur in Perspective 

Although the conflict in Darfur came to the surface in February 2003, 

conflict in the region had simmering for decades. Although ecological 

and “racial” factors cannot be ignored in explaining the conflict, these 

factors in and of themselves are not the primary causes. The underlying 

causes can be best located in the political economy of postcolonial 

Sudan.The consolidation of power by a minority to the exclusion of most 

Sudanese,especially those from outside “Hamdi‟sPrivilege Triangle,“and 

the consequent concentration of economic development in that triangle to 

the neglect of the rest of the country are the underlying causes of virtually 

all the wars in Sudan, whether it be war in the south, Nuba mountains, 

Blue Nile,the East,and now Darfur.But because of the racial and 

religious, diversity of the country,the ruling clique mobilize support along 

the religious,ethnic,and “racial” faults because of the south is non –

Arabic and non –Islamic,the wars there have been described as being 

between the Arab –Islamic North and the African –Christian South.Since 

most Darfurians are Muslims but not all identify themselves as Arabs,the 

mobilization in Darfur is often portrayed as African versus Arab. 

However,it must be remembered that many counties are diverse 

culturally,racially,linguistically, and even ecological, yet most have not 

been involved in prolonged vicious civil wars, as has been the case for 

Sudan. 

This essay argues that the marginalization of most Sudanese through 

exclusion from political participation and the neglect of the 

socioeconomic development and cultures of the majority of Sudanese 

best explain Sudan‟s wars. Without restructuring power and redirecting 

the economic, cultural, and social policies of the country, the protracted 

conflicts in Sudan cannot be permanently resolved. 
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Background 

Sudan has at war with itself attained self-government in 1953. The first 

war broke out in august 1955, just a few months before the country was 

formally granted independence on January 1.1956. This first civil war 

lasted for seventeen years and was ended with the Addis Ababa 

Agreement in March 1972. The second war, which broke out in May 

1983, was concluded the comprehensive peace Agreement (CPA), signed 

in Nairobi on January 9.2005. While the first civil war was virtually 

limited to Sudan, the second war extended to parts of Northern Sudan 

such as Southern Sudan.Kordofan, Southern Blue Nile. And Eastern 

Sudan. The Sudan people‟s Liberation SPLM/A Movement /Armey 

(SPLM/A) made a brief incursion into Darfur in 1991, but did not 

establish a permanent presence there. 

 The issues that triggered the first war were the refusal of Arab–and 

Islamist-dominated government in Khartoum to accept the demand of the 

South for a federal system of rule in the course of the war, most 

Southerners came to demand a separate country of southern Sudan. The 

Addis Ababa Agreement that ended the first North-South civil war 

abrogated in 1983,and Islamic Law (shari‟a) was decreed as the law of 

the whole country by the military regime of Ja‟far Numeri (1969-

1985).Oil was discovered in the region of Bentiu,in Bahar El-

Ghazal,Southern Sudan in 1978,and conflict over its development added 

to the tension between Southern Sudan and the Khartoum establishment. 

 When the SPLM/A started the second war in the South, its leadership 

declared that the objectives of the movement were to fight for a new 

Sudan of equality, inclusiveness, and prosperity for all, regardless of their 

religion, Language, race, ethnicity, gender, or other attributes. As the 

SPLM/A was declared to be a national movement, and not just a Southern 

movement, its goals appealed to many marginalized communities in 

Northern Sudan. Hence, many Northerners joined the SPLM/A, including 

a few from Darfur. The majority of the Northerners who joined the 

SPLM/A were from the Nubba mountains and the Fung of the (Southern) 

Blue Nile. 

 Also, the SPLM/A unlike the Islamist military regime or earlier 

Sudanese governments, did not kill its prisoners of war, instead, it 
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reeducated them about the basic problems of Sudan from which even the 

prisoners of war were suffering, as a lot of the foot soldiers in Sudanese 

Army are from Darfur and other marginalized areas. This problem, 

according to the SPLM/A, is the marginalization of the majority of 

Sudanese by a majority group in Khartoum, who oppress the Sudanese 

people through divide-and –rule policies. The reeducated soldiers 

wereredeployed to their regions to champion the cause for a New Sudan 

of opportunities for everyone regardless of their individual characteristic. 

This more scientific diagnosis of the problem of Sudan by the SPLM/A 

attracted support for the movement from Northern Sudan and greatly 

contributed to the spread of the war beyond the borders of Southern 

Sudan. 

Correlation of wars with Marginalization 

 The colonial government concentrated educational and economic 

development along the Nile, north and south of Khartoum, especially on 

the Gezira plains between the Blue Nile and White Nile. The rest of the 

country was neglected, except for central Kordofan, where gum Arabic 

was extracted, and parts of eastern Sudan. These areas contained the 

major agricultural schemes and benefit most from the spread of education 

and health services. Significant urban development occurred in these 

parts of the country. This uneven development led to interprovincial 

migration, with people drifting from the neglected to the favored areas in 

search of work. 

This led to interpersonal stratification in areas of migration along ethnic 

racial lines, which reinforced the regional disparities. Moreover, trade in 

the poorer regions was and is dominated by merchants from the richer 

regions. The postcolonial government continued to reinforce the colonial 

pattern of development instead of transforming it for the benefit of all 

regions and people of Sudan. These disparities are in all aspects of 

Sudanese national life: political, cultural, social, and economic.Volume 1 

of the Black whose authorship is attribute to some Darfurian intellectuals, 

catalogs, the political marginalization of the warring regions of Sudan 

namely, Eastern,Southern,(including Darfur)Sudan. Using the population 

census of 1993, which was undertaken during the peak of the war in the 

South, the Nuba Mountains, and the Blue Nile, the Black Book puts the 
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regional populations as 12.2 percent in the East, 5,3 in the North, 35.4 

percent in the Center, 31.4 percent in the West, and 11.4 percent in the 

South. The distribution of ministerial positions in Islamic Front  (NIF) 

into National Congress party (NCP) and Popular Congress (PC) in 1999, 

is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Regional Distribution of Ministerial posts in the Central 

Government of Sudan. 

Region   Percentage of Position by Region 

 1954-1964   1964-1969   1969-1985   1985-1986 1986-

1989 1989-199        1999 

Eastern 14 2.1 2.5 0.0 2.6 3.0 3.3 

Northern 79.0 

 

67.9 68.7 70.0 47.4 59.4 60.1 

Central 2.0 6.2 16.5 10.0 14.7 8.9 6.6 

Southern 16.0 17.3 7.8 16.7 12.9 14.9 13.3 

Western 0.0 6.2 3.5 3.3 22.4 13.8 16.7 
 

At independence, Sudan consisted of nine provinces: Northern, 

Eastern,(Kassala), Central (Blue Nile), Khortoum, Kordofan, Darfur, 

Bahar el Ghazal, Upper Nile, and Equatorial. In the Black Book, 

Khartoum is included in central region. The Western region consists of 

Darfur and Kordofan, while the Southern region is made up if Bahar el 

Ghazal, Equartoria, and Upper Nile. The twenty- five states existing in 

2008 resulted from subdivisions of the original eight states except for 

Khartoum. 

  Given that there has never been any reliable population census of Sudan, 

representation and distribution of public development activities could 

have been based on administrative units. In this case, each of the original 

nine provinces would have 11.1 percent pf the positions in the central 

government. On regional basis, this would have meant 11.1 percent for 

the west, and 33.3 percent for the south. If the share would have been 

22.2 percent. These appointments reflect the decisions of presidents and 

prime minsters (civilian and military), all of whom hail from the Northern 

Region. In fact many of the ministers from the Easten and the central 

regions have the same ethnicities as those from the North because they 

are from the Northern Region. Furthermore most ministers from the 

marginalized regions are usually handpicked by the establishment as “ 
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good boys „‟ and, hence, donot really represent their people. They are just 

window dressings co-opted to try portray a “national face “Also Members 

 Of the civil service, where policy analyses and recommendations are 

made, are predominantly from the Northern and Central Regions, and are 

mainly children of the stablishment who have no knowledge of the 

marginalized areas. A more diversified, genuinely representative cabinet 

and civil service would have better knowledge of the whole country and 

would be in a better position to take into account the interest of the 

diverse Sudanese population. 

 Examples of the effects of infective and superficial representations in the 

center were demonstrated during the droughts of the mid-1980s and the 

floods of the late 1980s. Most of the relief supplies for the drought 

victims in the west (Darfur and Kordofan) did not reach them but instead 

were consumed in Khartoum. Many of the victims had to trek from the 

west to the cities along the Nile to receive relief. Many perished enroute 

to the Nile valley. The relief convoys bypassed the Beja, who were 

equally affected by the drought and through whose territory the port 

Sudan – Khartoum high way passes, as their plight remained unnoticed. 

Only after they moved to the highway did they receive some relief, but by 

then many of them had perished in their remote settlements or while en 

route to the highway. However, when Khartoum and the Northern Region 

were flooded, businessmen and other elites in Khartoum mobilized aid 

for relieving their kinsmen. Even the University of Khartoum was closed 

so that students could travel home to participate in the relief effort.In the 

media, the cultures and the languages of the marginalized are seldom 

used. Arabic and Islamic Programs monopolize national radio and 

television, as though sudan was monolingual and monoreligious. 

Educational, health, and development programs and Projects are 

concentrated in the irrigated and mechanized agricultural subsectors, 

which are dominated by traders, retired senior military officers, and civil 

servants from the establishment. Since the regions or original Provinces 

reflect the ethnic /racial distribution of the Sudanese population, we will 

illustrate the marginaliztion of the majority of the Sudanese through 

regional or provincial distribution of economic and social services. Darfur 

and the other marginalized regions / Provinces are highlighted in the 

tables. 
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Table 2. Regional Distribution of health Facilities  

 Colonial period (1953)                            Eve of the second Civil war (1980 ) 

Province Populatio

n 

(thousand

s) 

Hospit

al 

Beds 

Dispen-

sary 

Beds 

Populatio

n(thousan

ds) 

Hospita

ls 

Beds 

Health 

Center

s 

Dispen-

saries 

Dressin

g 

stations 

Central 1,841 1,098 67 4,026 4,129 74 259 624 

Darfur 1,006 382 256 3,111 1,005 17 62 92 

Eastern 788 691 141 2,208 2,008 24 119 185 

Khartou

m 

486 1,311 6 1,802 3,528 35 57 68 

Kordofa

n 

1,672 710 434 3,091 1,657 24 116 155 

Norther

n 

716 649 12 1,083 1,583 41 156 157 

Baharel 

Ghazal 

771 385 264 2,271 1,077 1 36 85 

Equatori

a 

633 989 330 1,108 1,266 1 54 137 

Upper 

Nile  

852 345 229 1,595 952 3 28 46 

Total 8,764 6,560 1,595 20,594 17,295 220 887 1,619 

 

Table
2
 illustrate the inequitable distribution of health services.This 

unequal distribution of health services reflects the colonial policy of 

inequitable development, which has been continued in the postcolonial 

era. Central and Khartoum Provinces had the largest number of facilities, 

while Eastern, Equatoria, Kordofan, and Northern Provinces were 

moderately supplied. Amomg the Northern Provinces, Darfur had the 

fewest facilities during both periods. After independence, Equatoria‟s 

rank sank to the lower end.  

This pattern of unequal development of health facilities is repeated in the 

field of education. Darfur, rural Eastern Sudan, Southern Kordofan, and 

rural Southern Blue Nile are the most neglected regions in Norhthern 

Sudan. The situation in the South (Bahar el Ghazal, Equatoria, and Upper 

Nile) is by far worse than that in any province in the North. 

 The central, Northern, and Khartoum provinces have the most 
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priviledged position, even though the Northern Province is among the 

least-populated areas of the country. Availability of both health and 

educational opportunities tends to correlate with the distribution of 

political power in the country, as illustrated in the Tables 2 and 3. 

But even within the relatively well – supplied provinces, the facilities 

were unevenly distributed. For example, most of the facilities in the 

Eastern province were concentrated in the large urban areas of port 

Sudan, Kassala, and Gaderif, later to be joined with Khashm el Girba. 

Table 3. Regional 1981distribution of pupils and Teachers in Sudan 

1980. 

 Primary   Intermediate                             Secondary 

Province           Pupils      Teachers     PupilsTeachers  Pupils   Teachers                                    

Central 456,494 13,870 89,903 4,337 36,663 1,311 

Darfur 137,310 4,486 17,797 957 5,816 277 

Eastern 141,486 4,792 27,321 1,144 11,039 518 

Khartoum 214,051 4,310 50,791 1,669 32,813 906 

Kordofan 218,496 5,369 25,902 1,329 10.149 344 

Northern  181,273 6,361 45,535 1,974 18,355 662 

Baharel 

Ghazal 

32,491 949 4,741 177 1,869 NA 

Equatoria 77,676 1,419 13,385 430 2,195 NA 

Upper Nile 32,431 1,064 5,282 306 2,448 NA 

Total 1491,704 42620 280,657 12,323 121,337 4,243 

 

In the Central province, most facilities were concentrated in what are 

today Gezira and Sennar States. The present Blue Nile state of the 

Funj/Ingessina shared little from the facilities. The facilities of Kordofan 

have been concentrated in the El Obeid area of central kordofan. The 

Nuba Mountains of Southern Kordofan have shared little in the 

development. 
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Exclusion in Development Programs 

The simultaneous creation of a privileged few and the exclusion of the 

majority of Sudanese from development opportunities can be clearly seen 

through racing the history of public programs and policies since the end 

of World War 2. The pursuance of such development programs and 

policies reinforced the colonial pattern of marked regional and 

interpersonal inequalities, as summarized in map 1. 

 The government of Sudan implemented three public investment 

programs between 1946/and 1961 and three comprehensive development 

plans from 1961/1962 between to 1977/1978 before reverting back to 

public investment programs. Most of the investment was concentrated in 

central, eastern, and northern Sudan. The first program (1946/1978) 

focused on the improvement and development of transport and 

communications in the areas of colonial concentration of development. 

Irrigated agriculture in the Gezira Scheme was the main focus of directly 

productive sector. In the field of education, the University of Khartoum 

was developed from the Gordon Memorial College and the Kitchener 

College. Since these college had concentrated their intakes from central 

and northern Sudan. It was obvious that these areas were to be the 

beneficiaries of higher education. The second program continued with 

projects of the first program, but new projects were also initiated in 

transport, communications, public utilities, and irrigation schemes. The 

new large projects in the third program (1956/1957- 1960/1961) included 

the Managil Extension of the Gezira scheme, Sennar Hydro –Electric 

Project, Gunied Sugar Scheme, and mechanized farming. The 

embarkation on mechanized agriculture was to intensify in the 1960s, 

leading to major encroachment o Beja grazing land. The Beja, the 

indigenous inhabitants of Eastern Sudan, have been excluded from the 

major developments in the region, from the Baraka and Gash flood 

irrigation schemes to the El Girba Resettlement Scheme for the Nubians 

displaced by building of Aswan Dam. 

The 1960s were dominated by the implementation of the Ten-Year pan 

(1961/1962-1970/1971) in the North and war in the South. The major 

project of the Ten –Year plan included projects continued from the 1950s 

and new power and irrigation schemes. The projects continued from the 

1950s included the Managil Extension of the Gezira schemes, the sennar 
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Hydro- electric project, and the Guneid sugar schemes. The two largest 

new projects of the Ten- Year plan were the Roseires (Damazin) Dam 

and the Khashm el Girba Dam with consequent irrigation works. 

 The completion of the major schemes would would provide more 

irrigation water for the Blue Nile and White Nile pump schemes as well 

as those along the Atbara River. Private- sector investment in 

transportation and distribution would also be encouraged in the 

neighborhood of these major development projects. 

 Because of deterioration in existing projects, the original Five-Year plan 

(1970/1971-1974/1975) emphasized capacity utilization of existing 

schemes. How ever with the availability of Arab petrodollar and western 

technology for a friendly Sudanese regime, the Five – Year plan was 

amended and extended to 1976/1977. Emphasis shifted to new projects. 

Major irrigation projects were embarked upon. These included the El 

Suki, Rahad, and Kenana irrigation schemes, which are all located in 

central Sudan. Sudan was to be turned into the breadbasket of the Arab 

world. 

There was further explanation of mechanized farming in Gaderief (Beja 

land), Damazin (Funj /Ingessena land), Habila (Nuba land), and Renk (the 

south). The owners of the mechanized schemes are from the ruling elites 

of Sudan. They are usually absentee landlords, mainly merchants, retired 

senior military and civil servants. The land was allocated by the 

Khartoum – located mechanized Farming Corporation and financed by 

the agricultural bank of Sudan. (ABS). Mechanized farming, through use 

of tractors and indiscriminate uprooting of trees. Greatly contributed to 

desertification and the famine of the 1980s. The Sudan development 

corporation was established in the 1970s and concentrated its activity in 

central Sudan and along the Nile north of Kosti and Sennar / Senga. Some 

sugar and textile projects were also started. A number of them were 

thrown to the marginalized regions as political tokens. Since there were 

no proper feasibility studies on these projects, most did not materialize. 

The rises wages in the Gulf Region because of high oil prices to many led 

to many Sudanese professionals and technicians to migrate for 

petrodollars. This emigration, couple with corruption, deterioration in old 

schemes and infrastructure, and uncompleted new projects led to 

economic crises. However, the government was unwaring of these major 



10 

 

negative developments in the economy. Hence, it embarked on an 

ambitious Six- years plan (1977/ 1978 -1982 /1983). Most of the 

breadbasket projects were to be implementing during the six- Year Plan. 

However, because of the major structural imbalance in the economy, the 

Six- Year Plan could not be implemented beyond its first year. Hence, 

from 1978/1979, the government scaled back its plans and began to 

implement three Three- Year rolling public investment Program under the 

supervision of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF). The privatization started under the World Bank and the Islamist 

government in the 1990s and beyond voluntarily continued IMF 

programs. These programs have favored elites from the establishment and 

have greatly reinforced their economic and political weight. But even the 

rolling rehabilitation programs favored the old schemes, and there was 

nothing new for the marginalized. The programs aimed primarily at 

rehabilitating the irrigation schemes. The basic aims of these programs 

were the provision of spare parts and of machinery needed to reverse the 

deterioration of the capital equipment, the allocation of more foreign 

exchange to finance needed inputs, policy reform, and a revision of the 

incentive system in irrigated agriculture to stimulate production. Funds 

were allocated to the existing irrigated agriculture, power, port, and 

transport. Overall, for the whole of the twentieth, the peasant subsector of 

Sudan‟s economy was left out of all aspects of Sudanese development 

policy, including provision of credit. As the marginalized regions are 

basically populated by subsistence farmers and pastoralists, the neglect of 

the peasant subsector means they have been excluded from participating 

in the development of the country, and have therefore continued to live in 

abject poverty. This is the best illustrated by the activities of the ABS 

which was established to promote the development of all agricultural 

subsectors, but instead came to concentrate its activities on the 

mechanized 
and

 irrigated subsectors at the expense of the peasant 

subsector. 

Marginalization of Peasant Agriculture  

In 2001, total lending to the agriculture sector in Sudan amounted to 

SD44 billion ( $1 = SD 260 ). The irrigated schemes receives about 60 

percent, the mechanized schemes got about 39 percent, the Peasant 

subsector received only about 1 percent. In that year the ABS, the main 
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vehicle for agricultural credit, distributed its credit as follows: 58. 8 

percent for marginalized farming, 31,4 percent for irrigated schemes, and 

only 9,8 percent for Peasant farming. 

 The (ABS) The Agriculture Bank Of Sudan was established in 1957 with 

the following loft objectives:  

1. To achieve self – sufficiency in the production of basic food crops 

and the need to transcend the self – sufficiency stage to export 

production. 

2. To increase per capita output and income, and the consequent 

improvement in the standard of living for the small –scale farming 

community, who comprise the vast majority of the rural poor? 

3. To achieve a substantial increase of per capita income in real terms 

through the development and expansion of agriculture production 

in the modern as well as traditional subsectors, with the ultimate 

aim of giving a push to the growth of the economy using the 

agricultural sector as the dynamic sector. 

4. To improve and enhance the employment opportunities in the rural 

areas in order to reduce the influx of people from the rural areas to 

the urban centers. 

5. To bring about a balance in the distribution of national resources 

through equal allocation of agricultural investment among various 

regions of the Sudan. 

6. To provide the necessary funds to acquire agricultural inputs for 

the development and improvement of agriculture productivity as 

well as providing storage and marketing facilities of storage and 

sale pf surplus crops. 

 The ABS was to be the main source of public sector credit for agriculture 

development and started operations in 1959 with a capital of LS5 million. 

The capital was raised to LS15 million in 1976, and to LS50 million in 

1983. In addition to its capital, the ABS also received loans and grants 

from many others sources. The bank of Sudan extended short – term 

loans to the ABS. The ABS, through the government of Sudan, also 

obtained funding from external organizations such as the world Bank, the 

African Development Bank, and the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development. Some of the bilateral foreign aid to the government of 

Sudan is allocated to the ABS. 
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 However, over time, the activities of the ABS came to deviate greatly 

from what it was meant to do. The irrigated and mechanized agricultural 

subsectors became the main beneficiaries, while the peasants, most of 

them from the peripheries, received almost no service from it yet, 

together with nomadic pastoralist, the peasant subsectors sustains mors 

than 80 percent of the Sudanese population. This figure was even higher 

when the ABS was established at the end of the 1950s.The ABS hardly 

played any role in attempting to remove any of the constraints on peasant 

development. Instead, it added to the enhancement of rural stratification 

and environmental degradation with tragic consequence for the rural 

population around the mechanized schemes. 

 To qualify for a loan, the applicant must submit land, buildings, crops to 

be harvested or in stores letters of credit from a bank, bonds, or shares as 

guarantees for loan repayment. But the authorities know very well that 

peasant farmers do not possess registered land titles, permanent buildings, 

and letters of credit, shares, or bonds. Hence, it was not by accident that 

the bank came to concentrate its activities on aiding established farmers, 

traders, politicians, and retired civil and military officers. 

  From its inception, the ABS concentrated on funding the private sector 

Blue Nile and White Nile cotton pump schemes. They were the 

beneficiaries of the irrigation water provided by the Jebel Aulia Dam on 

the White Nile, and the Sennar and Rosaries (Damazin dams on the Blue 

Nile. There was a direct correlation between the political developments of 

the 1950s and the rapid growth in private pump schemes. [H]uge schemes 

[were] ….. Allocated to individuals with close connections to ministers 

and the prime minister himself.” The ABS continued to supervise and 

finance the cotton pump schemes until the Numeiri coup of May 1969, 

when these schemes were taken over by the government and the 

Agriculture Reform Corporation was set up to run them. The Agriculture 

Reform Corporation obtained its financing directly from the Bank of 

Sudan (the center Bank). The ABS was to concentrate its resources on 

financing the private sector only. The ABS divided the country into three 

operational regions: (1) the North/East Region consisting of Eastern and 

Northern Provinces; (2) the central Region consisting of Blue Nile, 

Gezira, Khartoum, and White Nile Provinces; (3) the South / West 

Region consisting of Bahar el Ghazal, Darfur, Equatoria, Kordofan, and 
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Upper Nile Province .The regional distribution of ABS branches in about 

thirty years of its operation is illustrated in Figure 1. ABS loans were 

concentrated in North / East and the Central regions. The bankopened 

branches in Dongla, Merowe, and Shendi in the Northen Provinces; 

Gedaref and NewHalfa in Eastern Sudan; Dueim, Khartoum, Kosti, 

Sennar, and Wad Medani in the bank‟s Central region. Zelingi was the 

only branch in Darfur, while the bank had no branch in Kordofan 

andUpper Nile until the 1970s. The Juba (Equatoria) and Wau (Bahr el 

Ghazal) branches of theABS were opened in mid -1981. They were 

opened due to political pressure on presidentNumeiri. in 1980, the 

southern Farmers Association petitioned Numeiri during one of his visits 

to the South. On his return to Khartoum, Numeiri ordered for the 

immediate opening of ABS 

Branches in Juba and Wau.In 1978/1979 season, the ABS opened its first 

branch in Upper Nile at Renk. Most of the ABS 

Credit extended in the South goes to the mechanized farms of Renk. For 

example, between1982 and 1984 the total agricultural credit extended by 

the ABS was LS72 million. The share that was extended to the South was 

LS9.6 million. Renk disbursed 82 percent of the ABS creditIn the South 

for the period 1982-1984 Wau, 17.7 percent and Juba 0,3 percent.The 

irrigated cotton pump schemes of the white Nile were extended from 

Kosti to Renk inNorthern Upper Nile 1953. These schemes were 

managed from Kosti where the owners residedResided. They were 

nationalized by the Nimeiri regime in 1969.Private capital extended 

mechanized rain- farming to the northern upper Nile from KostiIn 1964. 

In 1969, the White Nile Agricultural corporation (WNAC), which was 

charged withrunning the nationalized pump schemes, established a pilot 

scheme in the Renk area. In 1978 a state farm was established for 

experimental purposes. More businessmen from the cities andTowns of 

central Sudan acquired. Farms in northern Upper Nile.After the end of the 

firswar, the Southern Regional Government distributed land to Southern 

returnees, but these recipients did not qualify for loans from the ABS 

because their plots were not allocated by theKhartoum located 

mechanized farming Corporation. To qualify for allocation by 

theMechanize farming corporation, one must be able to meet at least a 

quarter of the costs ofOperations. This requirement limited the clients of 
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the bank merchants, politicians, and retired senior military and civil 

servants hailing from the ruling clique in Sudan.However, despite the 

extension of the activities to other regions, the peasantSubsector 

continued to be neglected. table 4 shows the overall picture of ABS loans 

in a period when some attention was paid to the peasant subsector. 
 

 

Regional 

Figure 1. Regional Distribution of ABS Branches, 1988 
 

Table 4. Subsectoral Distribution of credit from the ABS, 1982 – 1984 

( L.S million )  

Region Irrigated  Mechanized Peasant Total 

Central 9,0 5.0 0.0 14.0 

North/East 8.0 29.0 0.0 37.0 

South/west 0.0 17.0 5.0 22.0 

Total 17.o 51.0 5.0 37.0 

 

The LS17.0 million extended to mechanize farming in the south / west 

region went largely to the Habila Schemes In the Nuba Mountains. Apart 

from small – scale financing of a few crops such as sorghum, groundnuts, 

 1سلسلة 

 2سلسلة 

 3سلسلة 
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and sesame, the major operations of the ABS in the West started in the 

1970s with the opening of the Habila Scheme. AS usual with such 

schemes in Sudan, the beneficiaries of this scheme have not been the 

Nuba peasants, but the dominant merchants of Sudan. The demarcation of 

land involved displacement of peasant as their land was allocated for 

large-scale mechanization. The Nuba peasants were left to continue with 

their simple tools for land clearing, digging, weeding, and harvesting. The 

wages the peasant earned working in the schemes were insufficient for 

their maintenance, Hence, they seasonally migrated between the schemes 

and their traditional farms.The simultaneous abandonment of mechanized 

schemes that have lost their fertility and the allocation of new land cost 

the local inhabitants considerably, in terms of availability of fertile virgin 

land, and degraded the environment. Rural stratification and conflict 

increased. 

The ABS opened an office in El Obeid, working with a limited number of 

cooperatives and horticultural producers around the city. But the clients 

of such operations are not peasants. Another cooperative credit project at 

El Nahud, in Kordofan, did not benefit the peasants. This project was 

aimed at rehabilitating the area from the drought of the mid – 1980s. The 

people were to be organized into cooperatives to be eligible for credit. A 

sum of $13 moillion was committed in foreign exchange and $3.7 million 

from the ABS. The ABS was entrusted with credit delivery to the 

cooperatives, as well as supervision and monitoring of the project, 

through its branches in the area. The project centered on extending 

seasonal credit to eligible members of cooperativesfor meeting seasonal 

expenditures, largely labor costs and procurement of seeds. Since most 

small-scale farming operations basically depend on family labor, such 

cooperative farms that hire nonfamily labor are limited to a few local 

elites. Hence, this project was surely not designed for most of the farmers 

in the area. 

  The Um Ruwaba branch, again in Kordofan, initially provided loans for 

cultivatation costs. Later, credit became available for harvesting and 

marketing. Originally, it provided loans to cooperative only. The offices 

of cooperative, extension and protection services of the Ministry of 

agriculture were involved in the activities of the branch. The branch also 

involved heads of villages to determine the credit worthiness of its loan 
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applicants. the branch extended financing to all stages of sesame and 

groundnut, and later, gum Arabic production. The loan payments were 

made in installments that were phased to coincide with planting, weeding, 

and harvesting. After harvesting, the crops were transported to collection 

centers and then to stores rented from merchants at Um Ruaba. The area 

financed by the bank in Um Ruwaba expanded from 5,000 feddans in 

19/7/1978 to 30,000feddans in 1981/1982. The number of cooperatives 

rose from two to twenty – one. Hence, where efforts were made to reach 

many farmers, the response was positive. 

 However, services to develop peasant agriculture should not be limited to 

extension of credit facilities. Some of the public – sector financing that 

was extended to large farmers could have been spent on improving the 

general rural infrastructure if it was not possible to directly channel it to 

peasant farming. For example, poor transportation and communication 

put considerable limits on rural production and marketing. Institutional 

support in essential areas such as research and development, repair and 

maintenance, and marketing and distribution can go a long way in 

relieving the constraints on peasant productivity and raise their output, 

incomes, and living standards. Other measures include ecologically 

specific research and development, marketing and storage facilities, 

supply of farm inputs and implements and higher yielding seeds. pricing 

policies, and radio programs in the languages of the peasants. 

But in Sudan, the majority of peasants still depend overwhelming on 

simple hand tools and implements. Only small areas are cultivated with 

tractors or oxen. Generally, local blacksmiths make the hand tools from 

scrap, with negligible improvements, except for minor changes in shapes 

and sizes. There has been no attempt to create research institutions that 

can develop alternative farming tools with an emphasis on design 

development and modification. 

 Shifting cultivation is practiced in all but the most densely populated 

rural areas. There have been no efforts made to encourage the nomadic 

pastoralists to become settled through the development of pastures, 

watering points stocking routs. And drainage of swampy environments. 

Sudanese policies makers do not realize that their narrow, selfish policies 

have stifled overall national development. It has not dawned on them that 

without raising the productivity and incomes of the majority of the 
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population, who are peasants, the development of the whole economy 

will be held back as the overall productivity, income, and the size of the 

domestic market will remain low. Such a situation can not support the 

diversification and industrialization of an economy. Instead, it fosters 

more rebellions by the marginalized majority. A diversified and 

industrialized economy can absorb a large portion of the rural labor force, 

including those from arid zones, thus reducing rural tensions over land.                    

Marginalizationand Rebellion 

The development of regional political, and eventually guerrilla, movemen 

in Sudan is highly correlated with the marginalization of regional 

populations. The Liberal party, from SouthernSudan, that was 

championing the call for federation had started to form alliances with 

marginalized Northerners in the 1950s. In the 1960s, the Sudan African 

National Union (SANU). 

Also from Southern Sudan, continued the policy of allying with 

marginalized Northerners to attempt to restructure the Sudanese political 

system. The results of all these alliance were the Formation of the Beja 

congress (BC) in 1958, and those of the Darfur Development Front 

(DDF) And the General Union of the Nuba (GUN) in 1965. These 

alliances led to the emergence of the new Forces congress after the 

overthrow of the first military government of Ibrahim Abboud in1964. 

Rural solidarity was another alliance of the marginalized political 

organizations, born in after the overthrow of the second military regime 

of Ja‟far Numeiri. Although a afew Individuals from the priviledged 

regions joined the SPLM/A, most came from the marginalized regions of 

the Funj/Ingassena and the Nuba Mountains. The SPLM/A operated in 

Beja territory without problems from the local population. In the late 

1980s, a leading ex-student Islamist Movement leader from Darfur, 

Dawood Yahiya Boulad, joined the SPLM/A, but was captured by the 

government forces in Darfur where he had been deployed for 

mobilization.However, by the time Boulad joined the SPLM/A there were 

already many anti-government forces in Darfur. 

Darfur‟s open defiance of Khartoum became conspicuous as early the 

beginning of the 1980s. In the early years of independence, Darfurians 

were even represented in Khartoum byMahadists from the Nile Valley. 

However, in 1981 Darfurians rejected President Numeiri‟s Appointed 
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governor of Darfur, who originated from the North. They demanded the 

appointment of an indigenous Darfurian (Ahmed Ibrahim Diraige) as 

their governor, andNumeiri had to comply. Although president Al Bashir 

was able to force one of his regime‟s Hard –liners as the governor of 

Darfur in the 1990s, he was not able to subdue the region Instead, 

instability continued to intensify until the outbreak of the war in 

2003.Polarization of the Islamists in government on issues of regional 

development split them into Awalad al Gharib sons of west) and awalad 

al balad (sons of those from the Nile valley, Predominantly from the 

Northern region). Soon after assuming power, the Islamist embarked on 

the beautification of Khartoum, development of the city‟s infrastructure, 

and construction of private housing for themselves. They allocated to 

themselves public assets through their Privatization programs. In regional 

development, they embarked on construction two Highways to the 

Northern region, one on each bank of the Nile. An expensive private 

wheat Project is also being developed in the Northern region  two other 

major projects the awalad Al balad Islamists are developing in the 

Northern region are the Kajbar and Merowe Hydroelectric projects and 

eventual irrigation works.While all these projects were being 

Implemented, the future of the only major project for the west, the 

western road, became Unclear.The Northern awalad al balad blamed 

prominent Islamists from the west for embezzling the funds meant for the 

western Road project,while the westerners blame the Northerners for 

diverting For the westerners This was another slap on their face by the 

awalad al balad, similar to the failure of the Sudan Libya highwayplanned 

during the Numeiri regime But while these events triggered the 

Beginning of the rebellion, the response from the masses to join the 

struggle is a resultof Long–term accumulated grievances Against 

Khartoum As happened in other regions of war in Sudan, the government 

has been able to take advantage of local conflicts to divide the Darfurians. 

But this polarization has resulted from the marked interpersonal 

inequalities being officially rationalized in the name of racialSuperiority. 

The use of Arabism and Islamism by the elites has succeeded to divide 

most Uncritical Sudanese. This is particularly so when privileges and 

access to power are highly Correlated with those racial and religious 

classifications. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Any long – term solution to the protracted conflicts in Sudan to address 

the fundamental issue Of the Sudanese political economy. This is the 

issue of political, cultural, and economic marginalization of the majority 

of the Sudanese. The concentration of power, wealth, and other privileges 

in Sudan in favor of those elites who claim “Arab – ness “ has led to the 

African –versus Arab divisions spreading in the North.These divisionscan 

neverbe eliminated by mere appeals to nationalism or religious 

commonality, but only through the initiation of a credible program of 

political, legal, cultural, and socioeconomic of the existing establishment. 

 Restructuringrequires effective decentralization and participation in the 

central government. The pseudo – federalism and pseudo democracy of 

the past have to give way to new political, economic, social, and cultural 

structures. The central political, military, and civil services must mirror 

the diversity of the country at all levels. This requires a responsible, 

nonsectarian government in the center that represents all Sudanese. 

 The state and local authorities have to be really autonomous, with 

resources to promote their own independent development programs. 

There must be free education for the children of all peasants and the other 

poor. The rich should either directly pay fees for their children or pay an 

education tax. A percentage of proceeds from natural resources, such as 

oil and gold, must be devoted to education, rural water supply, and health 

services. National universities should take an equal number of students 

from all states, while state universities in poor regions should have in – 

state intakes of 75 to 80 percent for the first ten years of their full 

establishment. The intakes to the universities, especially to the state 

university, must be consistent with the human resource needs if the state 

and local governments. 

 Rural development will greatly raise incomes, reduce poverty, and create 

a large domestic market for an all- around self –sustaining economic 

development. The rural development programs should be devised at the 

local level and funded jointly by the central, state, and local governments. 

In addition to embarking on serious rural development, it is essential to 

devise a strategy all of balanced regional industrial development. This 

requires the involvement of all levels of government and experts from all 

sectors of Sudanese societies.  
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Short of transforming the existing establishment, Sudan will continue to 

bleed and eventually disintegrate, regardless of whether a military or an 

elected sectarian government is in charge in Khartoum. These wars will 

continue as long as the market inequities persist in the country, even if a 

miracle were to make Sudan a monoculture country. 

Darfur people 

Too Black for the Arab- Islamists project of Sudan 

Abdullahi Osman El-Tom  

The eminent Sudanese scholar Francis Deng once said: “What divided us 

is what we don‟t talk about “What we don‟t talk about is in effect a taboo 

that has stifled debate and prevented true discussion among past and 

current Sudanese scholars. This situation has made it impossible to debate 

certain issue whose examination is crucial to solving the most obstinate 

of Sudan‟s persistent problems. 

In way, that taboo has now been broken. A milestone in its destruction 

was the courageous publication of the Black Book of Sudan. With as 

many as 300,000 dead and four million displaced and the numbers 

expected to rise, the Darfurians are left with no time for niceties, and 

certainly not for taboos. As Martin Luther King expressed it, an abscess 

can only be cured if its ugly pus is fully expected to the air. Let that be 

the mission of this essay. 

 Before we proceed, let me define where I stand with regard to the current 

crises in Darfur .From the reader‟s perspective, discerning the author‟s 

label is crucial to buying into the goods.  As a matter of principle and like 

many others the world over, I take the view that war is neither an ideal 

nor an effective way of conflict resolution, particularly if the conflict is 

primarily political in nature, as is the current problem in Darfur. As a 

matter of fact, most of us, from and in Darfur, have never been party to 

the decision to raise arms against the government of Khartoum. This is 

despite the fact that many Darfurians, including government supporters, 

concur with the grievances and the objectives of the Darfur rebles but do 

not condone raising arms to pursue these objectives. However, once the 

armed struggle started, most Darfurians found themselves with little 

choice but to take a stand and only one stand. Let us Darfurians, and 

particularly those who are deemed “too African “for Sudan, face it: We 

simply cannot afford to let the armed movement fail. Fortunately, the 
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objectives of Darfurian Movement need to be achieved entirely through 

armed struggle. It is not too late to lay down arms and continue the 

struggle through peaceful negotiation of the problem. 

Darfur problem  

Scholars working on the current Darfur crisis have looked inside the 

region in search of its causes,not surprisingly, this approach reduce 

discussion of the problem to localized indices like drought, environmental 

degradation, conflicts over local resources, and tribalism. This essay 

departs from this approach for two reasons. First, Darfur is not an isolated 

region. It is part of a national structure in which the policies of Khartoum 

governments have played a great part. Second, Darfur is not in any way 

unique in its problems.Other regions in Sudan with which Darfur is 

intricately connected shared its plight. Darfur should be seen as an 

indivisible part of effective whole that is bedeviled by the hegemony of a 

favored segment over the rest of Sudan. 

Darfur, Identity, and history 

Darfur, the size of France, covers an area if 160,000 square miles. It has a 

population of six million and constitutes roughly a fifth of Sudan‟s 

current population. Numerous ethnic groups that are all Muslims inhabit 

Darfur. The majority of Darfur‟s population now classify themselves as 

Back African or simply “Zurqa “(Black). Some retain their own original 

languages, but Arabic is the Lingua Franca. Other have long lost their 

indigenous languages and have been speaking Arabic for centuries. Major 

ethnic groups in Darfur on the so – called Black African side are the Fur, 

Massaleit, the Zaghawa, the Meidobe, and the Berti .On the Arab side are 

the Baggara, the Rizaigat, the Zayadia, the Maalia, and the Beni Halba.It 

must be noted that this is not exhaustive and that division between noe 

group and another is fluid, ideological, and subject to continuous change. 

The population of Darfur is categorized in different ways, each time 

according to the purpose at hand. Sometimes, the division is based on 

language, whereby you have Arabic speakers versus non-Arabic speakers. 

Just as often you have distinctions based on mode of livelihood, whereby 

you have pastoralists, sedentary farmers, and urban dwellers. Yet another 

division stresses the extent to ideological claim to Arab identity or 

culture. A far less useful way is to use the ethnic boundary as a marker 
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between one group and another, like the Fur, the Zaghawa, the Masaaleit, 

and so forth. 

       The current crisis has simplified and rigidified these categories. It has 

precipitated a new dominant criterion that operates as an ideology that is 

consciously enacted on the ground in forging alliances among various 

ethnic groups. Darfur can now be primarily divided into into two broad 

categories: Arabs, mostly but not all nomads, who have a strong claim to 

Arab culture and ancestry, and Black Africans (“Zurga”) who regard 

themselves as essentially non- Arab and African in origin. 

Surprisingly, many ethnic groups in the latter category speak Arabic as 

their mother tongue and, at least until a few years ago, courted both Arab 

ancestry and culture. 

But for many of these now, Africanism has finally superseded language, 

Islam, and the influence of Arab culture as a determining factor of 

identity. For them, Africanism connotes both historic belonging to the 

land and pride in their darker color and, above all, distinctiveness from 

their new Arab opponents. 

         Information on Darfur‟s history is still scant and hard to come by. 

From the fourteenth century right through to the nineteenth century, 

Darfur was dominated by three Kingdoms, the Dajo between the 

thirteenth and sixteenth centuries ; the Tunjur, who ruled Jebel Mara until 

the seventeenth century ; and the Keira Dynasty, which was only partially 

defeated by the Turks in 1874. Hence Darfur was, to a great degree, a 

separate Sultanate until the British annexed it to the current Sudan in 

1916. With the exception of a brief period of its history (1887-1898), 

Darfur stood as a separate Kingdom whose borders encroached into Chad 

but occasionally moved east deep into the current Region of Kordofan. 

 The paucity of knowledge of Darfur‟s history is not accidental. Rather, it 

is a local outcome of the orchestrated state campaign to obliterate the 

history of non – Northern Sudanese. It is to be noted that since 

independence in 1958, the Sudan has been controlled by three Arabized 

ethnic groups that originate in the northern region of the Sudan to the 

detriment of all others, both in the northern region and other parts of 

nation. The success of their campaign to undermine others is so 

spectacular that many of the target populations have accepted their 

banishment from history. In official Sudanese discourse, Darfur has 
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always been presented as a region of no history in line with other 

marginalized areas in Sudan. As a child growing up in western Darfur, I 

was taught to look beyond the Red sea and explore my history as part of 

the Arab peninsula and its glorious Arab- Islamist Empire. When I was 

young boy at El Fasher secondary school, our four classrooms were 

named after the famous four Islamic Khalifas, the successors of the 

Prophet Mohammed (Abu Baker, Omer, Othman and Ali). 

 When Arab –Islamic history gives way, it is often replaced by symbols 

from northern Sudan and rarely by those from the marginalized areas in 

the country. 

The hostels in both the intermediate and secondary schools that I attended 

bore the names of Sudanese historical figures like Tihraga, Nijoomi, Abu 

Likailik, and Dinar, the last being the only Darfurian who was 

occasionally honored by this deliberate reinvention of history. 

 The onslaught on Darfur history was so overwhelming that the local 

people also participated in it. This brazen project to clear history of non- 

Arab elements is exemplified by an order of a then – fanatic Minister of 

culture and Information  

(1980s) decreeing that all pre- Islamic symbols in the National Museum 

in Khartoum be removed and replaced by artifacts that reflected Islamic 

culture and history. Such a vision of history has now become evident 

among the marginalized, particularly in Darfur. My own District town of 

Umkeddada in North Darfur is now divided into four residential quarters 

officially known as Muzdalifa, Safa, Taqwa, and Alsalam.Two of these 

names refer to pilgrimages spots in Saudi Arabia, and the third (Taqwa) 

can simply be translated as Islamic “piety” Only one of the four chosen 

names (Alsalam) refers to a general human virtue, but that too equally 

resonate with Islamic philosophy, teaching, and thought. After all, the 

word Salam, a derivative of the term aslama (to become a Muslim) is 

central to Islamic greeting formulate and is also used in Islamic prayers. 

The evolution of a nation is a long and arduous process that cannot be 

pinned to a definite date in its history. Sudan as a nation is no exception. 

And its birth cannot be referenced by a single date. Nonetheless, there are 

certain landmarks in its history, and I will take the liberty of starting from 

just over a century ago. The Mahdist state in Sudan ( 1885-1898) was a 

landmark in the formation of the present official Sudanese national 



24 

 

identity, but only if we leapfrog history and omit the golden era of Amara 

Dunqus, the king of the first Black Sultanate in central Sudan during the 

seventeenth century. The Mahdist era was important not only due to its 

ability to bring together a substantial territory of the current Sudan under 

one rule but also because it was appropriated by the colonial invaders and 

used as a basis for modern Sudan. The cleavage of that Mahdist state is 

central to our plight today. So much energy, historical revisionism, and 

national and western scholastic endeavors have reduced that cleavage to 

simple religious different. Hence you have northern Muslims versus 

Christian – cum – animist south, a division that is now reflect in the north 

– south civil war brought to an end by the accession of John Garang‟party 

to power in Khartoum in July 2005. But the Mahdist state reflected the 

realities of Sudan differently, and this image might be a better base for 

analyzing current Sudan. 

  In the Mahdist region the state witnessed intense struggle between two 

main groups: (1) the Ashraf of the northern Sudan that lies north of 

Khartoum (honorable descendents of the prophet Mohammad), who 

identified with the Mahdi; and (2) the Gharraba (westerners of Darfur and 

Kordofan), who sided with Khalifa Abdullahi the architect of the Mahdi‟s 

regime. It is to be noted that Khalifa Abdullahi was Almahdi‟s deputy but 

later became his successor, hence the title “Khalifa “ ( “ successor “ in 

Arabic ). In some ways, the seeds of what was to become the nucleus of 

Sudanese identity were sown. The Ashraf were to be staged as the core of 

that identity against the Gharraba, who occupied a position of inferiority 

in the new dispensation. Although the Mahdist movement was instigated 

by the ills of Turkish rule (1881-1885), which included slavery, the 

abolition of slavery was not central to Mahdist policies. In Mahdist 

policies, slavery was tolerated if not encouraged by the state. More 

damagingly, a slaving mentality was augmented during the Mahdist 

regime through the institutionalization of Arab hegemony during the 

reign of Khalifa Abdullahi, who ran the state after the Mahdi‟s death  

Ironically, the Mahdi did little about slavery in the Sudan under the 

pretext that there was no clear statement regarding its abolition in the 

Koran. At the same time, he channeled considerable energy into banning 

the use and sale of tobacco, which did not feature in Koran  
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 It is possible to argue that Khalifa Abdullahi had no choice, as slavery 

was historically part and parcel of the Islamization of the Sudan. for 

example, the fourteenth – century intrusion of Islam into north Sudan was 

signaled by the Baqt Treaty, which was made conditional on the 

provision of slaves to the Islamic state in Egypt. The Turkish invasion pf 

the Sudan itself was driven several motives one of which was to procure 

slaves. in line with the culture of the arab slave traders who operated in 

the Sudan between the fourteenth and the nineteenth century, any (balck) 

Sudanese was generally enslaveable . Since then, “black Sudanese “has 

become associated with “slave”. It has to be conceded, however, that he 

association of blackness with slavery in the Arab mentality or in Arab 

mythology / history dates back much earlier. 

       Khalifa Abdullahi, the Mahdi‟s successor, found himself in an 

unenviable position. To begin with, he was a Fulani adopted into the 

Baggara Arabs of western Sudan. While the Baggara to this day profess 

their Arab ancestry, their intermixing with indigenous black Africans left 

them with a color that belied their claims to be regarded as true Arabs. 

Moreover, the Khalifa needed the support of many ethnic groups whom 

he rushed to Omdurman to back him against the northern Sudanese 

people, who openly declared themselves to be rightful heirs of the Mahdi, 

who died a few months after the fall of Khartoum (1885). Not 

surprisingly, the Khalifa had to pursue a ruthless regime to remain in 

power. His legendary show of force was displayed every week in 

Omdurman in what was at the time a residential park that bears the name 

Alarda, the Display Park, to this day. In his quest to maintain power, the 

Khakifa committed several atrocities, the most infamous of which was his 

onslaught on Berber; anorth city that was accused of collaborating eith 

the colonial invaders, the Khalifa has never been forgiven for his 

excesses, although the Mahdi had emerged almost untainted by all the ills 

of his state. 

 The legacy of the Mahdi is inseparable from the present Arab – Islamic 

project and the construction of Sudanese identity. The Mahdi‟s 

credentials rested on two Pillars. First, he was a theological scholar with a 

mission that afterward earned him sainthood, he had „‟ the right pedigree 

“connecting him directly with the prophet Mohammed. While the Mahadi 

dedicated his short victorious life to discharging his Baraka (blessing), it 
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was Khalifa who oversaw the mundane work of laying the foundation of 

the new state, the present Sudan. Despite his alleged Arab credentials, the 

so –called asharaf constantly challenged the Khalifa. Claiming to be 

related to the Mahdi, the Asharaf saw themselves as a cut above others 

and the legitimate heirs of the Mahdi. For them to be dominated by 

westerners in the guise of the Khalifa and his fellow countrymen was, in 

short, heretical. Although the Khalifa persevered, he left behind a nation 

that was nowhere the melting–pot state that was accommodative of 

diverse populations. His own courtship of Arab ancestry allowed the 

slave – trade mentality that equated “blackness “with “slave “to prevail. 

His alienation of the northern ethenic groups paved the way for his 

overthrow, as those groups became the vanguards of the invading Anglo- 

0Egyptian armies (1898). 

        As I mentioned before the Khalifa retained the perils of the Mahdist 

rule, while the Mahdist, being a northerner, emerged as a national hero, 

worshiped to this day in Sudan‟s history and mythology. Why not? 

Because he was instrumental in entrenching the current Arab –Islamic 

monoculture. His fellow northern merchants know as Jallaba (procurers 

of goods – especially slaves in the past) were encouraged to retain their 

slaves – trade mentality in return for their financial support of the 

Mahdist revolution. These Jallaba created a web of trade networks that 

spanned the whole country, but remained allied to their homeland along 

the Nile River in northern Sudan (hence, riverian Sudanese). The Jallaba 

continue to control national trade across the nation and finance northern-

based politicians to this day. 

 The Anglo – Egyptian rule of the Sudan (1898-1956) also laid the 

foundation for modern Sudan, and equally for many of its present ills. 

Western commanders of the Khalifa‟s army retreated to form the last 

kingdom of Darfur under Sultan Ali Dinar. For those ethnic groups north 

of Khartoum, the new era was that of unlimited opportunity. Having lost 

faith in the Mahdist regime and its western supporters, they flocked to 

welcome and fight for their new masters, the colonial invaders. the 

colonial regime rewarded them by making them their assistants and, later, 

their heirs. 

 In its pursuit of establishing a modern state with a modern civic society, 

the colonial regime also established regulated markets all over the 
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country. The Jallaba of northern Sudan were to play an important role in 

this sphere, their early fight from excessive tax imposed by the Turkish 

Regime 

 (1821-1885) had led to their exodus from northern Sudan to the areas far 

away from the Nile. This dispersion proved worthwhile during and after 

the independence of the country. Northern traders in non –northern cities 

of the Sudan continue to operate as conduits to redirect wealth into the 

same clans of northern Sudan.Theses Jallaba monopolize both trade and  

parastatal agencies for own enrichment. 

The biggest benefit of the colonial regime to the hegemony of 

northern Sudan was yet to come   Colonialism rested on the monopoly of 

modernity that underpinned the philosophy of all modern European 

empires. Through this monopoly, colonial staff portrayed themselves as 

of superior standing in terms of rationality, science, order discipline and 

so forth. Flip the coin and get the attributes that were associated with the 

natives. They were to accept their position as superstitious, chaotic, 

unruly, tribalistic, and barbaric. This construct of social relations ran 

throughout every colonial institution and was part and parcel of the 

colonial machinery of legitimacy. With the demise of colonial rule, 

remembers of the northern region of the Sudan (the three northernmost 

provinces at the time) simply slotted themselves into the social relations 

vacuum left by their colonial masters. As colonial heirs, these northern 

Sudanese assumed the mantle of being the vanguards of modernity in 

Sudan, complete with its colonial attributes. They were to become the 

civilized, the rational, the scientific, the orderly, and so on. These 

attributes were central to northern Sudan‟s claim to legitimacy to rule the 

country and are part of a discourse that remains alive to this day. Non – 

northerners who were in the margins of power in the Sudan were 

portrayed as superstitions, primitive, and tribalistic – the same qualities 

that were once the preserve of all Sudanese nationals. 

Darfur at a crossroads  

Since its independence in 1956, Sudan has been packaged to both insiders 

and outsiders as an outright Arabic – Islamic country. Throughout its post 

independence life, the Sudanese ruling elite has pursued this project with 

impeccable rigor, oblivious to its consequences. This Arab –Islamic 

project proceeded unhindered and survived irrespective of the democratic, 
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socialist, military, or religious credentials of the government of the day. 

What is even more perplexing is that, had the ruling class been fully 

faithful to this project, Darfur would be facing fewer problems today. 

Darfur is 100 present Muslim, a substantial proportion of the population 

has credible claim to “ Arab ancestry, “ and all Black Darfurians  use 

Arabic as a mother tongue or as a lingua franca. There is, however, 

another agenda behind this project that has taken many marginal 

Sudanese like the Darfurians several decades to comprehend. 

 The chosen Arab – Islamic identity is not solely as a symbolic tag. 

Rather, it is a discourse through which the entire Sudan can be managed 

and ordered into specific social relations. More lethal than that, it is so 

elastic and flexible that it can pave,so to speak, different routes that lead 

to the same station, a “ dead end “ one might say. Hence, irrespective of 

the nature of that sits in Khartoum, the social relations seem to remain the 

same. The marginalized retain their marginality and the ruling elite of the 

north prevails with its power and privileges intact. 

  Islamic was primarily spread by people of Arab culture. In many ways, 

it is hard to disentangle Islam from Arab culture. Wherever there are 

Muslims, the word over, one can observe substantial elements of Arab 

culture underpinning their practice of Islam. It is therefore not 

unreasonable to expect some confusion, if not outright interchangeability, 

between the process of Islamization and that of Arabization. The Sudan is 

certainty not unique in this regard. From North Africa to India to the Far 

East, many Muslim ethnic groups also claim to be Arabs. Nowhere is this 

Phenomenon clearer than in the Sudan. In the local vernacular, 

Arabization and Islamization are seen as synonymous and 

interchangeable. For example, circumcision, which is seen as Islamic in 

Sudan, as referred to equally as Arabization ( tareeb ), or admittance into 

Sunna, the prophetic way of life  idkhalhum filsunna). This understanding 

of the dual aspects of being Muslim has wide ramifications for ethnicity 

and its transformation over decades if not centuries in Sudan. At present, 

the Nubians of northern Sudan, like the Dungla, claim to be Arabs and so 

do the Beja of east Sudan and the Hawazma of Kordofan. In Darfur many 

of the groups that are now classified by their Arab neighbors as Africans 

and hence dispossessed of their acquired Arab connections also make 

similar claims, but the situation is changing quickly. Some of these 



29 

 

groups who profess Arab connections in Darfur still retain their African 

language while others have lost theirs to Arabic in the last century or two. 

Groups who have lost their own languages include the Zaghawa, the Fur, 

the Berti, the Slamat, and the Meidobe. To mention but a few. Claims of 

these groups to Arab ancestry are often accompanied by written pedigrees 

codifying their ancestral link with either the Prophet Mohammed or with 

his close associates.Sometimes, these pedigrees bear authentication 

stamps bought in Saudi Arabia. Incredible as it may be, there are now 

commercial offices in Saudi Arabia trading on verification of these 

pedigrees. 

 As alluded to earlier, it was not the simple claim to Arab ancestry that 

elevated riverian Sudan to its hegemonic position in the country. Rather, 

it was their opportunistic monopolization of modernity that was once the 

preserve of British colonial staff. By appropriating modernity and 

becoming its overseers in the Sudan, they have succeeded in dislodging 

many other ethnic groups across the Sudan that can mobilize their claim 

to Arab ancestry. Nomadic groups like the kababish, the Ziyadiya, the 

Rashaida, and the Zibaidiya can all profess Arab identity to an extent that 

cannot be matched by the current hegemonic groups in the country. 

However, in the current discourceof power, the are classifiedas 

essentiallybackward and at odds with modernity. 

Why the Janjawid 

The term Janjawid, which has now entered international lexicons, is new 

to most Sudanese, including the Darfurians. The term literally means “ 

hordes” but has also taken descriptive connotations like “ unruly men on 

horses, “ Arab Militias, “ Jinn on Horses,“ or eve “ horsemen brandishing 

JIM 3 machine guns ( Jawad  = horse ).  The term became popular in the 

mid – 1980s following assaults by Arab militias in west Darfur. 

 The formation of the Janjawid was neither spontaneous nor accidental. 

Rather, it was the result of planned actions by successive Khartoum 

governments. Ironically, if the Janjawid were to look  for a god father in 

the apex of power in Khartoum, they can find it in the guise of none other 

than Sadiq Al Mahdi, reputed to have led the most flourishing democracy 

in post independence Sudan ( 1986- 1989 ) It was Al Mahdi, the grandson 

of the Mahdi, who signaled to the Arab groups that expanding their 

power base could go hand in hand with the national idea of promoting 
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Arab – Islamic culture; that they could massacre thousands and thousands 

in their search for new wealth in an ethnic – cleansing fashion without 

facing the law; and that their leaders could maintain respectability and 

associate freely with the ruling elite. 

 At a different level, the predominantly Christian south/ Southern Region 

of Sudan has been fighting the Khartoum government, which represented 

the rest of the country collectively referred to as “north “for several 

decades (1955- 2005).Not that in this particular context, the term north 

does not refer to the area north of Khartoum, as it does in the rest of this 

essay. With the accession of John Garang to power in the south in 1983, 

the fortunes of the Sudanese army started to wane. Having lost faith in 

successive Khartoum governments, the marginalized areas in the country 

were no longer providing fresh recruits to the army. With extreme 

foolishness, the government turned to Arab groups and used them as 

instruments in its war against the south. The Arab groups obliged in 

return for provisions of arms and protection from the law. Thus, in 1987 

the Al Mahdi government armed the Baggara Arabs of south Kordofan to 

provide a buffer zone against the rebels in the south. Enslavement, 

burning of villages, and cattle grabbing became the order of the day. 

Under the protection of the state, the Arabs prospered at the expense of 

the innocent ethnic groups that were deemed to be affiliated with the 

Sudanese people‟s Liberation Army (SPLM) but the power base of the 

Arabs did not stop at the gate of the Southern Region. Darfur also saw 

orchestrated attacks on the Fur and the Masaaleit in an organized fashion. 

Africa watch narrates how these attacks were preceded by a warming a 

day ahead by the nomads to the Black farmers ordering them to vacate 

their villages. The Janjawid war cry is frightening and explicit: whoever 

dies goes into martyrdom and whoever survives gets the wealth of the 

slaves “(almat mat shaheed, wal hia yahil leeho mal al abeed). 

 There can be no doubt that the atrocities of the Janjawid proceeded with 

the blessings of Khartoum governments, past and present. In 1987, Al 

Mahdi met with what was called “The Arab Congregation, “also known 

as the Arab Gathering. Their intention was – and still is – to create “ an 

Arab balance “ in Darfur favorable for Khartoum and its policy of mono 

Arab – Islamic culture. The aim of the Arab congregation was spelled out 

very clearly in clandestine pamphlets issued in the mid – 1980s  Released 
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in two parts under the titles Quraish 1 and Quraish 2, the pamphlets call 

for creating what is referred to as “ an Arab Belt “ spanning from central 

Sudan to the border s of Chad. The process involves removing all those 

who are classified as non – Arabs from this zone. The term Quraish is 

rich in Arab – Islamic symbolism and connotes the ethnics groups of 

nobody other than the prophet Mohammed himself. The Arab 

Congregation is still active, with branches in most Darfur towns, and has 

been vocal in several local elections, even during Al Bashir‟s government 

(1989 to date). 

The free rein given to the Arabs to pillage, massacre, rape, and enslave 

those who were not fortunate enough to fit into the Khartoum racists‟s 

project was chillingly demonstrated in Al – Diein city, Darfur, during Al 

Mahdi‟s highly praised democracy (1986 -1989). The Baggara massacred 

their once neighbors and workers in a Holocaust – style slaughter. One 

thousands were murdered, some burnt alive near a police station and one 

thousands survivors were taken as slaves. The courageous writers Baldo 

and Ushari, who exposed this to the public, were castigated by Khartoum 

scholars for defects in their research methodology. The government of Al 

Mahdi remained faithful to its Arab allies. As Hashim put it in his 

breathtaking article: “if you want to kill a case – in Sudan –from a 

committee of investigation for it “: and that is what the prime Minister 

did. We are still waiting for the investigation report, and if Al Mahdi 

were to look for anything comforting in his response to that massacre, let 

me remind him of his government‟s participation in the mass burial of the 

victims. But that too was instigated by uncomfortable motives, for Al 

Diein‟s people, including the killers, had to be spared the sight of rotten, 

mutilated, and charred bodies around them and the imminent outbreak of 

diseases in the city. 

 The collaboration of the Janjawid has taken a much more lethal turn in 

the life of the present government. Their leaders are now promoted to the 

highest government positions in Darfur, ranging from heads of security to 

state governors. 

The convergence of the Khartoum government with the Janjawid is so 

bizarre that one of the Janjawid leaders is now among the government 

delegation to the UN / African peace Negotiations on the Darfur Crises. 
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  What is obscene about the government‟s use of the Arab militia is that it 

has demonstrated its failure from day one. Yet the Arab militia continues 

to be mobilized. 

In 1987, the Arab militia proved to be no match for the SPLA, against 

whom they were launched in the first place. Instead, they redirected their 

lethal weapons against the innocent and clearly unarmed civilians with 

stunning brutality. They obliterated thousands of villages in the Abye 

area in the south Kordofan Region while carefully avoiding any contact 

with the SPLA. 

 The same chilling story is now repeated. Neither the militia, now called 

Janjawid, nor the army can confront the so- called rebels in Darfur. 

Rather, the Janjawid‟s war, backed by heavy aerial bombardment, is 

mainly waged against innocent people. 

        The Black Book, the Hegemony of the North, and the 

Zapping of Darfur: 

Anyone who is interested in unveiling Darfur‟s grievances and hence the 

current rebellion doesn‟t need to go very far. The question of Darfur is 

well articulated in the well – known publication The Black Book of 

Sudan: Imbalance of wealth and power In Sudan. This mysterious book 

appeared in the streets of Khartoum in 2000. At that time its unknown 

authors wrote under the name “ Seekers of Truth and Justice. “ we now 

know that most of these authors come from the current Darfur group 

Justice and Equality Movement ( JEM). 

           The mystery of the Black Book was compounded by its 

impeccable method of distribution, which was executed with military 

precision. A one – off distribution of the book took place at Friday prayer 

in the capital to avoid tight government censorship. Within days the 

Black Book took on a life of its own, with no copyright attached, it has 

continued circulating through spontaneous photocopying. Most readers of 

the Black Book have not seen an original print of the document. Within 

days, the book became a topic of conversation at grassroots venue in the 

Sudan. While the authors printed only 500 copies initially, the free 

duplication of the book led government security to estimate the number 

of copies in circulation at 10,000. Part two of the Black Book was 

published four years later. 

 In a nutshell, the Black Book (parts 1 and 2) claims that the Northern 
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Region has controlled Sudan throughout its independent history and that 

this control has remained the same irrespective of the nature of the 

government of the day. The Northern hegemony has prevailed through 

democratic, theocratic, socialist and military governments alike the 

domination of the North, which is thought to constitute only 5 percent of 

Sudan‟s population, is pervasive and has been maintained at a huge cost 

to the nation. This disparity of wealth and power created a deep sense of 

political grievance leading to the current crises in the country. 

Let me now try to throw some light on this thesis. The claim is supported 

by an impressive array of statistics showing the regional origins of all key 

officeholders in the country: ministers, heads of Sudan Central Banks, 

Prime ministers, heads of universities, and so on. 

 To begin with, all presidents / prime ministers of the Sudan have come 

from the 5 percent of the Northern Region. Going through the ministerial 

positions dating from 1956 to 1989, a whopping 62 percent went to the 

North, while only 11 percent went to the western Region, which includes 

both Darfur and Korfofan and which holds 33 percent of Sudan‟s 

population. During the first decade of the reign of the present government 

(ABlashir‟s), the North controlled 60 percent of the national ministerial 

positions, while the share of Darfur with its 20 percent of Sudan‟s 

population was around 11 percent. The same pattern of government 

domination can also been seen in membership of the Revolutionary 

Command council, Where the North had 53 percent representation while 

Darfur had just 13 percent. Fifty percent of the presidential advisors also 

came from the North as opposed to 10 percent from Darfur (Table 1). 

State government did not escape this Northern hegemony. During the 

same period, 40 percent of the state governors came from the North, 

while the share of Darfur remained dismal at 15 percent (table 1). The 

statistic of power sharing if not power holding are boringly similar 

throughout, leaving no hope for those whose fortunes destined them to 

have been born outside the ethnic groups of the Northern Region. The 

Same pattern of high job allocation also occurs, national security, police 

force, ambassadors, bank managers, the Gezira Scheme, and the top 

public and semi-state companies (table 1). This unusual disparity in high 

job allocation left a clear deficit in the developmental fortunes of non- 

northern states. This is apparent in various developmental indices 
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revealed in the Black Book. For example, a primary school enrollment is 

88 percent for the North, as opposed to 31 percent in Darfur. The rate of 

hospital beds per 100,000 is 151 in the Northern Region compared to 24.7 

in Darfur. Again there are 13.4 doctors pre 100,000 in the Northern 

Region compared to 1.9 in Darfur. Using corroborative statistic from 

various sources, including the World Bank, the IMF, and the African 

Development Bank, Alex Cobham has this to say about the conclusions 

of the Black Book.   The Black Book of Sudan ….. Sets out data showing 

the disproportionate access to power – since independence in 1956 – of 

the 5 percent of the population from the Northern states. It further makes 

the claim that this has led to distorted distribution of government esources 

and therefore of development opportunities. This paper has used the most 

recent reliable data, much of it provided by the currentgovernment itself, 

to explore this claim. The results offer overwhelming support. 
 

Table 1, Human development. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Item/Region Northern Southern region Darfur region 

Pecentageof 

Sudan‟population 

5% 16% 20% 

Primary school enrolment 88% 21% 31% 

Hospital pre 100,000 3.9 1 0.4 

Hospital beds per 100,000 151 68 24.7 

Doctors per 100,000 13.4 2.8 1.5 
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Table 2. Regional Division of key offices in Sudan 

Office/item Northern 

Sudan 

Southern  

Region 

Darfur 

Region 

1 As percentage of Sudan’population 

 

5% 16% 20% 

2 president 1956- population All of 

noethern 

south 

0% 0% 

3 National Ministers 1989-2000 52% 13% 11% 

4 Members of Revolutionary 

Command Council 1989-present 

53% 20% 13% 

5 President Advisers 1994- 2004  50% 0% 10% 

6 State Governors excluding Southern 

States 

40% Al from 

the south 

15% 

7 Attorney Generals 1989-2000 50% 0% 0% 

8 Heads of constitutional Court 74% 13% 13% 

9 Heads of National Internal Security  50% 0% 0% 

10 Heads of External National Security 100% 0% 0% 

11 Sudan Intelligence System 100% 0% 0% 

12 Heads of National Police Forces 44% 0% 0% 

13 Sudanese Ambassadors (2000) 66% 6% 2% 

14 Sudan Consuls 47% 2% 0% 

15 Presidents of Universities (56)  55% 0% 17% 

16 Managers of Bank of Sudan 1988-

2000 

100% 0% 0% 

17 Managers of others Banks and 

Finncial Houses 

67% 0% 1% 

18 Managers of Gezira Schems  100% 0% 0% 

19 Major Public Companies 73% 0% 0% 
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The Tripartite Coalition of the Northern Region  
 

When the British colonial government left the Sudan in 1956, nationals 

had to be promoted to fill their vacated pasts. There were altogether 800 

new civil service posts, of which 778 went to persons from the Northern 

Province, while the remaining eight provinces of the Sudan were left to 

haggle over the leftovers. The divine right of the North to rule Sudan was 

thus inscribed in no uncertain terms. But there was a problem. The divine 

right had to be safeguarded against subsequent change of governments: 

Some of these were democratic, but most were not. But there was no limit 

to the genius of our Northern leaders, and here lies the story of the 

tripartite coalition of the north (Kayan Alshimal, a. k. a. KASH). The 

term KASH can loosely be translated as “the Northern Entity,”referring to 

a body that is entrusted with promoting the interest of the Northern 

Region. But membership in KASH is open only to elite ethnic groups, 

just in case other Northerners delude themselves, dreaming of being 

treated like “proper” Northerners. There is no place in KASH for “ lowly 

nomads “ like the Manaseer of the Northern Region who claim Arab 

ancestry, and its equally out – of – bounds for those unfortunate enough 

to speak Nubian or one of the other African languages as a mother 

tongue. These non – Arabic languages are referred to as rutanas, which 

can simply be translated from Arabic as gibberish, incomprehensible, or 

simply “bird‟s talk “. These rutanas are considered no good, and sooner 

they vanish from the Sudan the better. Not surprisingly, Sudanese who 

“still “have a rutana are embarrassed to show it. Speaking it is taken to be 

vulgar in the company of others, and it is better to pretend not to have one 

at all.To have had one the past is stigma enough, but to have one now is 

beyond forgiveness. Among other things, it means immediate exclusion 

from the Arab – Islamic club, and you lose your right to belong. The 

Mahas of the Northern Region now deny that they ever had a rutana even 

though living memory proves otherwise. Most of these rutana groups in 

the North have remained virtually unknown to the rest of the Sudan, with 

whom they share the fate of the marginalized majority. They are meant to 

remain nonexistent, invisible except to nosy anthropologists and 

archaeologists. 

 So who belongs to the club? Well, no prize for guessing; you only have 

to check the presidents and the prime ministers of the Sudan since 
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independence, and you will work it out. if your memory cannot take you 

that far back, not to worry, just pay attention to Al Bashir and his close 

associate in Khartoum‟s Presidential palace. KASH is an exclusive club, 

barely big enough for the three most formidable ethnic groups of the 

north. These are the Jallayeen ( President Al Bashir‟s ethnic group ), the 

Shaigiya (ex – president Sir Alkhatim and Current Deputy President 

Taha‟s ethnic group ), and the Danagla ( ex –prime Minister Al mahdi, ex 

– President Nimeiri,and ex – deputy President Alzibair‟s Ethnic group). 

So boringly uniform is that it would be appropriate to rename the 

Presidential palace in Khartoum as the KASH palace, Northern Entity 

palace, or simply to register it for the Jallayeen, the Shaigiya and the 

danagla. One does not need to have a sophisticated mind to conclude that 

this is no way to run a modern state. But this is precisely what has proved 

incomprehensible to our leaders to date. 

  What is the function of KASH? It is plain and simple : Irrespective of 

the nature of the government in Khartoum, democratic or otherwise, 

military or otherwise fanatic or otherwise, socialist or otherwise, jobs 

must remain in the hands of “ the boys “ and wealth must flow into the 

Northern Region. Other ethnic groups from the Northern Region can be 

co-opted from time to time, but rarely to key posts. However, by virtue of 

sharing the North with the eminent members of KASH, they ultimately 

benefit in terms of flow of resources into the Northern Region. As far as 

the rest of the country is concerned, they are only used if they move their 

worth to KASH and only until political uncertainty is brought under 

control and a more worthy member of one of the elite ethnic groups is 

found. Thus, when Turabi, who is of Northern origin, was dislodged from 

power, a situation of extreme uncertainty arose in Khartoum. To deprive 

Turabi of any support from Darfur, Al Bashir rushed Ustaz Tigani Sirag, 

a Darfurian, to occupy his position. Barely three weeks later, there was no 

need for a Darfurian in such a prominent position, when the dust had 

finally settled and Turabi. The once formidable imam of the regime, 

turned out to be no more than a paper tiger, Ustaz Sirag was not even 

granted the honor of being notified about his dismissal. The 

disappearances of his official car from in front of his office was enough to 

remind him of his place and teach him about the divine right of the North 

to rule the country,a right that he happily and humbly accepted. 
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 KASH became a formal organization following the abortive coup of 

Hassan Hesain in 1976. Although Al Mahdi„s party orchestrated the 

attempt, a Darfurian-born combatant led it. That was too much for the 

North. When the Northerners topple an elected government in Khartoum, 

it is often assumed that it must be for the good of the nation. Not if the 

leaders of the coup happen to be from the marginalized people. Thus 

Hesain‟s attempt at power was immediately dismissed as that of 

mercenaries. The Westerners who dared to challenge the Northern 

hegemony were banished from the Sudan altogether. For a brief period 

radio Omdurman, described them as “the Black Tigers “(Alfuhoud al 

soud). The term was telling, as it implied that other Sudanese nationalism, 

and particularly the rightful rulers, is something other than black. The 

term Black Tigers was subsequently replaced by the term mercenaries, a 

label that still freely and unashamedly circulates in popular Sudanese 

imagery. For days after the abortive coup, the media in Khartoum 

continued to broadcast interviews with captive coup leaders. Their poor 

command of Khartoum colloquial Arabic was mocked and interpreted as 

evidence of their not belonging to Sudan, hence the term mercenaries. 

  In January 2005, Al Bashir‟s rulling National Congress Party concluded 

a peace agreement with the southern rebels, the Sudanese people‟s 

Liberation Movement / Army, popularly known as SPLM/A. The 

agreement, officially referred to as the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

(CPA), has been publicized as a model for all other African countries in 

similar circumstances; it is claimed that it guarantees a new Sudan of 

democracy, Justice, and inclusiveness. Among its provinces, the CPA 

stipulates the formation of a new government of national unity along with 

a well-defined proportional division of all key national cabinet positions 

in the country. The government of national unity was formed in 

September 2005. Rather than reflecting the inclusiveness of Carang‟s 

vision of the New Sudan, the government of national unity appears to 

have been sabotaged by KASH and its insidious philosophy. According 

to the CAP, the Southern Region was to hold sixteen cabinet positions in 

the national government, leaving thirty – two positions for the remaining 

five Regions represented by the Khartoum government.The location of 

these thirty two cabinet positions was astounding. Surprisingly or 

otherwise, twenty of the thirty – two positions are filled up with personal 
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ethnically affiliated to one region only, and that is the Northern Region. 

Much worse, KASH„s elite ethnic groups of the North i.e the Shaigiya, 

the jallayeen, and the Danagla, control all the cabinet positions that went 

to the Northern region. This is despite that fact that the Northern region 

houses no fewer than seventeen indigenous ethnic groups. 

Table 3. Old Habit Die hard 

Region Number of Position  Percentage of Population 

Southern 16 16 

Northern 20 5.4 

Kordofan 6 12 

Darfur 6 20 

Eastern 0 11 

Central 0 20 
 

Table 4. Ethnic Composition of Cabinet Member from Northern 

Region, Government of National Unity  

Ethnic 

Group 

Shaigiya Jallayeen Danagla Others 

No.of 

position 

3 12(AlBashir‟s 

ethnic group ) 

5 0 

 

Before I leave this section, I must emphasize that not every member of 

the ethnic  groups that from the tripartite alliance approves of the selfish 

and shortsighted mission of KASH. Fortunately, these ethnic groups 

contain many citizens who are working hard and aspiring to build a just 

Sudan that is accommodative of all, irrespective of ethnic difference. 

Khartoum, the “white “city, and its Black Belt 

1983 was the first time that Darfur had a Darfurian governor. The 

struggle to have just that was not easy.it took a formidable uprising that 

brought the regional capital, El Fasher, to a standstill. At the end, the 

dictator Numeiri had to concede and humiliating issued a presidential 

decree against his constitution and withdrew his handpicked puppet 

nominee in favor of one acceptable to the people.That was an important 

gain, but nowhere near enough to assuage the feeling of marginalization 

in Sudan. Sadly, the media in Khartoum still thinks otherwise. for 
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example many Khartoum intellectuals still maintain that the south has 

long been ruled by southerners and should have shut up and stopped 

complaining. By containing the fight for more positions in the central 

government, the SPLM must harbor other ills. The same “Home Rule “is 

now conceded to Darfur in the guise of federation or even regional 

autonomy. As far as Khartoum, the center of power, is concerned, it is to 

remain out – of – bounds for southerners and westerners alike. 

Despite the existence of the Nile River, the Northern Region remains 

most inhospitable for human habitation with exceptionally low carrying 

capacity in comparison to many other regions in the Sudan. Traditionally, 

the Northern region has always been an area of out – migration. As the 

capital of a state and a seat of government dominated by Northerners. 

Khartoum became a favored destination for immigrants from the 

Northern Region. their access to jobs has over the years, remained 

exceptionally high and disproportionate to the size of their population. 

But Khartoum, too, has attracted others from all over the Sudan. Lack of 

development in other regions of the Sudan made Khartoum, by default, 

attractive, if only to avail of the meager services that it offered, Despite 

this, and oblivious to history, many Northerners seem to have extended 

their right to rule and treat Khartoum as a northern city. This view 

metamorphosed into a powerful ideology that holds that others like the 

southerners and the Darfurians should forget about Khartoum and be 

content with ruling their own regions. 

  In this recent work on the current Sudan crises, Mohammad Hashim 

maintains that the name Khartoum, traditionally pronounced as 

“Khertum” is of Dinka origin. Khartoum owes its name to the Dinka 

language, in which the words ker tom translated as “the river confluence. 

It is to be noted that the term Khartoum has no Arabic origin. Earlier 

attempts to rewrite history by attributing the origin of the term Khartoum 

to the Arabic Khurtoum, meaning “elephant‟s trunk, “simply did not sell 

well Sudanese schools. Moreover, and just 250 years ago, the white Nile 

area that extended north of Jabal Aulia on the outskirts of Khartoum was 

Shillukland. For those readers who are not familiar with the lands of 

Sudanese ethnics groups, let me note the Dinka and Shilluk come from 

the Southern Region of the Sudan and count among the Christian and 

animist supporters of Garang‟s SPLM. 
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  As for Omdurman, it owes its name to Darfur. Traders from Darfur who 

were not well versed in Arabic referred to a female food sller as mother 

of Abdurahman (umduraman). Recently history shows that until the 

Mahdi‟s uprising (1885- 1898), the city of Omdrman was nothing but a 

small market and a few scattered fishing hamlets. 

 The north ownership of Khartoum is not a simple dream. it is an 

ideology that successive governments have pursued with vigor. 

Reminiscent of the now defunct South African apartheid system, and in 

the name of tackling fighting and loitering those who were deemed too 

dark for Khartoum were often rounded up by the army and the police to 

be sent back to their various areas which were impoverished by the 

Khartoum government.These raids were practiced throughout the reign of 

all governments that ruled the Sudan since the 1970s. However, this 

practice has become much harcher during the reign of Al Bashir‟s 

government and particularly during the time in office of Deputy President 

Alzibair, whose harted of the Gharraba, not to mention the Southerners, 

was legendary. Hashim says that those who were herded out did not 

understand the action and thought that their leaders at the top had their 

common sense.But it gets even more bizarre, and you could be forgiven 

for confusing Khartoum for an all – white Afrikaner city. The racist 

philosopher of the current regime, Hasan Mekki, portrayed Khartoum as a 

city besieged by black people. For that he coined the unfortunate term 

Black belt (alhizam Alaswad), referring to those who live in the outskirts 

of Khartoum. These are impoverished sectors of the capital, and people 

from the Southern and western Regions populate most, but not all of 

them. The eminent philosopher, or perhaps more accurately bigot, 

described those “ black people “ as descending on Khartoum, filling it 

with flies during the day and spoiling its peace with night burglary. The 

Black Belt is responsible for messing up the otherwise tranquil life of the 

(certainly not black) Khartoumese people. The inability of members of 

KASH to accept the very plain fact that they, too, are black has 

culminated in a deep inferiority complex. This complex, described by Al 

– Baqir Al- Afif Mukhtar as deep identity crises, “is chilling and no less 

embarrassingly revealed in the following words. 

In 1990, a group of Northern Sudanese in Birmingham in Britain 

convened a meeting to discuss how to fill in the local Council‟s Form, 
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and especially the question about the social category. They felt they did 

not fit in any of the categories that include, among others, white, Afro – 

Caribbean, Asian, Black African, and others. It was clear to them to tick 

on “Others “but what was not clear was whether to specify as “Sudanese, 

Sudanese Arab or just Arab. “ There was a heated discussion before they 

finally settled on “Sudanese Arab. “ When the question why not to tick on 

the category of Black African was raised, the immediate response was 

that, “but we wre not blacks. 

Khartoum certainly belongs to the Northern Region. But inasmuch as it 

does, it also belongs to other Sudanese irrespective of their shade of 

color, region, or religion. Ironically speaking, the common denominator 

of those described as black here is neither color nor religion or even 

regional origin. It is poverty that is responsible for their marginalization. 

The Road to War in Darfur 

It is legitimate to question the wisdom of taking up arms against the 

government of Khartoum and to assume that a peaceful way of addressing 

the problem would have been better. One thing, however, is sure in the 

case of Darfur. Arms were taken up only after the failure of Khartoum to 

listen to the voice of peace, which was raised on numerous by Darfurian 

leaders. Bizarrely. Al Basher is famous for repairing in his public 

speeches that he negotiates only with those who raise arms. 

 Callous dictators facing catastrophes often hide behind ignorance, 

blaming their advisers for not conveying to them the extent of imminent 

disasters until it is too late. With their strong control of the media, 

dictators always run the risk of forfeiting the use of so – called early – 

warning systemthat could prompt them toact in timely fashion. Well, Al 

Bashir and his predecessors simply do not have the Luxury of hiding 

behind ignorance. Despite his oppressive control over the media, Al 

Bashir‟s government knowingly sat watched Darfur progress toward war 

Instead of extinguishing the fire, he and his government added more fuel 

to it. I cannot possibly match Harir‟s excellent documentation of the 

Janjawid atrocities in Darfur, which prevailed long before the current 

armed “rebellion “. Harir shows how many opportunities were lost 

reducing a clearly political problem to its military underpinnings. Let us 

start the debate from a much later in the history of Janjawid atrocities and 

government intransigence in Darfur. 
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 January 1999 witnessed a colossal attack by the so called Arabs on their 

African neighbors in West Darfur. The assault was orchestrated and 

assisted by the army and let to the death of more than unarmed civilians, 

the burning of one hundred villages, and the displacement of thousands of 

people, all for the sakes of land and wealth. The crises led to a well – 

publicized condemnation by all political parties, including the opposition 

parties. Al Bashir himself shed a few crocodile tears and sent his envoy to 

bring things under control. 

  Darfur did not stand idly by. They engaged with the Presidential peace, 

warming Al Bashir about the imminent disaster facing the country. The 

Memorandum of march 1999 was accompanied by 1,300 signatures of 

Darfurian dignitaries, including those of key figure in Al Bashir„s 

government. The memorandum was very detailed and covered the cause 

of the problem as well as outlining ways toward its circumvention. Had 

the government paid attention to that memorandum and followed it to the 

letter, there would not be war now in Darfur. Instead, the government 

harassed those who signed the memorandum and declare the crises as 

nothing but a subversive action premeditated by enemies of the 

government. 

The Darfur Armed Movements   

There are currently two main armed movements operating in Darfur. The 

Sudan Liberation Movement /army (SLM/A) is the biggest. It is an 

offshoot of an earlier movement led by Daud Bolad. Bolad, a Darfurian 

himself, was a prominent member of the Muslim Brotherhood of the 

1970s and 1980s. Following his defection from the Muslim Brotherhood, 

he resurfaced in Darfur leading an SPLA (of Grang) battalion in 1991. 

His battalion was defeated and he was captured and later killed by his 

captors. 

The second Darfur Movement operates under the name Sudanese Justice 

and Equality Movement (JEM). It operated as a clandestine movement 

throughout the 1990s, but became known to most of us much later. JEM 

is famous for the publication of the Black Book of Sudan, although some 

of the fifty – four authors are now members of the SLM/A. JEM is often 

portrayed as an affiliate of Turabi‟s popular congress party (not to be 

confused with the national Congress party of Al Bashir), where many of 

its current leaders learned the ABCs of politics. Al Bashir‟s government 
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has overemphasized this alleged connection with the popular Congress 

party of turabi in an attempt to galvanize the Sudanese public against 

JEM. The success of Abashir in defaming JEM with such alleged 

connection was so spectacular that several circles in the international 

community, as well as international official bodies, also believed it. 

Views, however, are now changing regarding the possible affiliation of 

JEM to the “Islamist “popular Congress party of Turabi During the sixth 

Round of Abuja Talks on Darfur. Roger winter, the U. S. special 

Representative for Sudan, declared to this author that “the United State no 

longer maintains that JEM is affiliated to Turabi‟s party “Julie Flint and 

Alex de Waal also express the same view in their recent book on Darfur. 

 Both SLM and JEM are broad organizations that accommodate many 

who are unified by broader objectives and a common enemy. The 

objectives of both movements boil down to establishing of  a Sudan that 

is free of ethnic, color, cultural, religious, or regional marginalization. 

  By the late 1980s, the government of Khartoum was fighting for its 

survival following numerous defeats in the south. It found new allies 

among the Janjawid, who were enticed by the promise of expanding their 

land and wealth base. It was a lethal marriage, exploited by certain “Arab 

“groups to enrich themselves at the expense of other indigenous 

Darfurians. By 2002, the indigenous Darfurians, referred to as “Zurga 

“(Black), could not take it anymore. A perfect environment for armed 

insurgence ensued. 

  In February 2003, the movements of Darfur began their assaults. It was 

clear from the beginning that it was an armed rebellion and not simply 

armed robberies as the government wanted to maintain. Darfurian people 

in and out of the government approached the Khartoum authorities to 

move immediately and accept that the rebellion was instigated by 

political grievances that could not be reduced to military operations. 

Khartoum listened and participates in the selection of a committee of 

eight prominent people representing all stakeholders in Darfur. It was a 

wise course of action, and the committee soon moved into a positive 

debate with the so called new rebels of Darfur, but Khartoum had another 

vision. For many at the top echelons, the members of the movement were 

no more than amateur boys who could easily be crushed by the army. In 

April 2003, Al Bashir convened a Dual Summit with Idris Deby, the 
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President of Chad. The summit worked out a plan to annihilate the armed 

movement and this intention was declared in no uncertain terms. Days 

after the summit, Darfur witnessed its most intensive aerial 

bombardment. The attack was brutal and indiscriminate and devoid of 

any strategy of targeting the rebels of sparing unarmed civilians. The 

assault continued nonstop for five days. The message to the rebels was 

crystal clear. Attack the government troops and we will bomb your 

innocent people. This strategy still underlies Khartoum‟s military 

operations in Darfur. 

       The response of the rebels was impeccable and swift. Even before the 

government‟s bombardment was over, “the amateur boys “. They 

attacked El fasher, the capital of the region and the seat of the army 

headquarters. burning six airplanes, killing thirty– two army members, 

and taking the army‟s commander captive( he was later released 

unharmed )The rebels r entered the army headquarters and emptied it of 

its weapons and vehicles. Then they marched into the city center for a 

rally and a speech before they withdrew with the loss of twenty men. 

Documenting this incident, Abu khakid narrates that rebels had no 

interest in harming civilians, including top government officials They 

ordered many of them to leave their offices and go to their homes. the 

head of the Popular Defense Force, clearly a target given the 

circumstances, was included among those officials. 

 The successful attack on El fasher was devastating for the government of 

Khartoum Their new enemy proved to be more than a bunch of 

disorganized adventurers. As described by a top Sudanese army general, 

their attacks combined elements of military surprise, accurate timing, 

clear targeting, and swift entry and exist with minimal casualties, a dream 

of every military commander. 

 As for the rebels, the attack on El fasher was a turning point in their 

movement. It clearly catapulted them into a force that cannot be taken for 

granted. Their attempts to avoid civilian causalities won them much 

praise in the city. It was clearly at odds with the normal behavior of the 

Sudanese army, in peace or in combat.Through their public rally, the 

rebels were able to present their case and counteract government 

propaganda. Not surprisingly, the movements have never since then run 

short of volunteers to go to the battlefield. 
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  The predicament of Khartoum‟s government is getting worse. The 

marginalization thesis has now reached every corner in the Sudan and is 

likely to lead to other similar rebellions. At least two other new 

movements have already declared war against Khartoum and in June 

2007 they formed alliances with Darfurian‟s movements. There are 

Shahama (Pride) Movement of the Misairia Arabs of Kordofan and the 

Maalla Arabs of Abkarnika in Darfur. The armed rebels in the east, Red 

Lions and Beja Front, and numerous Arab groups have also signed a 

memorandum with the Darfur Movement, with that, it is clear that 

Khartoum‟s dilemma is now taking a different twist. In Khartoum‟s 

lexicon these groups do not figure among the “Zurga” of Sudan. Rather, 

they are Arabs and of the pool that has traditionally allied itself with the 

Khartoum government. Perhaps receiving Garang‟s SPLM in Khartoum 

is after all not that bad. It is a lesser evil. At least Khartoum‟s rulers can 

still count on the Islamic card that can be raised to keep “ Christian “ 

SPLM at arm‟s length and to rally others against them. That cannot be 

done with the Gharraba (westerners). They may prove to be too close for 

comfort and a much harder nut to crack. 

The Darfur Conflict: 

          A Natural Process or War by Design? 

 Ali B. Ali - Dinar 

Stemming from political, ecological, and regional factors, the current 

conflict in Darfur is one of many conflicts that have plagued the region 

over the past several decades. 

The cause of such conflicts have evolved over the years and become more 

complex than the manner in which they have been analyzed and 

represented in the press and the academy. Many still argue that 

competition between “ Arab “ nomads and “ African “ sedentary farmers 

over increasingly scarce natural resources is the major cause of the 

current conflict in Darfur. This essay argues that the war in Darfur, which 

started in 2003, is a major departure from earlier conflicts that have 

plagued the region since the pre-colonial period and more specifically, 

especially in its root causes and manifestations at the political, social, and 

global levels. Therefore, it is important to examine the factors that led to 

the current globally publicized conflict in comparison to previous ones. 
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This will help to identify its nature and map the most appropriate way in 

which the conflict can be resolved in a just and lasting manner. 

         Darfur Conflicts in Historical Perspective      

Historical references to conflict in Darfur date back to the Formation of 

this independent entity as a seventeenth – century sultanate in the ( 1650-

1916) Most of the reported conflicts in Darfur between the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries involved either intra- Darfur rivalries or conflicts 

with Sultanate‟s contemporaries, such as the Kingdom of Sennar in 

eastern Sudan and the Kingdom of Wadai, its western neighbor. In 1786, 

after the defeat of Sultan Hashim of Musba‟at in Kordofan, Sultan Teirab 

of Drafur followed the army to present – day Omdurman only to stop 

when he fell ill and later died on his journey back to Darfur. Kordofan 

remained part of Darfur until Turko – Egyption forces annexed it in 1821. 

 Westward, the Fur sultans at times exerted greater influences upon the 

Kingdom of Wadai by aiding their favorites in ascending to the throne, 

and this led to a number of wars between the two states with their shared 

ethnic groups. 

Settling the boundaries between Darfur and Wadai was an important 

factor, which was used by the French government in pressuring the 

British administration in the Sudan to occupy Darfur. In this Process of 

diplomatic negotiations between the two colonial powers many are is that 

were historically part of Darfur became part of present –day Chad. 

According to Darfur‟s indigenous system of administration tribal entities 

maintained political and administrative powers on behafe of Darfur‟s 

Sultans. In order to retain the loyalty of these tribal entities, Darfur‟s 

sultans made sure to have wives from various ethnic groups. Symbols of 

material wealth acquired through long- distance trade in from of cloth, 

fabric, perfumes, swords, and other exotic merchandise were also used as 

gifts to maintain allegiance. 

 Ethnic conflicts during it is period were mainly between the sultans and 

some nomads Arabs and resulted from failure or delay in paying taxes to 

the sultan‟s agents, or competition with the Sultans over trade. During the 

reign of Sultan Mohammed Al Fadul, several Arab sheikhs were executed 

as a punitive measure. During the reign of Sultan Ali Dinar. Several Arab 

groups fled to Kordofan, where they sued him through the Anglo- 
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Egyptian administration and later aided in the invasion of Darfur by the 

condominium forces. 

 Aside from periodic conflicts between the Fur Sultans and some 

disobedient ethnic groups, the region had witnessed periods of collective 

revolts in which the whole population has revolted against oppressive 

national or foreign policies. in Darfur‟s history, such revolts took place 

during the Turkish rule of Darfur between 1874-1882, led mainly by Fur 

shadow sultans against the occupation; during the Mahdist rule in Darfur, 

as represented in the Abujimaized revolt; and later the Suheini revolt 

during the Anglo- Egyptian rule in 1921.Ethnicity, as a powerful force for 

intimidation and divided – and – rule was cleverly used by the British 

administration during their preparation for the invasion of Darfur in 1915. 

British policies at the time involved arming Arab groups in the borders 

between Darfur and kordofan and using Arab militias to track Sultan Ali 

Dinar in Jebel Marra. This resulted in his murder 1916. In Darfur, this 

was the first time in which ethnically based Arab militias were recruited 

by an invading army against the rulers of Darfur. 

Unlike the current situation in Darfur, in which land ownership is one of 

the reasons behind the ongoing carnage, in the past Darfur Sultans 

encouraged the migration of people to populate the region; these people 

were later granted land charters legalizing their presence and their land 

ownership. The acceptance of foreigners also included Darfur Sultans 

calling for learned men (Muslim clerics) to take up residency in Darfur. 

 However, the peaceful coexistence of the various ethnic groups in Darfur 

was later disrupted by the incorporation of Darfur into a national 

framework with unjust structural policies. After the independence of the 

Sudan in 1956, the surge in ethnic violence can be ascribed to two 

interrelated factors: political factors at the domestic, national, and 

regional levels: and ecological factors related to desertification and 

drought, which have negatively impacted the environment and water 

resources  

      Political Factors: Domestic, National, and Regional 

Following the incorporation of Darfur into the rest of Sudan in 1915 little 

has changed outside the urban centers, where the tradition system of 

administration was embraced in harmony with the British policy of 

indirect rule. Since the British administration was not keen, from the 
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beginning, on annexing Darfur to the rest of the Sudan, it was less 

enthusiastic in long-term policies for inclusion of Darfur and economic 

development in the region. A lack of basic governmental services in 

Darfur, compared to other regions (particularly those in the north), has led 

to widespread discontent in Darfur. The absence of education, transport – 

representation development projects are characteristic of this region, 

because its budget doesn‟t correspond to the size of its population. This 

situation pushed many Darfurians to migrate, mainly to Libya, while 

others engaged in trade with neighboring countries. Goods from Libya, 

Chad, and Nigeria have enriched the local markets in Darfur, and some of 

these goods found their way to other parts of Sudan, including 

Khartoum.But Darfur was also affected by political unrest in Chad and 

Libya, including the Chadian –Libyan wars (1978-1987), and the long – 

term showdown between Libya and the west. The conflict between 

Sudanese and Libyan political interest in deciding who rules Chad has 

contributed to flooding Darfur with arms and armed groups whose entry 

into Darfur has prompted strong tendencies toward the use of arms to 

settle ethnic disputes. The ease with which these arms were acquired and 

smuggled into Darfur has had a direct impact on the conflicts that are 

currently ravaging Darfur. The Chadian – Libyan conflict coincided with 

a time in which Libyan was obsessed with Arabism, a sentiment that was 

slowly adopted by certain groups in Darfur and served as a catalyst for 

future ethnic intimidation against its non-Arab inhabitants. 

Under the pretext of regional autonomy, which was introduced to Sudan 

in 1981 during the military rule of Ja‟far Numeiri, the central government 

relegated many of its responsibilities to the newly created states, which 

were staffed by the citizen of each state In Darfur, some politicians 

started to consider ethnicity as a factor in the acquisition of jobs and 

political power.This process of ethnically based demands for power 

culminated in the division of Darfur into three states. This division has 

benefited many elites and allowed the central government to shift its 

responsibilities to the cash – strapped states. 

      Environmental Factors: Successive Droughts, and Their 

Sociopolitical Implications 

Since the early 1970s, Darfur has witnessed waves of climate change that 

have internally displaced many ethnic groups within the region and into 
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urban areas nationally. Hence, Zaghawa moved from their homeland (Dar 

Zaghawa) to different places inside Darfur. Their presence was not 

limited to one area; they settle in lands traditionally belonging to various 

ethnic groups – Fur, Arabs, Masalit, and Birged – and in many urban 

centers in Darfur and beyond. This earlier phases of gradual migration 

was done without reported incident and without government assistance. 

The same could be said for the movement of nomadic Arabs looking for 

water and pastures for their livestock.Throughout the years land 

ownership and ethnic boundaries were amicably respected by these 

groups, who for centuries settled their disputes through traditional means 

of mediation (ajawid /mu‟atamarat al sulh). Ideally, under this 

mechanism, all mediation and conference decisions are honored and 

respected, while the government stays neutral and serves as a facilitator 

and rarely enforce its own vision of peace. With the existence of ethnic 

conflicts in Darfur in the past, the neutrality of the government has 

prevented these conflicts from spreading to other areas. 

The aforementioned formulas for settling conflicts, however, changed 

with the military tactics developed to fight the Sudan People‟s Liberation 

Movement /Army ( SPLM/A) in southern Sudan. Although conflict over 

pastures and other resources tended to be resolved amicably between the 

Baggara /Misseiriya and the Dinka with the infiltration of the SPLM/A in 

the Nuba mountains, the Sudanese government created the Murahaleen 

militias, which fought parallel to the Sudanese government army. The 

creation of these militias has resulted polarizing in the conflict, and by the 

Baggara / Misseiriya, the government has poisoned the relationship 

between groups that the most part managed to peacefully coexist and 

intermarry for decades. It is also amid this atmosphere that the Ed Dein 

Massacre of 1988, committed by the Rizeigat against the Dinka took 

place, which was followed by the creation of the Arab Gathering during 

the time of the democratically elected government of Sadig Al Mahdi. In 

its founding declaration, the Arab Gathering criticized the marginalization 

of Arab groups in Darfur and called for more representation of them in 

the government regionally and nationally. There was no condemnation of 

the Arab Gathering and its ethnically chauvinist rhetoric, and some of 

those who significant that document have held highly esteemed positions 

within the upper echelons of the National Islamic Front ( NIF). 
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 Ethnic Conflicts Prior to 2003 

The period to 2003 witnessed many conflicts in the Darfur region. These 

conflicts date back the early 1980s; the most important were the conflicts 

between the Fur and their nomadic neighbors in Jebel Marrah, which 

ended in 1989. Fur –Arab conflict has followed a clear pattern of 

destruction, including the looting and burning of prosperities and people 

this conflict has gradually intensified the ethnic tension between the two 

warning groups. 

What has happened in Jebel Marrah also took place in Dar Massalit 

between the Massalit and the newly arrived Arab nomadic groups. With 

the central government backing the newly arrived nomads, by granting 

them land rights in Dar Massalit, and the same time reducing the powers 

of the Massalit Sultan, such policies have fueled the violence between the 

two groups. In both areas of conflict, the local government administration 

and sided with the Arab groups against the Fur and the Massalit. During 

the course of these conflicts, the groups‟ natural resources were exhausted 

and depleted; and it proved that the longer the conflict, the more time is 

needed to reach a consensus in settling it. During the conflicts in Jebel 

Marrah and Dar Massalit, reports by many activists from these regions 

documented the scale of the destruction of individuals and villages. 

Rather than attempting to control these conflicts, the central government 

aggravated the situation by ignoring all calls for intervention and 

provision of security. Later, the government started a wave of military 

campaigns in Dar Zaghawa, accusing them of being the main source 

behind the violence and banditry in Darfur. Using the sheer power of the 

army to fight banditry is regarded by some as a disguised government 

policy to target certain ethnic groups, and the real motive behind the 

violence in Darfur. 

   History of the Current Conflict: 2003 – Present 

The Sudan appearance of the Sudan Liberation Army (SLM) in Darfur 

was not a complete surprise within the context of the aggravate violence 

committed against civilians and the sporadic attacks against the army and 

top government officials. It was under these circumstances and the 

ensuing chaos that a conference was held in El Fasher in February 2003 

to discuss ways of deescalating the violence and improving security. The 

Conferees sent representatives to contact the main ethnic groups involved 
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in the conflict to state their demands and explain their grievances. A 

considerable and daring development that emerged during the course of 

these events was the initiation of contact with the SLA fighters, who 

disclosed their nascent political demands. The main demand was for the 

government to stop attacking their bases. However, the government 

forces did attack their bases, and the SLA response was the swift and 

costly counterattack on El Fasher, Maleit, and Kutum. The government 

showed less interest when a group of Darfurian ministers and 

parliamentarians met with the SLA and listened to their demands and to 

Khartoum to announce them at a well- publicized press conference, which 

was abruptly canceled by the government, with the SLA‟s capture of 

large numbers of government troops  a cease-fire was signed in Abeche, 

Chad between the Sudan government and SLA, and according to which 

both sides agreed to curb the activities of the Janjawid   (armed militia ), 

release war prisoners,and deliver aid to affected parties. In April 2001, 

another cease – fire agreement between these groups and the government 

was signed in N‟djamena. However, the atrocities against civilians, which 

include heavy aerial bombardment, burning of villages, bombing of water 

sources, destruction of farms, arbitrary arrests, the widespread use of 

torture, and the systematic raping of women and girls, have not ended and 

in many cases they have intensified. 

 It was only after the visit to the region by Kofi Annan, the UN secretary 

– General, and U.S secretary of state Colin Powel to Darfur in July 2004 

that more pressure was placed on the government regarding the atrocities 

in Darfur. Rather than addressing the real issue of curbing the janjawid, 

the government continued to absorb them into the army and police forces, 

under the pretext of deploying more troops to provide security in Darfur, 

which was the main call from the inhabitants to the central government 

prior to the appearance of the Sudan Liberation army (SLA) and justify 

and Equality Movement. 

(JEM). 

     Characteristics of the Current Conflict  

Unlike previous ethnic conflicts, the recent conflict in Darfur is 

considerably different for the following reasons:  

1- The extent of government involvement, while in past ethnic 

conflicts the involvement of government troops was limited to the 
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geographical location of the conflict, the current conflict engulfed 

wider areas, which necessitates more troops in Darfur now than 

during previous conflict. 

2- Size and nature of destruction. Unlike past ethnic conflicts, 

destruction resulting from the current conflict covers wider areas 

than in the past, and methods such as rape, burning of mosque, and 

poisoning of wells, previously unheard of in Darfur‟s history. 

3- Ethnically based militias terrorizing civilians as a Counter 

Insurgency tactic. The widespread use of Janjawid militias is 

unprecedented, especially in light of their government –sanctioned 

impunity and the government„s defiance of all calls from the 

international community to disband them. 

4- Use of aerial bombardment. The use of gunship helicopters and 

bombers against civilians on a large scale is one of the basic 

characteristics of the current conflict. 

5- Regional and international concern: This conflict has received 

considerable coverage in the western media, and human rights 

campaigns have focused their attention on Darfur to the exclusion 

of many other serious conflicts. The extent of global activism 

around Darfur is unprecedented, as is the number of involved 

organization. 

Ethnic conflicts that ravaged Darfur prior to the current one were 

characterized by:  

1- Prevalence of conflicts between neighboring groups regardless of 

their race.  

2- Involvement of only the residents of specific geographical 

locations. 

3- Result of environment factors. 

4-  Likely resolution by the traditional system of mediation and 

compensation. 

Regardless of the uniqueness of each period, there are common 

denominators in both types of conflicts: 

1- Darfurians are both the victims and the aggressors. 

2- The central government shows partiality by taking sides. 

3- All conflicts occur within a context of an underdeveloped region 

that lacks basic services. 
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   Why the Government Is Waging War in Darfur   

There are several reasons for the National Islamic Front government‟s 

war in Darfur.It is partly explained by the nature of the regime, which 

since it came to power has used widespread repression, emergency laws, 

forcible conscription, and arbitrary dismissal from work, as well as a 

Jihad (typically defined in this context as “holy war “ ) in the south and 

the Nuba mountains, to its grip on power. 

The eruption of the war in Darfur at time when the NIF government was 

negotiating with the SPLM/A to end the war in the south enticed the 

government to use all its military might to avoid another military 

confrontation, opening up the possibility of another protracted war. The 

NIF regime feared the potential of the Darfur armed resistance to become 

a substitute for its costly war in the south which it was seeking to end. 

Additional factors that have likely influenced the NIF regime‟s handling 

of the conflict in Darfur are taken up next. 

 Considering the historical role of the national army in postcolonial 

African and the Arab world, the only potential internal threat to the NIF‟s 

rule could have come from the government army itself ; hence, the war in 

Darfur keeps it preoccupied, thereby avoiding a possible coup d‟état. 

Moreover, the Darfur war provided a pretext for the extension of 

emergency laws and other repressive polices implemented by the INF 

regime at the national level and most specifically in urban areas where the 

threat of a popular uprising, such as those that occurred in October 1964 

and April 1985, could lead to the end of the MIF and its oppressive rule. 

the war in Darfur might also serve as an excuse for delaying the elections 

required by the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) and the eventual 

referendum on self- determination for the south, which may eventually 

lead to its secession from Sudan.Ironically, the war in Darfur has enriched 

the NIF elites and their cronies in the security forces, and with the 

significant of the CPA, a new source of profiteering regarding the war in 

Darfur has been good for many. Other motives behind the war include the 

need to take revenge for what was destroyed by the Darfur rebels in their 

2003 attack. The government‟s perceived, albeit momentary, victory has 

also been viewed as compensating for the loss of the war and the eventual 

defeat of the NIF regime in the Southern Sudan. It is also a known fact 

that a large percentage of government soldiers are western Sudan, so its in 
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the NIF regime‟s interest to continue creating divisions among them as 

one group, and weakening the historical loyalties among non- Arab 

Darfurians to traditional sectarian – based parties such as Umma party, 

and in the process generate support for the NIF from individuals and 

groups who have benefits from the war. Finally, the war perceived as a 

means of creating new alliances with  the Arabized  nomadic groups that 

own livestock – a significant source of wealth – as future strategic 

partners, and thus shifting the radius of the NIF‟s ideological expansion 

westward,after it defeat southwards. 

The involvement of the government in the current war in Darfur, siding 

with some groups against others, has certainly shattered the basis of 

peaceful coexistence among Darfurians  Peace in Darfur is necessary for 

stabilizing the surrounding regions and nations – which include southern 

Sudan, Chad,and Central African republic – and for preventing the 

conflict spreading outward. There is no doubt that the future of the whole 

region is at stake. 

   Conclusion   

It is important to knowledge that Darfur, like other regions of Sudan, is 

not immune to ethnic conflicts, which has existed since pre-colonial times 

and occurred even when the government army was militarily involved in 

the war in southern Sudan. However, as explained in this essay, the 

current conflict in Darfur is qualitatively different from earlier ones in its 

primary causes and in its magnitude and the scale of horror that has come 

to define it. While earlier conflicts could be attributed to interethnic 

competition over land and natural resources – conflicts intensified by 

environmental degradation and successive droughts – the current war in 

Darfur is largely defined by the central government‟s use of its military 

might and security apparatus to execute a punitive war in which 

counterinsurgency and manipulation of ethnic loyalties have played a 

major role. Darfur‟s disunited opposition forced does not pose an 

immediate threat to the NIF government‟s existence. One of the 

fundamental roles of government is to provide protection and peace to its 

citizens, but the current NIF regime has failed to do so. In such a case, it 

is important to differentiate between conflicts that exist between 

neighboring ethnic groups and a conflict that the states orchestrate by 
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pitting one group against another in order to secure its own interest. The 

war could have been avoided earlier on, but knowing the current regime 

and its policy of staying in power t all costs, the war will end only when 

the regime‟s survival is at stake. 

Who are the darfurians? 

Arab and African Identities, Violence, and External Engagement  

Alex de Waal  

This essay is an attempt to explain the processes of identity formation that 

have taken place in Darfur over the last four centuries. The basic story is 

of four overlapping processes of identity formation, each of them 

primarily associated with a different period in the region‟s history. The 

four are the “ Sudanese identities “ associated with the Dar fur Sultanate, 

Islamic identities, the administrative tribalism associated with the 

twentieth – century Sudanese state, and the recent polarization of “ Arab “ 

and “African “ identities, associated with new forms of external intrusion 

and internal violence. It is stories that emphasize the much neglected east 

– west axis of Sudanese identity, arguably as important as the north – 

south axis, and redeems the neglect of Darfur as a separate and important 

locus for state formation in Sudan. Paralleling and competing with the 

Nile valley. It focuses on the incapacity of both the modern Sudanese 

state and international actors to comprehend the singularities of Darfur, 

accusing much Sudanese historiography of “ Nil centrism “ namely, the 

use of analytical terms derived from the experience of the Nile valley to 

apply to Darfur. 

       The term Darfurian is awkward. Darfurian refers, strictly speaking, 

to, domain of the Fur. “As I shall argue. Fur is historically an ethno- 

political term, but nonetheless to any historical point has referred only to 

a minority of the region‟s population, which includes many ethnicities 

and tribes. However, from the middle Ages to early twentieth century, 

there was a continuous history of state formation in the region, and as 

Sean O‟Fahey remarks, there is a striking acceptance of Darfur as a single 

entity over this period. Certainly, while I was living in Darfur in the 

1980s and traveling to most parts of the region, the sense of regional 

identity was palpable. This does not mean there is agreement over the 

identity or destiny of Darfur. There are, as I shall argue, different and 
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conflicting “more geographies. “ But what binds Darfurians together is as 

great as what divides them. 

       Identity formation in Darfur has often been associated with violence 

and external engagement. One of the themes of this essay is that today‟s 

events have many historic precursors. However, they are also unique in 

the ideologically polarized nature of the identities currently in formation, 

and the nature of external intrusion into Darfur. The essay concludes with 

a brief discussion of the implications of the U.S determination that 

genocide is occurring in Darfur. There is a danger that the language of 

genocide and ideologically polarized identities will contribute to making 

the conflict more intractable. 

         While primarily an experience in academic social history, this essay 

also has a political purpose. It is my contention that, for almost a century, 

Darfurians have been unable to make their history on their own terms, 

and one reason for that is the absence of a coherent debate on the 

question, “Who are Darfurians? “By helping to generate such a debate, I 

hope it will be possible for the many peoples for whom Darfur is a 

common home to discover their collective identity. 

      Sudanic Identities 

The first of the processes of identity formation is the “Sudanic model 

“associated with indigenous state formation. In this respect, it is crucial to 

note that Dar Fur ( the term I will use for the independent Sultanate, 

which existed from circa 1600 to 1916, with a break from 1874 to 1898) 

was a separate center of state formation from the Nile valley, which was 

at times more powerful than its riverian competitors. Indeed, Dar fur 

ruled Kordofan from about 1791 to 1821 and at times had dominion over 

parts of the Nile Valley, and for much of its life the Mahdist state was 

dominated by Darfurians. Before the twentieth century, only once in 

recorded history did a state based on the Nile rule Darfur, and then only 

briefly and incompletely (1874- 1882). This has been grossly neglected in 

the “Nilocentic “historiography of Sudan. Rather than the two Sudans 

“familiar to scholars and politicians, representing North and south, we 

should consider “three Sudans” and include Dar fur as well. 

   The Keira Sultanate followed on from a Tunjur Kingdom, with a very 

similarly placed core in northern Jebel Marra (and there are many 

continuities between the two states, notably in the governance of the 
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Northern Province) and a Daju state, based in the south of the mountain. 

Under the sultanate, we have an overall model of identity formation with 

a core Fur- Keira identity, surrounding by an “ absorbed “ set of identities 

that can be glossed as Fur – Kunjara ( with the Tanjur ethnicity, the 

historic state – forming predecessor of the Fur – Keira  enjoying similarly 

privileged status immediately to the north). Kunjara itself means 

“gathered together. “ This is a pattern of ethno- political absorption 

familiar to scholars of states, including imperial Ethiopian, the Funj, 

Kanem- Borno, and other Sudanic entities. Analyzing this allows us to 

begin to address some of the enduring puzzles of fur ethnography and 

linguistic, namely, the different political structures of the different Fur 

clans and the failure to classify the Fur language, which appears to have 

been creolized as it spread from its core communities. However, the 

ethnography and history of the Fur remain desperately understudied and 

under documented. 

 Surrounding this are subjugated groups. In the north are both nomadic 

Bedouins (important because camel ownership and long –distance trade 

were crucial to the wealth of the Sultan) and settled groups. Of the latter, 

the Zaghawa are the most important. In the eighteenth century, the 

Zaghawa were closely associated with the state. Zaghawa clans married 

into the ruling Keira family, and they provided administrators and 

soldiers to the court. To the south are more independent groups, some of 

which “became Fur “by becoming absorbed into the Fur polity, and 

others of which retain a strong impulse fore political independence, 

notably the Baggara Arabs. As in all such states. The King used violence 

unsparingly to subordinate these peripheral peoples. 

 To the far south is Dar Fertit, the term Fertit signifying the enslave able 

peoples of the forest zone. This is where the intrinsically violent nature of 

the fur state is apparent. The state reproduced itself through dispatching 

its armies to the south, obtaining slaves and other plunder, and exporting 

them northward to Egypt and the Mediterranean. This nexus of soldier's 

slaves and traders is familiar from the historiography of Sudanic states, 

where “wars without end “were essential to ensure the wealth and power 

of the rules. O‟Fahey describes the slaving party as the state in miniature. 

This in turn arose because of the geopolitical position of the Sultanate on 

the periphery of the Mediterranean world, consumer of slaves, ivory, and 
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other plunder – related commodities, during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, the Forty days Road to Asyut was Egypt‟s main source of 

slaves and other sub- Saharan commodities. When Napoleon Bonaparte 

occupied Egypt, he exchanged letters and gifts with the Sultan of Darfur. 

  All the major groups in Darfur are patrilineal, with identity inherited 

through the male line. One implication of this is that identity change can 

occur through the immigration of powerful males, who were in a position 

to marry into leading families or displace the indigenous men. 

Historically, the exception may have been some groups classed as Fertit, 

which were matrilineal. A combination of defensive identity formation 

under external onslaught and Islamization appears to have made 

matrilineality no more than a historical fragment. This, however, only 

reinforces the point that identity change is a struggle to control women‟s 

bodies. With the exception of privileged women at court, women are 

almost wholly absent from the historical record. But, knowing the sexual 

violence that has accompanied recent conflicts, we can surmise that rape 

and abduction were likely to have been mechanism for identity change on 

the southern frontier. 

 Identity formation in the Sultanate changed over the centuries, from a 

process tightly focused on the Fur identity (from about 1600 to the later 

1700s) to a more secular process in which the state lost its ideologically 

ethnic character and ruled through an administrative hierarchy (up to 

1916). It is also important to note the role of claims to Arab genealogy in 

the legitimating and the institutions of the states. The founding myth of 

the Sultanate includes Arab descent, traceable to the Prophet Mohammed. 

This is again familiar from all Sudanic states (Ethiopia having the variant 

of the Solomonic myth). Arabic was important because it brought a 

literate tradition, the possibility of co- opting traders from the Arab 

world, and above all because the role of Islam as the state religion. 

 The state‟s indigenous Arab population was meanwhile “Arab “chiefly in 

the archaic sense, used by Ibn Khaldun and others, of “Bedouin “. This is 

a sense still used widely, and it is interesting that the Libyan government 

(one of three Bedouin states, the others being Saudi Arabia and 

Mauritania) has regarded Tauregs and other Saharan peoples as “Arab “. 

This model of identity formation can be represented in the “ moral 

geography “ illustrated in Figure.The significance of this become when 
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we map the categories onto the Turko- Egyptian state in the the middle 

Nile Valley, 1821-1874. For this state – which is essentially the direct 

predecessor of what we have today – the core identity is “Arab “focused 

on the three tribes: Shaigiya, Jaaliyiin, and Danagla. (The first and second 

are particularly dominated in the current regime. The last is“Nubian, 

“illustrating just how conditional the term Arab can be).  The other 

identity pole was originally Sudanese, the term used for enslave able 

black populations from the South in the nineteenth and  early twentieth 

centuries, but which by a curious process of label migration came by the 

1980s to refer to the ruling elite, the three tribes themselves. Meanwhile, 

Southerners had adopted the term African to assert then identity, 

contributing to a vibrant debate among Sudanese intellectuals as to 

Sudan‟s relative positions in the Arab and African worlds. From the 

viewpoint of Southern Sudan (and indeed east African) African and Arab 

polar opposites. From the Viewpoint of Darfur and its “Sudanic 

“orientation, Arab is merely one subset of Afircan. Darfurians had no 

difficulty with multiple identities, and indeed would have defined their 

Kingdom as encompassing indigenous Arabs, both Bedouins and cultural 

– literate Arabs. 

      The transfer of the term African from Southern Sudan to Darfur and 

its use, not to encompass the fertit groups but to embrace the state – 

forming Fur and Tunjur,and the similarly historically privileged 

Zaghawa, masalit, Daju, and Borgu, is therefore an interesting and 

anthropologically naïve category transfer. African should have rather 

different meaning in Darfur. 

    Darfur‟s downfall came in the 1870s because it lost out to its 

competitor, the Turko- Egyptian regime and its client Khartoum traders, 

over the struggle for the slaving / raiding monopoly in the southern 

hinterland. The current boundaries of Sudan are largely defined by the 

points that the khedive‟s agents had reached at the time their predatory 

expansion was hated by the Mahdist revolution. Their commerce and 

raiding inflicted immense violence on the peoples it conquered, 

subjecting them to famine and, in some case, complete dissolution and 

genocide. Historical have managed to reconstruct some of the societies 

that preexisted this onslaught, but others live on in memory only, and 

others have disappeared without a trace. 
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Islamic Identities 

The second model is the “Islamic model” This substantially overlaps with 

The “Sudanicic model”and complements it, but also has distinctive 

differences, which came to a head with the Sudanese Mahdiya (1883-

1896). Let us begin with the overlaps. 

 Islam was a state cult ir, Dar Fur from the seventeenth century. 

Most likely, Islam came to Dar Fur from the west, because the region was 

part of the medieval Kanem-Bornu Empire, which was formally Islamic 

from the eleventh century if not earlier. Nilocentri-s nistorians have 

tended to assume that Islam reached Dar Fur from the Nile Valley, but 

there is much evidence to suggest that it is not the case. 

For example, the dominant Sufi orders in Darfur are West African in 

origin (notably the Tijaniya), and the scipt used was the Andalusian-

Saharan script, not the classic Arab handwriting of the Nile Valley. 

 The majority of Darfur‟s Arab tribes migrated into the Sultanate 

from the west in the middle of the eighteenth century.
8
 they trace their 

genealogy to the Juheiyna group, and ultimately to the Prophet (in 

common with all ruling lineages, Arab or non-Arab). During the 

eighteenth century, they exhibited a general so: ith and east-ward drift. At 

all times they were cultivators and herders of both camels and cattle, but 

as they moved east and south, cattle herding came to predominate and 

they became known collectively as Baggara. Most of the tribai names 

they now gave emerged in the eighteenth, nineteenth, or twentieth 

centuries, in some cases as they merged into new political units. An 

interesting and important example is the Rizeigat, a vast confederation of 

clans and sections, that migrated east and south, with three powerful 

sections (Nawaiba, Mahamid, and Mahriya) converging to create the 

Rizeigat of ed Daien in south-eastern Darful But they also left substantial 

sections to the north and west, historic remnants of this migration. These 

sections have a troubled and uncertain relationship with their larger 

southern cousins, alternately claiming kinship and independence. 

Whereas the southern Baggara and Rizeigat were awarded a territory by 

the Fur Sultan (who had not subjugated the area where they chose to 

live), the northern clans continued a primarily nomadic existence on the 

desert edge, without a specific they could. Call home. When sections did 

settle (and many did), they were subject to the administrative authority of 
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the Sultan‟s provincial governor of the northern region, Dar Takanawi or 

Dar el Rih. For historic reasons, this was an area in which administration 

was relatively detribalized, so the northern Bedouins were integrated into 

the Sultanate more as subjects than as quasi-autonomous tribal units. 

 The same process explains why we have a large Beni Halba 

Baggara group, with territorial jurisdiction, in southern Darfur, and a 

small Abbala group farther to the north, and also similarly for the 

Misiriya whose main territories lay in south Kordofan, but who have 

remnant sections in northwest Darfur and Chad. Meanwhile, the Zayadiya 

and Maabva are not Juheiyna at all, did not migrate in the same manner, 

and had different (though not necessarily easier) historic relations with 

the Sultanate. 

 The Hausa and Fulani migrations that occurred in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries also have important parallels. They also populated 

substantial territories in Derfur (and also further east), and included 

remnant and more purely pastoral sections (such as the Um Bomro) that 

continued the eastward migration well into the late twentieth century. An 

important component of the castward drift is the influence of the Hij 

(many see themselves as “permanent pilgrims,” seeking to move toward 

Mecca), and Mahdist tradition that emphasizes eastward migration.  

As we shall see, militnnt Mahdism is itself an import into Sudan from 

West Africa, brought with these migrants. There are other significant 

groups with origins to the west, such as the Borga and Birgid, both of 

them sedentary Sudanic peoples. We should not see eastward migration 

as exclusively a phenomenon of politically Jsiarnized groups, pastoralists 

or Arabs. 

 The Juheiyna groups brought with them their own distinctive 

“moral” geography,” one familiar to pastoral nomadic groups across the 

central Sudan and Sahelian regions. This sees all land as belonging to 

Allan, with right of use and settlement belonging to those who happen 

upon it. It sees Darfur as a checkerboard of different localities, some 

belonging to farmers and others to herders, with the two groups in a 

mutually advantageous exchange relationship. It is also open-ended, 

especially toward the east. (The extent to which is coterminous with the 

moral geography of a Muslim Pilgrim, exemplified by the West African 

migrants in Sudan, is an interesting question.) 
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 This is represented in Figure 2, which was drawn for me in outline 

by one of the most eminent Abbala sheikh. Hilal Musa of the Um Jalul 

Pizeeigat. In 1958. Several legacies of this are evident today. Most of the 

“Arab” groups involved in militia activities, including land grabbing, are 

what we might call the Abbala remnants, with week historic claims to 

tribally defined territories, and traditions of migration and settlement to 

the east and south. Meanwhile, the majority of the Baggara Arabs of 

south Darfur are uninvolved in the current conflict. 

Three other elements in the Islamic identity formation process warrant 

comment. One is Mahdism, which arrived in Darfur from the west, and 

has clear intellectual and social origins in the Mahdist state founded by 

Osman Dan Fodio in what is now northem Nigeria. Unlike the Nile 

Valley, where the Mahdist tradition Desert 

Pastures Farms Pastures Farms Pastures Farms 
Farms Pastures Farms Pastures Farms Pastures 
Pastures Farms Pastures Farms Pastures Farms 
 

Forest wideness 

Figure2. The Moral Geography of Darfur, from a Camel Pastoralist 

Viwpoint. 
Was weak, in the West African savannas it was strong and well 

articulated. Dan Fodio wrote ten resizeson Mahdism, plus more than 480 

vernacular poems, and insisted that the Mahdi had to bear the name 

Mohamed Ahmed (which ruled him out). 10 The first Mahdist in 

nineteenth-century Sudan was Abdullahi al Ta „aishi, grandson of a 

wandering Tijiani Sufi scholar from somewhere in West Africa, who met 

the longolawi holy militant Mohamed Ahmed in 1381 and proclaimed 

him the  

Mahdi, in turn becoming his khalifa. The majority of the Mahdist armies 

derived from the Baggara of Darfur and kordofan, and for most of its 

existence the Mahdist state in Omdurman was ruled by the khalifa and his 

Talaisha kinsmen. In fulfillment of Mahdist prophecy and to support his 

power base, the khalifa ordered the mass and forced migaration of 

western peoples to Omdurman. The Mahdiya was, to a sigmificant extent, 

a Darfurian enterprise. And it involved extreme violence, though of a 

radically different kind to that on which the Dar Fur Sultanate was 
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founded. This was religious, messianic, including population transfers on 

a scale not seen before or since. 

Such is the stubbom Nilocentrism of Sudanese historiography the 

influence of West African and Darfurian forms of Islam on this pivotal 

episode in Sudanese history are consistently underestimated. It was the 

collision between the heterodox Mahdist Jihadism of the west, including 

the egalitarian ideology of the Tijaniya, and the more orthodox and 

hierarchical (though also Sufist) Islam of the Nile Valley that created the 

Mahdiya. 

 The Mahdist period is remembered even todain the cultural archive 

as a time of extraordinary turmoil and upheaval. It was a time of war, 

pillage, and mass displacement. In 1984/1985, people looked back to the 

drought of 1913/1914 as their historical point of reference. One wonders 

if the current historic reference point is the famine of 1888/1889, known 

as “Sanat Sita” because it occurred in the year six (1306 Islamic 

calendar), and which seems to have surpassed the Darfurians‟ otherwise 

inventive capacity for naming tragedy. 

 Beyond that historic precedent, I do not want to suggest that there 

are parallels berween the Mahdiya and contemporary or recent political 

Islam in Sudan, which has had its own manifestations of extreme vilence 

and jihadism. On the contrary, I would argue that is the failure of Sudan‟s 

recent Islamist project that has contributed to the war in Darfur. This 

arises from the last important theme of Islamic identity, namely, Hassan 

al Turabi‟ alliance-building across the east-west axis of Sudanese 

identities. Among the many intellectual and practical innovations in 

Turabi‟s Islamism was an opening to African Muslims as individuals and 

African Islamas a tradition. The National Islamic Front recognized that 

Darfur represented a major constitrrency of devout Muslims that could be 

mobilized. It made significant openings to Darfur and to the s substantial 

Fellata communities across Sudan.It promised that Islam could be a rou..e 

to enfranchisement as citizens of an Islamic state. In doina so, Turabi and 

his followers moved a way from the traditional focus of the political 

Islamists on the more orthodox Islam of the Nile Valley, and its close 

association with the Arab world. It was, unfortunately, a false promise: 

The Sudanese state is the inheritor of the exclusive project of the 
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nineteenth-century Khartoum traders and sought only to enlist the 

Darfurians and Fellata as foot soldiers in this enterprise. For the Fellata 

It had a quick wini It could grant them citizenship, correcting a long-

standing anomaly of nanonality polley. And it has gained the loyalty of 

many Fellata leaders as a result. But for Datfulwiens, the best it offered 

was relative neutrality in the emergent conflatesbetween Darfur‟s Arabs 

and non-Arabs, and increasingly, not even that. Darfur was marginal even 

to the Islamists‟ philanthropic projects in the 1990, which at jest provided 

basic services and food relief to many remote rural communities. Perhaps 

because the Islamist took the reaion for granted, and certainly because the 

ruling groups were focused on the threats from the South, Nuba, and Blue 

Nile, Darfur was neglected in the series of Islamist projects aimedat 

social transformation. 

  When the Islamist movement split in 1999, most Darfurian Islamists 

went Into opposition. By an accident of fate, the most powerful Darfurian 

in the security apparatus was an air force general from the Abbala 

Rizeigat, and members of those sections were rapidly put in place as 

leaders of the Popular Defence Force in critical locations, removing men 

whom the government suspected of having sympathies with the Turabi 

faction. Thus was created a set of militias popularly known as Janjawid, 

adopting a term first used to refer to Chadian Abbala militias that used 

western Darfur as a rear base in the mid-1980s, and who armed some of 

their Abbala brethren and helped instigate major clashes in 1987-1990. 

The Darfur war is, in significant way, a fight over the ruins of the 

Sudanese Islamist movement, by two groups, both of which seem to have 

abandoned any faith that the Islamist project will deliver anything other 

than power. The third note of significance concerns the position of 

women. In the Tijaniyya sect, with its far more egalitarian tradition than 

the Sufis of the Nile, women can achieve the status of sheikh or teacher. 

This reflects both the religious traditions of the Sudanic region and the 

relatively higher socioeconomic status of women in savanna societies, 

where they could own their own fields and engage in trade in their own 

right. Darfurian ethnographies repeatedly note the economic 

independence enjoyed by women among non-Arab and Arab groups 

alike. The subsequent spread of Islamic orthodoxy, described in more 

detail later in this essay, contributed to a regression in women‟s status. 
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Administrative Tribalism and “Becoming Sudanese”  

The British conquest of Dar Fur in 1916, and the incorporation of the 

then=independent Sultanate of Dar Masalit in 1922-1923, represented a 

clear break with the past. Darfur was ruled by an external leviathan that 

hag no economic interst in the region and no ideological ambition other 

than staving off trouble. Darfur was annexed when the basic determinants 

of British policies in Sudan had already been established, and the m...m 

decisions (e.g, the adoption of Native Adminstration after 1920, the 

expulsion of Egyptian civil servants atter 1924, the embrace of neo-

Mahdism and the khatmiya, the adoption of the Famine Regulations in 

the 1930s, the Sudanization of the civil service, and the moves toward 

independence) were all taken with scant reference to Darfur. 

 The key concern in Darfur in the decade after campiest was 

security and specifically the prevention of Mahdist uprisings. An 

atiack”on Nyala in 1984 was among the most serious threats the new 

rulers faced. And the last significant uprising was in 1927. In riverian 

Sudan, the British faced a more immediate danger, in the from of 

revolutionary nationalism, on the slogan of unity of the Nile Valley, 

among the exacted elite and detribalized alernts, especially Sudaness 

soldiers. To sup-press both, and to ensure the utmost economy in rural 

administration, the British chose a policy of “Native Administration.” 

This was not “Indirect Rule” as practiced in the Nigerian Emirates or 

Buganda (except in the case of the Sultanate of Dar Masalit, where the 

British omcer was resident). Rather, it was the cre…tion of a new 

hierarchy of tribal administrarors, with the significant innovation of the 

„omda, the administrative chief intermediate between the paramount chief 

(nazir for Arab tribes) and the village sheikh. „Omda was an Egyption 

office specially imported for the purpose 
12

. 

    In a series of ordinances, the British regularized the status of tribal 

authorities. A particularly important act was to grant judicial powers to 

chiefs, in addition to their executive powers. This was a means of setting 

the tribal leaders to police their subjects, to keep an eye on both 

millenarian preachers and discontented graduates. (It is interesting that 

the leader of the 1924 nationalist revolt, Ali AI Latif, as a detribalized 

Subthemeor “Sudanese”in the parlance of the day, having no tribal leader 

to whom he could become subject, was kept in jail in Sudan long beyond 
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his prison term and then exiled to Egypt.) Along with this came the 

“Closed Districts Ordinance,” much criticized for shutting off the South 

and Nuba Mountains from external influences, but used in Darfur to keep 

an eye on wandering preachers and West African immigrants. 

But the most significant corollary of Native Administration was tidying 

up the confusion of ethnic and tribal allegiances that existed across 

Sudan. This was an administrative necessity more than an ideological 

cleaning-up. 

 The colonial archives from the 1920s and 1930s are filled with 

exchanges of Letters on how to organize the ethnic chaos encountered in 

rural Sudan. 13 In Darfur, the most significant question was the 

administration of the Rizeigat, which included shoring up the authority of 

pro-British Nazir, Madibbu, regulating the shared pastures on the Bahr el 

Arab river, also grazed by the Dunka, and deciding the status of the 

Abbala Rizeigat (initially subject to Nazir Ibrahim Madibbu, the with 

their own deputy Nazir, finally with their own full Nazir). Other activates 

included grouping the two sections of the Beni Hussain together and 

providing them with land in northwestern Darfur (a very rare instance of 

a wholesale tribal relocation, albeit one done with the consent of the 

section that needed to be relocated), administratively uniting the two parts 

of the Beni Halba finding means of appointing a chief for the Birgid, and 

grouping the miscellaneous sections living in an area called “Dar Erenga” 

together to form one tribe. A lot of attention was paid to the Fertit group 

living on Darfur‟s southern frontier, including a brave but futile attempt 

to move them into Southern Sudan and create a cordon sanitaire between 

Muslims non-Muslims. Butthat was an anomaly: The basic approach was 

“live and let live.”  

 Native Administration was reformed in the 1940s and 1960s (when 

chiefs were stripped of most of their judicial powers) and formally 

abolished in 1971. Although many people ejected to Rural People‟s 

Councils were former native administrators. 

Along with the regularizing of tribal administration came the formalizing 

of boundaries. The British stuck with the fourfold division of the Dar Fur 

Sultanate onto province and demarcated tribal territories for the Bagged 

in south Darfur.    


