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A letter to a friend  

South Sudan: the cultural argument in state making 
 

 

Muntaser Eltayeb Ibrahim* 

 
 
Dear Elder,  
 
I was tempted to register these notes in the hope of continuing a discussion we began in Asmara. 
I must first confess my pleasure at having such a debate in the first place, something we seldom 
do with good intention and in a reasonable tenor in Sudan; moreover, the matter is of exceptional 
urgency because of the critical juncture Sudan is passing through. I will delve immediately into 
the points of disagreement which I have with Southern Sudan friends as well as the few Northern 
Sudanese left wing and progressive intellectuals. There is no point reiterating what we have in 
common, namely the need for a secular state based on the basic human rights and all what 
humanity has amassed over the past millennium. 
 
Secondly this discussion is not meant to be part of the campaign addressing the issue of unity or 
secession of Southern Sudan. This is becoming difficult following the notorious statements of 
Kamal Obeid and other government officials and the wavering of positions between the hate 
messages of Eltayeb Mustafa and the coerced union, “beit al-taa’a”1 and blackmail positions of 
other factions, both essentially faces of the same coin. Today the South is as attractive as ever, 
given its lucrative resources, but inhabited by Southerners who are such a threat to the "cultural 
scheme". The NCP regime's biggest dilemma is how to solve this conundrum is. Obviously it is 
difficult to negotiate a divorce settlement when a spouse is full of such greed. 
 
I also do not intend to spoil this great emotional moment of independence. We had such 
moments when Sudan gained independence, but they were unfortunately short-lived. A few years 
later many Sudanese realised that independence is not just about the flag and the national anthem 
and the sudanization of the civil service. I am still quite emotional, though, about our 
independence even today, an independence that I haven’t witnessed, from a colonial master, who 
to say the least had laid the foundation of modern Sudan. Nationalist feelings may emanate from 
a range of sources, ranging from the petty tribalistic affiliation to the feelings of loyalty towards 
the grander idea known as the nation state. A nation state is significantly broader than a tribal 
pact, although several European countries are in fact semi-tribal in nature and origin, where the 
population speaks a single language and shares a common culture and a recent history (Finland 
Denmark and even Germany). I am coming from a principled position of supporting the right of 
self determination and have much sympathy and understanding for the aspiration of the people of 
Southern Sudan to free themselves from the clutches of this oppressive racist state of religious 

                                      
1
 Beit altaa’a is a law from the sixties that force women to remain within the house of their estranged husband. The 

law was subsequently abolished following pressure from the women movement.  
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fundamentalism and social and economic disparity. However I am not in full accord with the 
discourse of some Southern Sudanese leaders and elites, and believe the matter in question 
deserves to be examined more closely. In fact I pity and feel sorry for those extremists, who are 
neither different nor morally superior to Eltayeb Mustafa. I intend to emphasise the point of 
moral superiority here as there is no cause of national sovereignty that was justly won without 
being based on a solid ground of morality. 
  
Yes, I do believe in unity not only of Sudan but of the whole African continent, unity based on 
respect of the diversity and uniqueness of human cultures. I therefore fully acknowledge the right 
of self determination and even secession if necessary in the Sudanese case as a means to set part 
of the country free from a regime that has taken the whole population captive or hostage, making 
decisions on its behalf, changing the nature and composition of the society and behaving like an 
apartheid regime where first class citizens take precedence over second class ones (Muslims 
included) in all aspects of life depending on the individual’s degree of conformity with the 
system. We have paid and continue to pay a dear price for our ineptitude, ineffectiveness and 
unjustified tolerance of this regime particularly in the North. In fact the South has been 
effectively independent for the past five years. The situation came about as a result of Naivasha, 
essentially a settlement negotiated on behalf of the Sudanese people by a faction of the political 
establishment. 
 
I don't want to discuss Naivasha and its political shortcomings and why the rest of the Sudanese 
were excluded from sharing in its decisions, or at least consulted on such grave matters, and why 
the wars in the South, Southern Blue Nile and Nuba Mountains, have been and still continue to 
be depicted in the international media within a cliché of confrontation between the Arab Muslim 
North and the Christian Animist South, readymade labels embarrassingly questioned by the 
conflict in Darfur.  
 
What really worries me is not the birth of a new state in Africa, the market is full of such 
commodity, but how matters of history and culture are being perceived by wide circles in the 
Southern Sudanese elite, and how the process of acculturation and culture arises. I recall that our 
fundamental disagreement was on the nature of the culture of the “Centre" triggered by the 
example of the TV programme ‘aghani wa  aghani’ (Songs and Songs) and whether it represents 
Sudan? 
 
 I am particularly at odds with how self determination, essentially a product of the Asmara 1995 
opposition meeting and charter, is being displayed as freeing of an oppressed South from an 
oppressive North depicted as cultural monoliths in the paradigm Africans versus Arabs. I am 
more at odds with all the nonsense and monologues played in the international media over 
decades, monologues that I am certain you will find difficult to come to terms with. With the 
secessionists gaining the upper hand in Southern Sudan there is a revival of terms and definitions 
of antiquity, of old racial connotations like whites, blacks, mongoloids ... etc, terms that are 
completely unsubstantiated and will soon disappear from the vocabulary of Mankind. It is even 
more difficult to apply these kinds of racial measures in Sudan and define who is black and who 
is brown, when the so called Arabs and Africans both fall under the category of the “Negroid” 
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“race”. What is significant here are not the terms but the political agenda and mentality behind 
them.  
 
The North or the rest of Sudan that some South-Sudan nationalists would like to abandon is not a 
backyard garden of the National Congress Party aka National Islamic Front (NCP/NIF). It is a 
country that has been built by the toil and sweat of Sudanese from South, North, East and West.  
It will not get stronger by partition, as neither will the South. It is not the Sudan of Eltayeb 
Mustafa and the tribes of "Arab" origin; it is rather the Sudan of the Beja, Tungur, Fur, Massalit 
Gumuz, Hamar, Kababeesh, Mahas, Nuba and others, particularly the Nuba and the Blue Nilers, 
who fought alongside the SPLA for more than two decades and made possible the birth of your 
revered state. It is the Sudan of the Hausa, Fulani Copts, Ethiopians and Eritreans who found a 
welcoming home in this part of their larger home, the African continent. It is a true African 
microcosm, and the country where the three families of the African languages meet, coexist and 
thrive. Instead of hard fact and the existing brotherhood that has been ordained by blood, some of 
the Southern elite choose to propagate a metaphor that is difficult to reconcile with the facts of 
history and geography. They seek to create their version of the ‘Folk’, the term used by the 
Germanic branch of the Indo-European tribes to refer to the people or nation. In fact the 
difficulty to attain the state of the Folk/Volk is both the curse and blessing of the African 
continent, curse because failing to become “folk” will always be an obstacle to achieve the spirit 
of having common goals and concerted action necessary for economic, social and political 
performance (one cannot miss the impact of the Volk on countries like China, Japan, Korea .. 
etc).  
 
It was the late Dr Garang who understood the simple arithmetic of nation building in the African 
continent and context, and who lived beyond the personal grudges and historical calamities to 
come up with a project not only for South Sudan, but for Sudan and Africa. We are not going to 
abandon this project under the pressure of the two poles of extremism in the North and South. It 
is the voice of the masses that flocked in millions to welcome him in Khartoum that should be 
heard.  Unfortunately neither the Southern elite nor some influential circles in SPLM are able to 
differentiate between the people of Sudan and government of Sudan. 
 
Creating a new family in an atmosphere of grudges and false predicaments of North against 
South does not require any of the preconceived reasons that I intend to examine below. It could 
occur within the same, tribe religion and culture and there are several examples here. In fact the 
majority of examples, whether in the Indian subcontinent, Korea, Somalia or elsewhere are of the 
closest kin rather than otherwise.   
 
The narrow minded defeatist mentality will always accompany shrinkage not only of dreams but 
of demographical range. Decline towards a separate state is a continuation of a historical trend of 
retreat of culture and people, in front of an expanding new culture, an extremely bad strategy in 
conflicts. Instead of al-Kawa where you have been hundred and fifty years back you have now to 
defend your culture at al-Renk and Malakal and the terrains of Upper Nile! Not all conflicts are 
necessarily wars of arms, this is a war of culture, and war is always an extension of politics. 
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Nowadays that demography and culture are not imposed by arms, there are cultural wars to be 
fought, and hence my worry on how these matters of culture are perceived.    
 

Culture and “acculturation” 
 

First, let us begin by asking ourselves if we can we define a representative culture? I will bypass 
the complex definition of culture to answer the question directly; there will never be a culture 
that is representative enough. If we take the concept of the “meme” as outlined by Suzanne 
Blackmore as a unit of cultural inheritance and transmission, then we will understand the process 
of “acculturation” just like we understand natural selection in the living world, a process 
engendering the propagation of certain cultural lines, the loss of others. This applies to various 
aspects of culture. 
 
To explain the popularity of the program “aghani wa aghani”, this program is essentially of a 
romantic nature in the classical sense of the word, reflecting the yearning to the days when 
modern Sudan was in the process of formation. The sixties represent the peak of post-
independence Sudan when the performance in all aspects of life was at its best. The music of the 
sixties was a successful meme in a sense, because it imbibed from various sources, including 
beside Sudanese folklore, tum-tum, hagiba, samba, and waltz.  No wonder you find Fulani 
herdsmen on the move, to whom Arabic is unintelligible, who enjoy Osman Hussein and Wardi. 
This is where what is known as the Omdurman culture had a central role. When I say Omdurman 
I am actually referring to a group of urban centres that share a cultural trend.  What does 
Omdurman represent? Omdurman is the product of this lucky marriage between the several 
groups that made the capital of Sudan at the time: remnants of the Mahdist army/ settlers and 
state, representatives of the Sudanese who were part of the conquest campaign and the former 
inhabitants of Khartoum mostly back-converters (Copts, Jews, etc..) from the coerced faith 
during the Mahdiyya moulded into an interesting milieu of city life. This applied to cities like 
Wad Medni, al-Obied, Kassala and others. The new Omdurman was by definition the antithesis 
of the Ingaz cultural project the project of imposing feigned religious piety and forced cultural 
assimilation in the context of a fundamentalist version of Islam. These songs were our life’s vest 
and antidote in the nineties when Ingaz was at its might and imposing its black curtain of cultural 
hegemony and purity upon the country and media. 
 
Why central African Music was not part of that? The answer is simple, this music found its way 
to the international sphere of media fairly recently, when the cultural experiment of 1950/60 
Sudan was already in formation. Also there are some facts on the ground. In Africa twenty years 
ago if you decided to travel from Njamena to Khartoum or from Accra to Mombasa it was 
almost certain that this had to be through Europe. Although the pattern of cultural exposure is 
changing with satellite TV there is still an artificial firewall imposed on Sudan.  The Sudanese 
artists and audience, who were exposed to Louis Armstrong, Samba and Waltz in the sixties, are 
now surrounded by countless ArabSat channels in their FOX version. It is not a coincidence that 
the music of the fifties and sixties is resonating with such vigour, as its roots go back to different 
origins in a pentatonic outlet. 
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My culture your culture 
 

It is not possible to issue patents when it comes to cultural matters, although some people are in 
loath to patents and market almost all natural and human heritages including the genome. 
"Acculturation" is a process as complex as the transmission of biological traits in human society. 
Cultures and technologies spread because of humans’ exceptional ability to imitate and borrow. 
Several of the modern human cultures and technologies trace their origins to old Egypt to which 
today's population of Southern Sudan made a major contribution (see my essay collection 
‘Dissecting the Racial Mind’).  This is not a mere speculation but a proposition that has support 
from archaeology and history as well as modern DNA evidence. Almost every human population 
left a mark on our present cultural legacy and advancement.  When we ask ourselves whether the 
operas of Rossini and Mozart are a pure European invention or a blend of Greek choir, Ziriab 
Arab notes, and Asian and African instrumentation it becomes futile to seek the origin of cultural 
traits although it is theoretically possible to use approaches similar to those used in linguistics 
and genetics to infer the likely origin of a certain trait. The name John for example has a 
European connotation, it is however evidence of cultural transmission from Africa and Asia 
Minor to Europe when it adopted Christianity.  It is indeed a purely Semitic name, Yohannes, 
Yohanna ...etc.  
 
Humans are products of geography as much as being born out of their own history; people tend 
to exchange cultures with their neighbours more pronouncedly, and the spread of cultures is 
subject to the principles of memetics outlined by Susan Blackmore as mentioned above.  Similar 
to natural selection of genes, it is not necessarily the better gene that spreads but the one which 
has have the ability to survive or spread. In this case it is the culture from the Arab Gulf that has 
the leverage of a combination of financial power aggravated by the crisis in national identity in 
our society.  Just like in biology, an entity with low immune responses is more subject to attack 
by transposable materials. 
 
Even the so called Arab culture is not entirely Arab. Egypt that contributed most to the spread of 
‘Arabic culture’ has been completely ‘turcanised’ over more than four centuries of Turkish 
occupation. The Egyptian music of today is essentially that of central Asia and you will hardly 
make a distinction between the two. The Arabic language, which is a member of the Semitic 
branch of the Afro-Asiatic family is entirely African in origin related to Gaez, old Egyptian and 
Hausa, however the migration of early Arabs from what is today the horn of Africa to Arabia 
brought them into contact with migrant groups of Indo-European family speakers from India and 
what is now Iran (Aryans). This acculturation event left deep marks in different aspects of 
culture including language, religion, cultural and self-perception. In fact I personally believe that 
modern Arabic is an amalgamation of old Arabic with Indo-European languages. Another hybrid 
is Swahili; when Luca Biong states that Southern Sudan state might adopt Swahili, he is not that 
far from the ‘Arabic arena’. Swahili after all is a hybrid of Arabic and Bantu, a legitimate 
product of the meeting of two great cultures, both belong to one of the main families of African 
languages.  The Swahili culture in spite of all of its dark sides of involvement in the slave trade 
was a unique African culture that thrived from Kenya to Mozambique, and left monumental 
towns in the east coast of Africa. Still neither language (Bantu and Arabic) belongs to the family 
branch of languages spoken in Southern Sudan and the rest of Sudan. If there is any feature that 
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distinguishes this part of Africa (Sudan) it is the Nilo-Saharan family spoken all over Sudan from 
Mahas to Fajalo and Fur to Gumuz. For the sake of political correctness Southern Sudan 
government should have adopted a major Sudanese language of this branch, but this is not how 
languages prevail, neither passion nor necessity dictates that.  
 
In spite of the fact that the Nilo-Saharan languages could define a crude cultural boarder of 
Sudan that applies to language, musical instruments, food and so on. Modern political borders 
are one of the most irrelevant recent occurrences in Africa. In the coming birth of a southern 
Sudanese state the borders will separate, trade, cultural and human lineages that lasted for 
thousands of years.  
  

Sudan is a new formation (1821); there is nothing common between us! 
 

Some of the widely held misbeliefs among the intelligentsia in North and South Sudan is the 
notion that Sudan as presently defined is a new formation, brought together by the Turks and the 
British. This is largely untrue. Although the realm of nation states is new to history, Sudan, 
Egypt and the African Sahel saw the emergence of several states or perhaps empires (several 
nation states under loose central rule). Meroe is now known to have extended to the fringes of 
the Ethiopian highlands, Chad, and Southern Egypt.  Borders however are not a defining factor 
here; it is how far that different people have willingly accepted to enter into a voluntary union 
which was the case for Sennar and Darfur prior to the Turks. What have the Turks achieved 
basically and couldn't be achieved by former invaders of the country is the lasting change of the 
balance of power and demography of Sudan. A country with a Nubio-Nilotic nature that has 
prevailed for thousands of years, reflected in its name the Sudan, has suffered a colonisation that 
brought an Indo-European culture that longed to penetrate this part of Africa for thousands of 
years. They failed until 1821; the last two kingdoms Darfur and Sennar were till their final hours 
of Nubio-Nilotic culture. Their demise signalled the start of one of the biggest processes of 
falsification of the history and nature of this country. The best example is the name of the capital 
itself Khartoum. Instead of the Nilotic meaning the meeting of two rivers or an island, it has been 
claimed that it means the trunk of the elephant in Arabic, without explaining how this relates to 
the place by any means. 
 
In spite of that, there is no going back here, inasmuch as the Basque, the Mexicans or Australian 
aborigines could now change the cultural nature of their country.  This is part of the great Indo-
European expansion, which like the Nilotic Expansion and the Bantu expansion in older times 
created new demographic facts. Before 1821 there was an ongoing process of acculturation in 
Sudan under the blessing and auspices of the ruling groups that brought an African version of a 
lenient and enlightened Islam from West Africa and Egypt, Arabic as a language of trade and 
learning scribed in writing boards and ink used for thousands of years since Kush and Meroe 
without preconceptions or illusions of supremacy, in addition to a viable export oriented 
economy that saddles  trade routes to India, West Africa and the Sahel.  This natural process that 
resulted in kingdoms and sultanates like Darfur, Borno and Sanghai had a kin sister in the East 
Coast extending from Mombasa to Mozambique in the form of trading kingdoms like the 
Bugunda and Zimbabwe in the inner continent.  These entities like Sinnar and Darfur were 
brought into demise by the infamous ‘scramble towards Africa’ which effectively started in the 
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fifteenth century and subsequently involved massive slave trade to the Americas and brought 
into ruins all the independent African states with the exception perhaps of Southern Ethiopia. 
None of that was due to local conflicts. The involvement of foe African middle men in this trade 
does make them perpetrators in this wretched trade but not planners or instigators. The historical 
facts have been twisted to place the responsibility of this practice on the Southern branch (Turko-
Arab) of the Indo-European tribes instead of its Northern branch (Latin-German) that for 
historical reasons  took this ancient Indo-European culture to new levels. 
 

Slavery 
 

If we look at slavery as a human culture (socio-economically) it is obvious that this was not a 
universal human trait as claimed by Marx.  Major "civilisations" in Africa and South America 
evolved without experiencing such a dreadful practice. Slavery and the accompanying cast 
system is no doubt an Indo-European prodigy par excellence and have expanded globally with 
the expansion of the Indo-European tribes from North India and central Asia peaking with the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is probably an invention by pastoralist semi-settlers to 
compensate for the lack of human resources. It is known that the population size of pastoral 
groups is smaller because of their nomadic life style. Even today in the South of Sudan the Morle 
and other tribes practice child abduction for the preservation of their population size. The 
Misseriya do the same in a different social context. 
 
On the other hand, agriculturalists have a higher population size, which instigated a different 
kind of expansion that we are unable to discuss in this limited space. The word slave came from 
the Slavic agriculturalist nations of Europe enslaved by the Indo-European pastoralists Romans, 
although slavery later on encompassed other nations like the Germanic pastoralists Gaul.  In our 
paper on the Y-chromosome we alluded to these special features of Indo-European culture, 
Arabs included, and that this is perhaps a universal feature of the culture of these people and that 
of expansion. In my essays  ‘Dissecting the Racial Mind’ I made an attempt to analyse this 
further and examine the theory that there are some features of  Indo-European culture that 
emanated from unique biological events that have decided not only the concept of race and class 
but also gender.  It is not a coincidence that Indo-European cultures possess certain feature that 
are common  among populations of that origin extending from South America and Europe to 
Australia, Asia and Africa. 
 
But culture is not only about the field of thoughts and beliefs; it is also about how we survive 
through economical practices. If we take the concept of slavery as an example here, the transport 
of millions of slaves from Africa to the new world in a manner unbeknown before in history is a 
reflection not of a cultural but rather of an economic motivation. By a stroke of magic the low 
scale patriarchal low market demand economical slavery of the Arabs suddenly became the 
symbol of slavery and the Transatlantic passage of millions went into the sidelines and shadows 
of African history (see UNESCO book on slavery for further reference). The figures below 
speaks for themselves: the total number of slaves transported from European countries to the 
Americas was as follows: Portugal (including Brazil) 4,650,000, Spain (including 
Cuba)1,600,000 France (including West Indies)1,250,000; Holland 500,000; Britain, 2,600,000, 
British North America, U.S.300,000,Denmark 50,000, 50,000 Total 11,000,000; while the total 



 

 

 ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ

   2011 ديسمبر عشر،لثالث ، المجلة السودانية لثقافة حقوق اإلنسان وقضايا التعدد الثقافي، العدد ااحترام
Respect, Sudanese Journal for Human Rights’ Culture and Issues of Cultural Diversity, 13th Issue, December  2011  

 

                                                                               
 
                                                                                            www.sudan-forall.org 
 
    

 

8 

number of slaves transported through the main Darfur trade route annually was 6000 slaves, 
which means that in a hundred years the number of slaves transported through Darfur is nearly 
equivalent to that transported by only one minor European country (Holland) over the same 
period. Even the bulk of this figure was targeting Haciendas, tobacco and sugar farms in the 
Americas where the need existed, not Turkey Europe or the Middle East. Slaves are humans who 
will not disappear into oblivion without trace, the demographic impact of such cataclysmic 
human movements will leave its marks on demography and genes,  however, we possess no 
single evidence of major recent population movement out of Africa to Europe or Asia similar to 
the Middle Passage to the new world.  The nearest perhaps is the Gulf area accompanying the 
might of the Umayyad and Abbasid empires and we know of the slaves’ rebellion in Basra 
during the Abbasid era. The Arabs like other trading nations in the trade crossroads of the old 
world traded for centuries in slaves through the East coast, but at least the Arabs produced a 
culture of admixture (Swahili). The Anglo-Saxon maintained their gene pool while the Southern 
branch of Indo-Europeans (the Latin) admixed but introduced their strict cast system. These are 
interesting features to study combining history, anthropology and other relevant disciplines. 
 
 Delving into relevant issue of settlement and colonisation, in the past and before the concept of 
international law power was the prevailing law that dictates who settles where. The history of 
humanity was therefore the history of war, till the mid twentieth century, before the sanctity of 
borders came into being together the concepts of international community and law. Today there 
are a couple of occupied lands and nations left. Israel/Palestine is one of the last in history.  
 
Although we could use DNA to conclude on who came from where (obviously we know that 
Australians of European origin came from England, Scotland and Wales). This though has no 
bearing on the current questions of citizenship.  
 
These are examples of realities that came out of the sorry incidences that history is full of; and 
that make no sense to consider from neither a legal nor a moral point of view. It might prove 
difficult to make a judgement given that almost everybody enslaved everybody else at some time 
or location. What really matters now is how the present and the future are to evolve in an 
interconnected world where the concept of an inferior human race or ethnicity has been brought 
to rest.  
 
Although I am captivated by the study of history, as history allow us to understand a great deal 
of how the present has unfolded, history could become a draw back if we are to live in its 
shadow and ignore the future. The future is what really matters, and history is important in the 
context of how it may predict and influence the future instead of becoming haunted by its ghosts. 
A great deal of what may happen in the future is the outcome of our own doings, rather than the 
doings of past generations. Lamenting the past instead of changing the present will not help. The 
trends in biodiversity and the environment are a good example. A great deal of that is a product 
of our life style (culture) and could be reversed within the life time of a generation, as a great 
deal of it has in fact taken place within one or two generations in the past fifty years. But we all 
know that this comes at a cost of curbing our consumerist tendencies and biological whims. 
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 The issues of cultural diversity are not as simple as those of the environment since culture is a 
human product, and though it affects the environment in which we live dealing with cultural 
traits within our species is a bit complex. A fundamental issue yet remains: how are we to deal 
with protecting the diversity of our human culture itself under the sweep of globalisation?  And 
why American culture is such an attraction? Is it a reflection of economic power or a result of its 
multicultural sources? 
  

Myths about Africa 
 

The real challenge facing the newborn Southern Sudan state is not the flag and anthem. It is how 
to become a player in the league of sisterly nations rather than fall prey to the stereotype of 
Africa, becoming another safari park where Africans appear in the background of Hollywood 
movies together with lions and elephants. How will South Sudan attain genuine sovereignty, 
sustainable development and reasonable prosperity for its people? One would say this is none of 
my business, as the independent people of Southern Sudan are free to manage their home as they 
wish; I would say it is indeed my business.  The world of today with its intertwined and 
connected interests has no borders or private matters. The economy of Greece affects the whole 
European Union. Ecological disasters in Hungary or Russia affects neighbours etc..   This applies 
even more to Africa. The stereotyping and pitying of Africa is everybody's business and is a 
global public matter open for everyone to meddle with.   As an African I believe I have 
precedence and I am fully entitled to that. 
 
Racial economic and historical stereotypes are some of the things that disturb me most. When the 
Southerners refer to the Northerners as the Arabs, what is meant by that? Is it the Arabic 
speaking population? If so, some of the Southerners are Arabs themselves and the Nuba are 
Arabs. What are the Arabs and who are the Arabs? It is a tricky definition that I will address 
somewhere else, but the generalisations are many and here is one that Africans are ought to 
challenge. The fact that a portion of the population of Northern Africa traces its origins to Asia 
does not make them Asians any more than those Mexicans of Spanish origin who are no longer 
Europeans. For decades countries of Arabic speaking cultures lived under the impression that 
they share some common elements of fate and interest.  However myths will not defy for long 
the powers of geographical and economic realities no matter how compelling the mythical case 
is. 

 

Africa is indigenously underdeveloped  
 

The theory of race made a generalisation that industry is a privilege confined to certain ethnic 
groups, Aryan races and alike. Following the emergence of Asian powers Africa was singled out 
as the weakest link if not the hopeless case in human development and the subject of new brand 
of generalisations. Eminent scientists like the co-discoverer of the DNA, Jim Watson, made a 
shocking statement about the intelligence of Africans few years back. However, he was never 
given the opportunity to defend his views as the scientific community quickly barred him from 
his privileges and perhaps basic rights. 
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I took a different line of thought, views like Jim's will crop up here and there unless addressed 
and stripped from the status of being a racial provocation subject to an unwritten code of 
conduct, and discussed scientifically. The best way to deal with that is to respond to the 
argument, examine the line of evidence if there is any, or dump it as another generalisation rather 
than making some excommunication of this or that scientist. Although I knew that Jim has no 
real scientific evidence, and perhaps falling under some impressions I was keen to examine his 
line of argument. If the evidence concluded that we are indeed stupid then we should be prepared 
to take that we really are! My favourite anecdotal examples however are Dr Lam Akol and 
Mahgoub Obeid, two distinguished scientists who excelled at the heart of ‘Western’ academia, in 
a long list of other examples. These isolated anecdotal examples, however, are no adequate 
response. What is required is a demonstration of capacity in Africa and by Africans, and this will 
not happen as far as Africa is fragmented between these small fiefdoms in a new globalised 
world that embraces and respects  the united and strong, and if we continue to make defence and 
security budgets our top priorities rather than science and education. 
 

Africans have common “racial features”  
 

This racial approach is concatenated with the previous perception of an image of the African that 
permits reducing him/her into some sort of model peaked during of era of colonisation (see 
Edward Saeed for further reference). Unfortunately it is now adopted by wide circles of African 
elites, and while the world is progressively abandoning these models some Africans are holding 
tight to them, as well as to the new cliché of sub-Saharan Africa, an Africa of famine, political 
instability, aid, AIDS, malaria, low economic and scientific output etc..  
Religion  
 
You once indicated gratitude to the church for providing education in Southern Sudan. All 
efforts in education no matter the motive are welcome and commended. The outstanding effort 
and sacrifice of people like father Comboni is greatly admired. Educationists are however 
increasingly wary of the potential power of indoctrination, when education is provided by 
institutions of special interest, like religious and sectarian institutions, or ideologically motivated 
states etc.. Such indoctrination of young minds is not only dangerous in perpetuating eternal 
divisions, it deprive these minds of an important goal of learning, which is independent thinking 
and innovative and critical mentality. Hence, educationists are contemplating the teaching of all 
major religions equally instead of the conventional secular approach of  not including religion at 
all.    
 
I am afraid I therefore don't share your view on what the church has contributed to Africa. 
Christianity is no alien to Africa but the modern churches with exception of the Orthodox 
Church are part of the infamous scramble towards Africa and represent the interest of the 
European powers of origin, this has been clearly manifested in Rwanda when the church was 
divided between the warring factions and became part and parcel of the genocide, a division that 
has been greatly influenced by the struggle between France and Belgium over this part of Africa. 
Following is a quotation from a Human Rights Watch report: 
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“Four days after the genocide began; the Catholic church issued a statement asking its followers 
to support the new government that came to power following the death of the president in a plane 
crash. Similarly, Archbishop Augustin Nshamihigo and Bishop Jonathan Ruhumuliza of the 
Church of the Province of Rwanda acted as spokespersons for the government in a news 
conference, blaming the rebel Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) for the assassination of 
Habyarimana and the genocide. Many clergy members continued to attend local security 
committee meetings, in their roles as prominent members of the community, despite those 
committees' organising the mass killings of Tutsi. The Church allowed politicians and 
propagandists to claim divine inspiration for the genocide; interim president Théodore 
Sindikubwabo assured listeners in a speech that God would help them against the ‘enemy’”.  
 
An account of a similar role in South America could be seen in the movie "the Mission" by 
Robert De Nero. In South America, this has been amply documented as the Latin American poet 
Pablo Neruda put it “murmuring a story the colour of blood”. 
 
In the Caribbean and USA the church has been Africanised rarely the case in the African 
continent. Religion like simple basic human moralities requires consistency, and consistency is 
what produces moral authority. A rare example from Africa of clergy with moral authority is 
Bishop Desmond Tutu of south Africa, a true leader of an Africanized church. The moral 
authority of this religious leader is like his kin Nelson Mandela, unwavering and undisputed. His 
recent condemnation of Israeli violations of Palestinian rights in the occupied territories is of 
considerable courage. People like Tutu should inspire the Palestinian leadership which suffers a 
historical crisis in moral authority. When the coup of 1989 took place in Sudan, the Palestinian 
leadership was a semi-permanent visitor to the country, providing all possible moral support to 
an illegitimate regime and at the peak of the human right violations against the Sudanese civil 
society. A similar recent situation was of the so called professional societies in the Arab world 
on the crisis of Darfur.   
  
We have seen how the original church message of love, has been greatly compromised by 
assimilation into political and economic interest of nationalist or political agenda.  I saw in 
Ghana in an evangelical TV program a children cartoon depicting Arab traders holding long 
chains of enslaved Africans. This is a frank falsification of history. In Ghana particularly the 
local Ghanaian tribal chiefs were the middle men and not the Arabs. But why is this continuous 
hammering on that terrible past even if it is real, should the modern Britain claim compensation 
from Norway for all the years of colonisation by the Viking? Is this for the sake of perpetuation 
of religious differences? We are simply not interested in such divisions any more.  
 
Religion wars are the fiercest and longest for reason to be studied. They are open ended non-
subject to concession since no one will ever give up his faith, it is a war that is motivated by 
divine unquestionable justifications, consuming humans lives that had no choice but belonging to 
this or that faith acquired by birth.  The worst that could happen to any country is to be plagued 
by religious fundamentalism and religious wars. In Sudan, we suffered both, the acquiring of a 
religious dimension in the social and political conflicts in the recent years, as a new 
development, despite the evolvement of the Southern Sudanese nationalist movement beyond the 
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cliché western media enunciation of the Christian Animist South versus the Muslim Arab North. 
The ascent of the National Islamic Front was the gift extremist circles in the ‘West’ were seeking 
to make the point of a religious war, and deprive the problems of Sudan of any socioeconomic or 
political content. 
   

Marriage 
 

One of the favourite arguments on the differences between North and South is the absence of 
conjugal relations in the form of marriage.  Following 1821, (or perhaps (1500) things might 
have become different at the level of practice and culture of marriage between Sudan’s 
geographic zones and groups. There is enough evidence from genetic data of extensive 
admixture to the point of observing little differences in the mitochondrial DNA transmitted 
through females. Differences on the male side are clearly recent, and of superficial nature, 
consistent with a recent introduction of a male directed introgression system in admixture. 
 
Most of the Nilo-Saharan people of Sudan have discovered for ages the plight of inbreeding and 
hence in many communities not only cousin marriage is a taboo but often marriage from the 
same community also is. On the other hand, the Afro-Asiatic Arabic speaking migrants, where 
fixed to Indo-European originating culture of cousin marriage. Until recently among settled 
Arabs and some nomads a tribal law gave precedence to cousin males in marriage, not only 
people from Darfur or the south, Muslim or Christians were barred, it was unusual to marry a girl 
outside of her own clan and relatives. This has of course contributed to a horde of genetic 
diseases and behavioural anomalies these communities are suffering from. 
 
In the mid twentieth century the new city culture brought together people of tribal and 
detribalised backgrounds in education and employment institutions. The antagonism between 
these inclusive environments and ethnic-cultural marriage barriers created deep resentments 
among the first educated and graduates. Few women and men broke away from these traditions 
at a considerable cost at the time. 
 
It is interesting to note however that both Sennar and Darfur Sultanates had a largely semi 
matrilineal system of belonging to Royalty which makes it almost certainly impossible to adopt a 
male upper cast like system. In any case culture is a major barrier for exchange of genetic 
material (marriage) between neighbouring populations. Things like language barriers, religion 
and social casts could really matter as long as they survive. 
  

The issue of race  
 

The main problem of the Southern Sudanese intelligentsia is the adoption of an outdated concept 
of race at a time when this term is no longer a working paradigm. It is no excuse that it is a 
counter-racist measure. It was Garang and other SPLM leaders because of their political training 
and vision and through a Pan-Africanist background who were spared the identification with the 
fallacy of Arabs and other deserted terminologies. 
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The myth of Arabs and Africans, has been reinvented by certain circles in the ‘West’  and the 
consistency of referring to the conflict as one of Arabs versus Africans and the fact that there is 
such an incredible unanimity in the international media raises some question marks. Generations 
of Sudanese, particularly Southern leaders, have been raised up under this false paradigm. There 
are no Africans and no Arabs, all so called Arab tribes are in fact Africans both by location and 
‘blood’. The Arab tribes of Western Sudan have the highest frequency in Sudan of a purely 
‘African’, gene, the sickle cell anaemia gene, which is understandable following more than a 
millennium or so of admixture. It is only a cultural myth that classifies some groups in Sudan as 
Arabs. If it is a linguistic classification then all South American nations should be termed 
Spanish. Language and ancestry is part of a legacy relating Sudan’s Arabic speaking groups  to 
the Arabian peninsula, but should not really bestow any further unifying status upon them. I 
prefer to call them by their present tribal or ethnic label, rather than relate them to a hypothetical 
past. The demography of the present day Arabian peninsula has already changed dramatically to 
the point that most of these tribes will find it almost impossible to relate to an existing 
counterpart in the Arabian peninsula. 
 

Coming to terms with the past 
 

The South was the scene of the first civil war in Sudan. With the lingering of the conflict the 
South became the arena of indescribable atrocities. The fact that this took place in Southern 
Sudan is not related to the population’s ethnicity or religion. What happened subsequently in 
Darfur, Port Sudan and Kajbar shows that the ruling group is as ruthless as they are ever in both 
areas, it is power and wealth. 
 
As Nugud said in the SCP conference, a small dose of Marxism will do no harm, in fact this is 
essential in explaining what is not explicable under a racial or cultural model. What would you 
make out of issues like slavery, racism, colonialism… etc without scientific  and social analysis. 
Perhaps the best theoretical framework so far given is that of Marx. It is only when Marxism and 
similar approaches to analysis of society and history made their way to the European continent 
that they were able free themselves from the vicious circle of religious and nationalistic conflicts. 
Staging and waging hatred was the ruling class’s best ploy to divide and rule their subjects. It is 
until this day that the main fuel of class motivated conflicts are the poor and dispossessed.  
Hatred does not require differences in colour, culture or history. In the secession of Pakistan 
from India people with a common history and language murdered each other because of some 
religious differences In the case of Somalia people who shared everything murdered each other 
with no remorse. 
 

Economic marginalization 
 

I am not one of those who like to blame all our problems on the few decades of Anglo Egyptian 
rule. It is true that the foundation of toady economic disparity was laid during that period of 
condominium. The ruling pact was mistrustful of the local trading class that supported the 
Mahdiyya, and hence they encouraged the rise of a new commercial bourgeoisie of foreign 
nature and origin. In fact the Greeks, Jews Armenians and Syrians showed up first during the 
Turkish period when Khartoum emerged as a vibrant commercial centre and stepping stone 
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towards the inner continent. Like any historical phenomenon there is no cost without benefit. The 
Greeks, Syrians… etc brought economic wealth and traditions unknown before to the Sudanese. 
For instance the Greeks brought with them the hotel industry and interesting types of cheese 
industry to remote parts of the country. 
 
Jallaba: The other cliché is that of the jallaba, a term that coins the ugly Northerners.. I will not 
go into detail here on the formation of the trading institutions in Sudan but a realistic appraisal of 
the role played by the mercantile capital of northern Sudanese groups has to be made.2 
 
Meanwhile, merchants were rarely adored in history and there is almost some prejudice in all 
cultures, as the mercantile capital and usurer capital (the twins as Marx named them) followed 
each other. Traders are made to generate profit, a goal that may hardly be described as altruistic. 
They endure the dangers of traversing foreign terrains and departing from families for the sake of 
nothing but the surplus they make, a goal that often justifies themeans. The oppression of traders 
however had major consequences on the stability of all the societies that were driven by grudge 
to dismember such a vital social organ. Neither Sudan nor Uganda recovered from the flight of 
capital and loss of expertise during the seventies, in the Sudan the nationalisation of small 
businesses of Greeks and Armenians.. etc, and in Uganda the eviction of the Indians by Idi 
Amin. In the case of the Jallaba this ought to be subject of scientific analysis to discern the myth 
from facts regarding the role of this institution in the South and other parts of the country.  
 
Apparently there are two poles driving this current episode of Sudan’s history: the pole of 
Islamic extremists and the pole of the Southern secessionists, both setting the stage for a future 
unbeknown to them and ironically both making a minute fraction of the population. 
 
I really can't see that the Southern elite pushing for independence with such haste will be any 
different from any other African, Arab or Third World elites who saw in having their own state 
an opportunity to build political and economic powers at the expense of the masses. The 
experience of the few years of SPLM rule in Southern Sudan was a testimony and exercise to the 
sort of priorities that motivate the government, and what the Southern masses should expect from 
a program of no social content. It reminded me of the famous slogan raised on the eve of Sudan’s 
independence by Sudanese nationalist politicians “liberation before nation building”. 
 
After the CPA  I was naively optimistic that we will be able to make it up to the suffering masses 
of Upper Nile who fell under the yolk of a deadly Kala-azar epidemic by bringing into life a 
project conceived on the wake of the 100th anniversary of Sir Henry Wellcome of a floating 
laboratory and clinic to serve those neglected communities in the White Nile and Sobat. We 
discussed the idea, a Southern Sudanese physician and myself first with Dr Lam Akol Ajawen 
and then with Engineer Kwal Maniang, both ministers of transport at the time (before and after). 
They were both supportive of the idea. However nothing materialised because the NCP first 
made the area ungovernable, but tragically enough also because a sizeable number of southern 
Sudanese where blurred by their rejection of the North per se and would prefer to have an 

                                      
2 For further reference, consult Fatima Babiker on Sudanese capitalism. 
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international NGO doing the job rather than a team that includes fellow Sudanese from the 
North. In the mythical classification of Northerners as Arabs they prefer to employ a fellow 
’African’ engineer or physician for 2000 US$ a month than have one from the North for half that 
price.  This was an indication of the hegemony of a nationalistic mentality and lack of political 
education from the side of the SPLM unable to differentiate between a Northerner and a 
Northerner, but also of unsound economic practices in a developing country that requires to put 
every single dime into the right use. 
 

The practice of apology 
 

Apologies are good practices between individuals and even nations despite the difference. A 
responsibility for a mistake committed by an individual is that persons own responsibility, on the 
other hand the responsibility of a group falls on that group when they agree to commit a certain 
felony collectively for example complicity in murder, however this is not as simple as it seems.  
The Catholic Church and the Germans both apologised to the Jews for their persecution in the 
middle ages and that of the Second World War (although the gypsies and the Slavic nations  
suffered equally under the Nazi extermination machinery). How relevant are these apologies, can 
we compare the church as an institution to the Germans as a nation, what about the thousands of 
Germans who fought Nazism and were part of the resistance till the end of the war? Are the 
French socialists/communists/liberals who opposed the French occupation of Algeria as 
responsible as the rightwing Fascist settlers? This is from the point of view of the responsibility, 
the other point is the time dimension which applies to conventional crimes, I presume historical 
atrocities committed by a group or nation, have to be treated similarly.  
 
Apologies might therefore be useful from the moral point of view, to educate people and 
immunise them against socially unacceptable deeds.  In doing so one has to observe the fact that 
moralities are subject to time influence as much as any other matter, a value that is revered or 
accepted a hundred or thousand years back is not necessarily so today. Today we have the 
concept of war prisoner and if even this is falling under increased scrutiny like the case of 
Guantanamo. When Julius Caesar occupied Gaul he ordered amputations of the right hand of 
tens of thousands of Gaul warriors and young men to terrorise the population. Some Muslims 
fundamentalists endorse such practices today and advertise for decapitation in their websites 
while condemning the imprisonment of their kin in Guantanamo. This kind of hypocrisy and 
moral inconsistency is what draws distinction between a freedom fighter and a common criminal.   
In summary I am not counting on these kinds of apologies, unless they are followed with deeds, 
it could become like any other apology hollow and meaningless. Instead I plea for a proper 
writing of history with a critical understanding of our past so we can look forward and hope for a 
better future for the coming generations. I was in Durban last year and visited a marine museum 
with my wife when a school trip arrived in a tour, I was struck immediately by the natural and 
spontaneous way the white coloured and black students were gathering and interacting. It was 
such a vindicating seen and living witness to the good human nature when proper education is in 
place. 
 
The European settlers in South Africa could have apologised in 1991 and continued a system of 
dominance, division and manipulation of the African majority and have no real political or 
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economic change, but they have chosen wisely the historical compromise offered by Mandela 
and his colleagues at the expense of a futureless system. Today the manoeuvre and delay tactics 
of the NCP /NIF regime is trying to buy time by containment of what they believe is their biggest 
obstacle, the non Muslim South followed by other regions in piecemeal, knowingly or 
unknowingly that their scheme is sooner or later to the dustbin of history. 
 
Finally, why am I bringing all this up, we really need to address the issues and needs of future 
generations. In less than half a century in Europe most of the bitterness, animosities and hard 
feelings of the Second World War have diminished to give way to a New Europe, a Europe of 
interdependence common market and cultural assimilation where the preconceived differences 
cultural ostracism are ventilated in football and mutual jokes. The atrocities of the world wars 
resonate as an echo from a distant past interfering with much pressing needs and worries: the 
environment, the shrinking economy and jobs and cultural assimilation of economic migrant 
labour. 
 
 In Africa this will be the case in a much near future, Islamic fundamentalism will be a distant 
memory of a time when states were small allowing for the hegemony of tiny minority of elites on 
the life of the majority.  Should religion motivated movements still be in the political arena it 
will be a reformed main stream version of a political party, rather than a quasi-fascist 
Organisation.  
  
All what I plea for is an independence with an eye on the future rather than one that indulges and 
feeds on the grudges of the past. 
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