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ABSTRACT 

 

Identity in Flux: Tracing the Rapid Support Forces' Evolutionary Path 

Lucia Walter 

George Mason University and University of Malta, 2023 

Thesis Advisor: Daniel Rothbart 

 

On April 15, 2023, armed conflict erupted between the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) 

and the rival paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF). The RSF finds its origins in the 

Janjaweed militia, one of the militia groups created under the Sudanese government’s “militia 

strategy” and the main perpetrator of the Darfur conflict in the early 2000s. Formative to the 

assembling of these militias and the perpetration of their activities was the government’s 

manipulation of threats which at the surface level of the conflict appeared to be on the basis of 

ethnicity and race. Similarly, the actions of the RSF have been considered with this narrative of 

ethnic based conflict. This paper will look at the factors that have historically influenced the 

formation of militia identity as well as the unique factors that have contributed to the evolution 

of the RSF’s identity through historical process tracing as well as the assessment of the RSF’s 

self-descriptions and media statements. This paper will show potential factors that have shifted 

the boundaries of identity through the legitimization of their institution and an intergroup 

struggle for power with the SAF.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

On April 15, 2023, armed conflict erupted in a power struggle between the Sudanese Armed 

Forces (SAF) and the rival paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF). The RSF had previously 

joined forces with the SAF in the military coup that brought an end to the 30-year rule of former 

President Omar al-Bashir.1 A power-sharing agreement was reached between the military and the 

pro-democracy movement four months later, creating a joint military-civilian council that would 

rule Sudan for the following three years until elections were held.2 This was brought to a halt 

with yet another military coup in 2021, again with join SAF and RSF forces.3 While both the 

SAF and RSF had signed a preliminary agreement in December, the agreement consisted only of 

broad outlines, leaving much of the most contentious political issues unresolved, including the 

matter of the integration of the RSF into the Sudanese military forces and who would ultimately 

maintain control over the troops and weapons.4 A frequent stipulation in these negotiations 

demanded by the SAF and pro-democracy groups was the integration of the RSF into the regular 

forces which has created a tense environment as RSF leader Mohammed Hamdan Dagalo 

(Hemedti) has continuously vehemently objected to this as he has consistently advocated for the 

autonomy of the RSF. 5 

The RSF, who had evolved from the institutionalization of the former Janjaweed militias, was 

now a pivotal entity in a different capacity than it had been in the past. At the time of this most 

 
1 “Sudan Unrest: What Are the Rapid Support Forces?” 
2 “Sudan Unrest: What Are the Rapid Support Forces?” 
3 “Sudan Unrest: What Are the Rapid Support Forces?” 
4 Magdy, “What Sparked the Violent Struggle to Control Sudan’s Future?” 
5 “Sudan Unrest: What Are the Rapid Support Forces?” 



 2 

recent conflict, tensions had been escalating for weeks between the two Sudanese generals, 

General Adel-Fattah Burhan at the head of the SAF and General Dagalo leading the RSF, as they 

vied for control of the resource-abundant country.6 At the point of escalation, each pointed the 

finger at the other in accusation of who struck first; the RSF accusing the army of the initial 

attack while the SAF claimed a defensive response.7 Further, the RSF announced that it had 

seized control of the presidential palace and the international airport.8  

The RSF has significantly grown from its origins of local militia groups to an enigmatic 

paramilitary force that has exerted considerable influence in Sudanese affairs and continues to 

have a significant impact as the conflict wages on. From its origins to its current state, the RSF 

has undergone considerable transformations. However, in the different phases of transformation 

how has its identity been impacted and evolved? What factors have influenced it? How does it 

perceive itself in relation to Sudan? 

This paper seeks to better understand the RSF's identity evolution and some of the factors 

that have impacted it. This will be done through a multidisciplinary approach that includes 

historical analysis, sociopolitical examination, and narrative analysis. By examining the RSF's 

origins and changing roles in various contexts, this assessment aims to gain insight into the 

interconnections between identity, politics, and societal perceptions, developing an 

understanding of the RSF’s transformation over time. The first section, Theoretical Discussion, 

will expand on theories related to the formation of social identity, intergroup conflict, threat 

narratives, and ethnic conflict. This section will also establish a framework through which this 

paper will assess factors dating back to pre-colonial times that continue to influence modern-day 

 
6 Maclean, “Who Are Sudan’s Rapid Support Forces?” 
7 Maclean. 
8 Maclean. 
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identity. The following section, Historical Context, will trace the process of the formation of 

post-colonial identities. The next section, Janjaweed, will assess the RSF’s predecessors looking 

at the formation of social boundaries and the development of threat narratives as a result of the 

government’s manipulation of factors such as access to land, resource scarcity, and poverty and 

inequality. This paper will conclude with an assessment of the Rapid Support Forces from its 

establishment in 2013 to the period after the military coup that brought down Bashir’s regime. 

. 
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II. METHODOLOGY 
 

This paper will look at the identity evolution of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) through 

historical process tracing and analyzing foundational features as developed predominantly 

through colonial times. This paper will also examine how the RSF were used throughout the 

post-colonial period into modern day that would eventually be utilized in the formation of 

militant forces and justify the actions and existence of militias. I will then proceed to conduct an 

analysis of the RSF in two periods: first, from its establishment in 2013 to the overthrow of 

Omar al-Bashir in 2019, and second, from 2019 to the outbreak of the current conflict in April 

2023. The purpose for investigating the evolution of identity in these separate periods is to 

identify changes in identity markers that have not only unified the Rapid Support Forces since its 

beginning as Janjaweed militia through its establishment as an official institution but enabled its 

recruitment and encouraged individuals to join forces. Additionally, I will be examining shifts in 

self-identifying narratives of the RSF and potential influencing factors such as changes in its role 

within the security forces and the potential impacts on group identity.  

In order to conduct this narrative analysis, I have examined a number of statements provided 

on the RSF’s official website as well as statements made to news reports from international and 

local news sources. I have focused my analysis on articles that include political reports; official 

press releases; and quotes from officials, members, and spokespeople belonging to the RSF, in 

order to understand the various narratives surrounding this group. 

The research questions at the core of this paper are: How has the identity makeup of the 

Rapid Support Forces evolved since their roots as Janjaweed militia? What identity markers are 
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currently employed to recruit for the RSF? Does the RSF currently find itself in conflict with the 

SAF for similar reasons that it found itself in conflict with the former government both as RSF 

and as Janjaweed militia? How has international intervention, or the lack thereof, impacted its 

social identity and its posture in relation to the government, other official bodies, and the people 

of Sudan? 

This thesis will continue as follows: The literature review will present existing theoretical 

discourse on the formation of identity with an emphasis on social identity. This section will 

discuss different frameworks of social identity as it pertains to boundary creation and the 

development of intergroup conflict particularly threat narratives. Additionally, this section will 

present the theories of foundations of a socially constructed identity that have continued from 

colonial times. This section will be followed by the historical context of Sudan beginning with 

the establishment of the Fur Empire and going through the different stages of colonization by the 

Ottoman-Egyptians Empire and then by the British Empire. This historical context is significant 

in understanding the development of social identity that initially used to manipulate the 

formation of the Janjaweed militia, but which history continues to impact the current identity 

makeup of the RSF. This paper will then conclude with an analysis of potential factors in the 

evolution of the RSF since there establishment.  
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III. THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 
 

Since the end of the Cold War, the nature of conflicts has shifted from state-centric 

international wars that dominated global conflict for centuries towards intrastate violence 

involving non-state actors, often in the form of militant groups. Particular to these groups is the 

increasingly prevalent trend towards identity-based conflicts that present in the forms of conflict 

across ethnic, racial, or other social boundary divisions. These conflicts often include factors 

such as issues of autonomy, resource competition, and institutional access. Theorists including 

Hogg,9 Horowitz,10 Korostelina,11 and Mamdani12 recognized this shift emphasizing a reflection 

of a paradigm shift in the approach of conflict studies, and the necessity for addressing the 

foundation of identity in the development of conflict.  

In the case of Sudan, the use of irregular and paramilitary forces dates back to the 1980s, 

becoming a common strategy used by successive governments to fight peripheral wars.13 

Considered “counter-insurgency on the cheap,” these locally recruited forces gained prominence 

and essentially became more prominent than the official Sudanese Armed Forces. 14 This 

strategy, however, largely depended on the successful recruitment and control of militia groups. 

This paper will demonstrate how many of the tactics used fall in the frameworks of social 

identity development, ethnic and racial boundary creation, intergroup comparison, and threat 

 
9 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory.” 
10 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict. 
11 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict. 
12 Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda. 
13 Tubiana, “Remote-Control Breakdown: Sudanese Paramilitary Forces and Pro-Government Militias,” 1. 
14 Tubiana, 1. 
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narratives. These theories will then be used to examine the narratives of identity of the Rapid 

Support Forces (RSF), how they have evolved, and the potential factors that may have influenced 

shifts and changes in narratives. The purpose of this research is to better understand the different 

postures the RSF has had in relation to the government, official forces, and the people of Sudan 

at large and how its evolving social identity has impacted these relationships, particularly in its 

unity as a group and recruitment of members.  

This paper seeks to better understand the evolving social identity of the RSF in order to 

shed light on its participation, particularly its actions and behaviors, and involvement in past and 

current conflicts in which it finds itself. Thus, this section will first explore the construction of 

identity and its impact across different levels of a social apparatus and then delve into the 

formation, development, and interaction of social groups and identities before discussing the role 

of social identity in conflict and the development of perceptions and norms regarding threat 

narratives. The purpose of this section will be to establish a theoretical framework from which I 

will be processing and analyzing the narratives of the identity of the RSF, shifts and changes, and 

factors that impact that structure. In exploring the literature surrounding social identity theory, 

this section seeks to construct a framework from which the evolution of social boundaries 

throughout Sudan and specifically Darfur’s history can be understood and from which their 

impacts on the militia strategy and the eventual emergence and further development of the RSF 

can be traced.   

Social Identity 

Henri Tajfel and his colleagues first pioneered social identity theory to understand better 

intergroup conflict within a society and the development of the factors in relation to identity that 
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contribute to these conflicts, such as prejudice and discrimination.15 They believed that the 

dynamics of intergroup conflict are rooted in human motivations and perceptions influenced not 

only by one’s beliefs about themselves but also about the "society, social context, and immediate 

situations [they] find themselves and their groups in."16 While in the past some have presented 

social identity as primordially intrinsic or inherent, predominant research affirms social identity 

as a social construct that is shaped by the mechanisms and dynamics of existing social systems.17 

Thus, the creation of social identity has less to do with existing communities and the protection 

thereof, but as Fredrik Barth argues, is rather the consequence of boundary formations between 

an “us” and a “them.”18 As a result of the establishment of such boundaries, the development of 

identities based on shared histories and common ancestry begins to emerge.19 However, it is 

these created factors—consequences of identity formation rather than the root of the identity 

itself—that are often used to justify and promote social and political identity without 

acknowledgment of the original process of boundary formation.20  

Tajfel defines social identity as “an individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain 

social groups together with some emotional value and significance to him of this group 

membership.”21 Essential to the development of group identity and an individual’s social identity 

is this concept of common and shared group membership, a marker that surpasses an individual’s 

interpersonal relations with other members of the group.22 As individuals identify as members of 

a social category or group, they adopt and internalize the norms, values, and identities of that 

 
15 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 3. 
16 Hogg, 4. 
17 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 15. 
18 Korostelina, 16. 
19 Korostelina, 16. 
20 Korostelina, 16. 
21 Hogg and Terry, “Social Identity and Self-Categorization Processes in Organizational Contexts,” 122.  
22 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict. 24. 



 9 

particular group.23 These characteristics become integral to their understanding of self-concept, 

influencing the way they perceive themselves and others in relation to themselves and their 

ingroup.24 Additionally, they weaken the boundaries between the individual and others within 

their group in comparison with the boundaries that emerge between their own group (ingroup) 

and others (outgroups).25 However, Giddens emphasizes the need for an individual to take an 

active role in the conception of self-identity through reflection and adjustment arguing that 

“identity has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflective activities of the individual.26 

Thus, an individual’s self-identity in relation to their social identity is not fixed but somewhat 

changeable according to their interactions with their social group.27 Fundamental to this is an 

individual’s interactions with other groups and individuals as social identity is created in relation 

to the development of one’s perceptions of others.28 Tajfel defines groups as collections of 

individuals who self-categorize as belonging to the same social category and tie their self-

concepts, further explained by how they define and evaluate themselves to their social group’s 

identity-defining attributes and characteristics.29 This natural tendency to self-categorize into 

social groups based on shared characteristics provides the framework through which ingroup 

members understand the social world and interactions within and outside of the ingroup.30 

Significant to one’s understanding of self-concept in relation to their ingroup, or their 

group membership, is the possession or adoption of shared attributes and values that carry 

emotional weight for the individual and thus influence “what one should think and feel, and how 

 
23 Hogg and Terry, “Social Identity and Self-Categorization Processes in Organizational Contexts,” 123. 
24 Brewer and Gardner, “Who Is This ‘We’?: Levels of Collective Identity and Self Representations,” 83. 
25 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 25. 
26 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, 52-53, as found in Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict., 16. 
27 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 25. 
28 Korostelina, 25. 
29 Korostelina, 25. 
30 Korostelina, 25. 
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one should behave.”31 These shared attributes that tie members of a group through shared 

identity surpass congruous traits and common characteristics, often leading to the development 

of myths and shared history.32 This process of identification and social categorization strengthens 

one’s emotional connection to their group by highlighting these shared characteristics as 

positive.33 Additionally, it realizes two essential functions for the individual: “(1) realization of 

the individual need to belong to a group that provides protection and confidence and (2) 

inclusion of a person into a system of social relationship.”34 Not only is this process done with 

oneself in relation to one’s ingroup, but it also plays a role in the manner in which an individual 

orders their social environment to create significance and understanding in “groupings of persons 

in a manner which is meaningful to the subject” thus creating distinction between groups.35 

Social groups use these distinctions to standardize expectations of intergroup behavior and 

perceptions, including determining the role and position a group member holds in society.36 As 

these standards of attitudes, behaviors, and characteristics are formed, so too are the perceptions 

of ingroup and outgroup prototypes. 37 

Prototypes are created as individuals form mental representations and distinctions 

between human groups and categories by grouping similar or interrelated attributes as well as 

generalized differences.38 This categorization overwhelmingly results in the binary groupings of 

ingroups and outgroups. 39 With regard to the ingroup, prototypes capture both the shared 

 
31 Hogg, Terry, and White, “A Tale of Two Theories: A Critical Comparison of Identity Theory with Social Identity 
Theory,” 260. 
32 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 16. 
33 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict. 17. 
34 Korostelina, 18–19. 
35 Tajfel, Differentiation between Social Groups, 69. 
36 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 19. 
37 Korostelina, 19. 
38 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 8. 
39 Hogg, 8. 
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characteristics of the ingroup as well as differences between the ingroup and a particular 

outgroup. 40 Thus, ingroup prototypes are often dependent on the comparison with an outgroup 

and can change depending on the attributes being compared and the context of comparison. 41 As 

outgroup prototypes are formed, the anticipated result is that persons are seen less as individuals 

and rather generalized through the perception of the preconceived category of a prototype. 42 This 

leads to the depersonalization of an individual and the assignment of certain attributes and 

normative behaviors that are projected from both one’s self-conception as part of an ingroup as 

well as the prescribed categorization of the outgroup. 43 The distinction between ingroup 

similarities and outgroup differences is further accentuated as individuals favor their ingroup 

over the outgroup, ensuring a positive distinction of their ingroup, “clearly differentiated from 

and more favorably evaluated than relevant out-groups.” 44  This sense of “we-ness” that binds a 

group's social identity around a focal point serves as a motivating force in strengthening that 

identity and investing a greater interest in the health and welfare of the group.45 Thus the 

individual shifts from the social self “I” mindset to the collective self “we” mindset, internalizing 

“the norms and characteristics of important reference groups, and [consisting] of cognitions 

about the self that are consistent with that group identification.”46 Similarly, stereotypes are 

formed when a collection of individuals share a prototype of a group whether their own or 

another. 47 

 
40 Hogg, 8. 
41 Hogg, 9. 
42 Hogg, 9. 
43 Hogg, 9. 
44 Hogg, 8. 
45 Volkan, “Ethnic Tents: Descriptions of Large Group Identities,” 91. 
46 Brewer and Gardner, “Who Is This ‘We’?: Levels of Collective Identity and Self Representations,” 84. 
47 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 9. 
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Some of the motivational dynamics that are associated with these processes of social 

identity development are self-enhancement through positive intergroup distinctiveness, 

uncertainty reduction, and optimal distinctiveness.48 The self-esteem hypothesis focuses on the 

desire for positive intergroup distinctiveness which is achieved through self-enhancement.49 

Individuals and their groups strive to assert group superiority over others to protect or promote 

the notion that the “we” of the ingroup is greater than the “them” of the outgroup.50 This is 

motivated by the idea that the self-concept of group members is closely tied to the group 

identity.51 Thus, “the status, prestige, and social valence of the group” carries significant weight 

and impact on an individual’s self-esteem.52 Consequently, individuals seek to feel better about 

themselves or raise their self-esteem by emphasizing their group’s superiority over another 

group, reflecting the human motivation for self-enhancement and self-esteem.53 Uncertain-

identity theory on the other hand focuses on the motivation to reduce uncertainty about the world 

and the behavior of oneself and others.54 The concept of reducing uncertainty becomes 

particularly significant as it relates to one’s perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and behavior, 

especially in regard to those pertaining to the self and identity.55 At the core of this theory is the 

idea that individuals “need to know who they are, how to behave, and what to think, and who 

others are, how they might behave, and what they might think.”56 Lastly, the phenomenon of 

optimal distinctiveness suggests that individuals seek a balance between inclusion and sameness 

 
48 Hogg, 9. 
49 Hogg, 9. 
50 Hogg, 9. 
51 Hogg, 9. 
52 Hogg, 9. 
53 Hogg, 9. 
54 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory.” 10. 
55 Hogg. 10. 
56 Hogg. 10. 
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through assimilation and distinctiveness or uniqueness through differentiation.57 Individuals want 

to feel sufficiently connected to a group to satisfy their need for belonging and social identity 

which is often fulfilled through group membership.58 This is emphasized in larger group settings 

where inclusiveness tends to be the more prevalent nature.59 However, individuals also desire to 

maintain a level of distinctiveness to preserve a distinctive sense of self that is inversely more 

prevalent in smaller groups in which case an individual will seek more inclusivity.60 This concept 

implies that individuals will seek mid-sized groups that strike a balance between distinctiveness 

and inclusivity.61  

In addition to the motivations for the development of social identity, one must also 

consider the various functions that social identity fulfills including fulfillment of protection, 

safety, support, opportunities for growth and development (whether personally, socially, or 

professionally), and boosting self-esteem.62 The salience of these functions may vary depending 

on the type of social identity and the degree of involvement within a group.63 Thus, 

understanding the concept of social identity is essential when considering the dynamics of 

intergroup relations, particularly in the context of intergroup conflict. In order for social identity 

to exist, there must be an outgroup (“them”) to determine the boundaries of an ingroup (“we”).64 

The reasons for the emergence of these boundaries vary but relate both to one’s understanding of 

self and others in relation to each other. 65 As a consequence of a variety of motivations and 

 
57 Hogg. 10. 
58 Hogg. 10. 
59 Hogg. 10. 
60 Hogg. 10. 
61 Hogg, 11. 
62 Korostelina, Social Identity and Conflict, 67. 
63 Korostelina, 67. 
64 Korostelina, 29. 
65 Korostelina, 29. 
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efforts to fulfill certain needs, but particularly the need to see oneself and one’s group in a 

positive light, ingroup bias and an increased potential for intergroup conflicts develop.  

Intergroup Relations and Conflict 

Social identity as a theory has significant implications for understanding relationships 

between social groups. Tajfel and Turner primarily focus on this connection to intergroup 

relations examining the dynamics of conflict and cooperation among different social categories.66 

As discussed earlier, social identity has a significant impact on the formation of one’s self-

concept and expectations regarding how one will be perceived and treated by others.67 When 

individuals compare their ingroup to an outgroup their priority is to ensure the positive 

distinction of their own group compared to the outgroup.68 These intergroup comparisons 

inherently favor one’s own group and tend to be ethnocentric.69 In what is effectively a struggle 

over relative status and prestige, the concern of groups with higher status becomes protecting and 

maintaining their relative superiority while groups of lower status aim to overcome social 

stigmas and advance a positive narrative.70  

Two major components of Tajfel and his colleagues’ theory of social identity are intergroup 

comparison and minimal group paradigm. 71 Intergroup comparison is the engagement of social 

comparison between one’s ingroup and surrounding outgroups. 72 This frequently results in the 

act of favoring the ingroup and the denigration or discrimination of the outgroup to enhance their 

self-esteem and boost their social identity.73 Donald. H. Horowitz adds to this theory arguing that 

 
66 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 7. 
67 Hogg, 7. 
68 Hogg, 7. 
69 Hogg, 7. 
70 Hogg, 7. 
71 Hogg, 6. 
72 Hogg, 6. 
73 Hogg, 6. 
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intergroup comparisons emerge as a sense of collective merit when in an environment that holds 

two or more groups as group members desire their group to have a positive evaluation as 

compared to other surrounding groups.74 Social tendencies in these cases often emerge in the 

form of preferential discrimination in favor of ingroup members. 75 Significant to belonging to 

the group is the membership as opposed to similar characteristics.76 Whereas the concept of the 

minimal group paradigm asserts that the most arbitrary and minimal group distinctions are 

utilized to strengthen ingroup favoritism and emphasize outgroup discrimination.77 These 

components of social identity theory provide significant insight into the psychological process 

that underlies intergroup behavior such as prejudices and discrimination as well as highlight the 

value of social context and group membership in influencing and shaping individuals’ attitudes 

and behaviors toward others. 78  

William G. Sumner on the other hand focuses his theory on ethnocentrism, a concept that 

explores the connection between the attachment an individual has to their own group and the 

negative feeling that develops towards an outgroup.79 Sumner argues that the human tendency is 

to create a clear distinction between one’s ingroup and the outgroups by evaluating other cultures 

and societies from the focal point of their own group.80 In this approach, ingroup members 

coexist in harmony and abide by laws and an order of cooperation whereas the outgroup are 

perceived as adversaries who may incite conflict and competition.81 Thus, ethnocentrism brings 

one’s own values, norms, and customs as the central and superior standard evaluating other 

 
74 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 143. 
75 Horowitz, 143. 
76 Horowitz, 145. 
77 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 6. 
78 Hogg, 6. 
79 Brewer, “Ingroup Identification and Intergroup Conflict: When Does Ingroup Love Become Outgroup Hate?,” 18. 
80 Brewer, 18. 
81 Brewer, 18. 
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groups resulting in a heightened perception of one’s own group and of contempt towards 

others.82 Sumner postulates a negative correlation between the attitudes of ingroups and 

outgroups, suggesting that stronger attachments and cohesion within an ingroup could lead to a 

corresponding development of hostility and contempt towards the outgroups.83 Significant to 

Sumner’s theory is the argument that the need for war with outgroups shifts the focus away from 

internal discord which could weaken the group thus promoting peace within the ingroups.84 

However, theories by Tajfel and his colleagues challenge the notion that divergent attitudes and 

behaviors toward ingroup and outgroup members emerge as a consequence of “cooperative 

interdependence within groups and competitive relations between groups,” focusing rather on the 

categorization of social groups as the source for preferential discrimination for the ingroup 

despite the potential absence of interdependence.85  

The strategies assumed by groups to manage their identity vary depending on subjective 

belief structures, or the beliefs of group members regarding the type of relationship between the 

ingroup and a particular outgroup.86 These beliefs focus on several key aspects regarding the 

ingroup's relationship with the outgroup including status, stability, legitimacy, permeability, and 

cognitive alternatives.87 Two key belief structures are that of social mobility and social change.88 

A social mobility belief structure centers on the idea that intergroup boundaries are permeable, 

that individuals can change their social identity by crossing into another group, and that doing so 

is easy.89 In these cases, members of lower status groups may disidentify from their own group 

 
82 Brewer, 18. 
83 Brewer, 18. 
84 Brewer, 18. 
85 Brewer, 18. 
86 Hogg, “Social Identity Theory,” 7. 
87 Hogg, 7. 
88 Hogg, 7. 
89 Hogg, 7. 



 17 

and endeavor to join an outgroup of higher status.90 However, the reality of the situation is that 

intergroup boundaries are seldom permeable and attempts to cross into another group frequently 

result in social exclusion from both groups.91 Dominant groups may purport the idea of social 

mobility as an achievable venture and even tolerate a limited number of cross-overs in order to 

undermine collective action by the minority in the long run.92  

A social change belief structure, on the other hand recognizes the unlikely probability of 

permeability and the difficulty of passing to another group.93 As a result, groups of lower status 

are driven to engage in social creativity by attempting to redefine their group’s social value in 

combination with avoiding upward comparisons with groups of higher status and rather engaging 

in downward or lateral comparisons with groups of lower status to build themselves up.94 

Dominant groups tend to encourage this belief structure as downward or lateral comparisons 

among subordinate groups as a strategy to maintain control through “divide and conquer.”95 

When this belief structure is coupled with the perception of an illegitimate social order, group 

members may develop what has been termed as cognitive alternatives, or critical ideologies and 

strategies for achieving social change.96 This in turn may lead groups to engage in social 

competition, or the direct competition with an outgroup over status.97 These competitions may 

present in the form of debate, protests, revolution, or even war.98 

 
90 Hogg, 7. 
91 Hogg, 7. 
92 Hogg, 7. 
93 Hogg, 7. 
94 Hogg, 7. 
95 Hogg, 7. 
96 Hogg, 7. 
97 Hogg, 8. 
98 Hogg, 8. 
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While achieving cooperation between groups and fostering social harmony, particularly 

where ethnocentrism and prejudice are involved, is challenging, an effective approach may be 

cross-categorization or the promotion of an environment in which multiple dimensions of 

identity are recognized.99 This allows for distinction between groups while also acknowledging 

the sharing of common identities on other dimensions.100 However, even in these communities 

some identities may be more salient and interconnected thus creating boundaries from where the 

negativity of outsiders emerge.101 The potential negative impacts that follow as a consequence, 

such as the formation of stereotypes and the development of prejudice and discrimination, often 

result in intergroup conflict.102  

There are several factors that influence the development of negative perception of 

outgroups, one being the individual need for differentiation.103 Particularly in homogenous 

societies where members may develop strong loyalties to their ingroup, individuals may seek to 

satisfy the need for differentiation through the emphasis of minor differences to outsiders.104 

Another factor to consider is the basis on which favorable self-identity is built. Groups tend to 

develop positive social identity through the practice of favorable social comparison which results 

in the denigration of outgroups typically in the form of negative stereotypes, biases, and 

prejudice. 105 A third factor is the perception of relative deprivation.106 Even in socially and 

economically equal situations, comparisons between the ingroup and the outgroup eventually 

result in an underestimation of the power of one’s own group leading to feelings of relative 
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deprivation which in turn drives further unfavorable perceptions.107 In situations of inequality or 

asymmetric status, low-status and minority groups tend to develop “a stronger sense of collective 

self and more ingroup homogeneity” which then strengthens ingroup bias and negative 

perceptions of the outgroup.108 This is particularly true of communities that have experienced 

intergroup violence as the ingroup identity solidarity becomes the priority over any other 

identity.109 Additionally, in communities that have experienced a history of conflict between 

groups, the various group identities have a tendency to merge into a single dominant category 

that may retain symbols, of ethnicity, nationality, or religion which provide the dominant identity 

with a sense of security and emphasize moral legitimacy and authority.110 This new, unified 

identity, formed and dependent on ideological myth, is then contrasted against the perceived 

“dangerous Other” and used not only as a tool to further shape the ingroup identity but to 

demonize the outgroup or the “Other.”111 

The readiness to engage in conflict can also be attributed to the development of negative 

stereotypes. Stereotypes reflect commonly shared ideas of the features and characteristics that 

are representative of members of a particular group.112 Once a stereotype is established whether 

it pertains to the ingroup or the outgroup, people have a tendency to “rationalize the differences 

between a group member and the group’s majority, without excluding this member from the 

group.”113 In this regard, “one exception from the stereotypic ‘rule’ does not change 

regularity.”114 However, as discussed earlier, the need to increase self-esteem and develop 
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positive stereotypes for one’s own ingroup through favorable comparison often leads to the 

development of negative stereotypes towards members of the outgroup.115 The consequences of 

these often inaccurate developments inevitably present as biases, discrimination, prejudice, and 

the perception of the “other” as less than.116 As negative stereotypes influence the way ingroup 

members perceive and estimate the behavior of outgroup members, it is difficult to change 

negative images even when factual evidence is not in concurrence with the projected 

stereotype.117 Negative stereotypes thus reinforce the readiness to engage in conflict.118 It’s 

significant to note that, according to cognitive dissonance theory, there is a need on the part of 

the ingroup for the behavior of an outgroup to align with the beliefs and opinions of the negative 

stereotypes being projected.119 In the situations in which these do not align, members of the 

ingroup will adjust their stereotypes to accommodate their behavior.120 Thus, the negative 

stereotypes may become even more negative, at times to an extreme, to avoid this 

inconsistency.121 

Threat Narratives 

A major source of identity-based conflict, and significant to the evolution of militias and 

paramilitaries in Sudan, is the perception of threat and the development of threat narratives. The 

presence of threat narratives in these cases is significant to understanding the evolution of social 

identity as these identities and threats often develop in relation to each other. Volkan posits that 

“individuals are not usually preoccupied with their large-group identity until it is threatened.”122 
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Threats impact the behavior of ingroup members whether the threats are real or perceived.123 The 

perceptions of “outgroup threats increase as the perceived competition between groups for 

resources rises,” as hostile groups tend to believe that there is more profit from competing rather 

than cooperating.124 Realistic conflict theory emphasizes the idea of conflicting goals and 

interests between groups strengthen prejudices within the ingroup.125 Other studies suggest that 

homogenous outgroups as opposed to heterogenous outgroups are perceived as a greater threat 

due to the idea that they are better able to mobilize.126 Additionally, the perception of outgroup 

threats leads to greater hostility projected towards them which is then utilized to justify conflict 

or unfavorable attitudes and behaviors of outgroup members.127 It’s important to note that not 

only do ingroup members perceive outgroups and their members on the basis of projected 

stereotypes but also ascribe goals to the outgroup.128 This consequently leads to a heightened 

sense of threats toward the well-being and status of the ingroup.129 This attribution error reflects 

the human tendency to overemphasize behavioral explanations based on personality as opposed 

to considering explanations based on the influence of situational factors.130 In the context of 

perceived competition, ingroups interpret the actions of outgroups as having harmful and hostile 

motivations and intentions, potentially posing a threat to the interests of the ingroup.131 

Volkan argues that the human tendency is to ascribe negative characteristics and 

intentions to outgroups because ingroup members encounter difficulties when attempting to 
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reconcile both positive and negative features of their own group’s image.132 Returning to the 

human need for a positive identity, ingroup members internalize positive group traits, 

externalizing and projecting any negative attributes associated with their ingroup onto the 

outgroup.133 Similarly, individuals may perceive the ingroup to lack power as a consequence of 

an immoral and aggressive outgroup, having previously defeated the ingroup in some manner of 

conflict.134 These perceptions manifest “in the form of negative reservoirs that characterize 

outgroups and chosen traumas that stress an outgroup’s negative intentions toward the 

ingroup.”135 Hence, the perceived threats posed by the outgroup are primarily founded on the 

negative attributions assigned to the outgroups based on the interpretation of intergroup 

relations.136 There are many contexts in which an ingroup may perceive outgroups as a threat 

including: 

“(a) unequal economic, cultural or political positions of ethnic groups;  
(b) different citizenship of ethnic groups; 
(c) memories of the former domination of the outgroup and attribution of the 
desire for its revival;  
(d) a perceived weaker or worse position in comparison with the outgroup; 
(e) limiting of the socioeconomic opportunities of the ingroup by outgroups; 
(f) political extremism, violence, and nationalism of out-groups.”137  

Under these conditions of perceived or real outgroup threats, the attitudes and behavior of 

members of the ingroups become complicated.138 The readiness and willingness to engage in 

conflict and fight for group goals may fluctuate among ingroup members depending on the 

importance and urgency of ingroup interests.139 The more urgent and vital the goal, the greater 
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the perceived outgroup threat, and, likewise the readiness and willingness of ingroup members to 

engage in conflict, with the opposite effect with less critical and significant goals.140 

Additionally, the status of majority and minority groups also has an influence on the conditions 

for engaging in conflict.141 If a minority group holds a significant position while having few 

interests at risk, the perception of threat will strengthen their intentions to engage in conflict.142 

Conversely, the majority group may be more inclined to engage in compromise when pursuing 

its own objectives than when opposing minority goals.143 Consequently, the primary goal then 

becomes maintaining and preventing changes to the social structure and the fulfillment of 

outgroup goals.144 

Particularly in situations where there has been a history of hostility and conflict, these 

threat narratives begin to develop as stories to make sense of and understand not only the 

violence perpetrated but also the perpetrators and the uncertainties that surround them.145 In these 

narratives centered around threats, storytellers frequently develop moral judgments about the 

perpetrator’s actions and address certain themes, including normative agency, predictability, and 

global positioning.146 With regard to normative agency, threat narratives tend to move beyond the 

empirical and factual descriptions of criminal actions, instead incorporating moral condemnation 

and implying criminal responsibility— the notion of being a causal agent and morally 

culpable.147 These narratives attempt to explain the normative agency, or comprehensive 

culpability, of the perpetrators by revealing the motives and intentions behind the violent acts as 
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well as plans and projections of potential future actions.148 Thus, the narratives lose the 

separation between objective descriptions and moral judgment and instead present a 

comprehensive culpability in which “the truth about an agent’s capacity to exert influence 

merges with normative denunciation.”149 The “other” begins to be described not as agents of 

malicious and vicious deeds” but rather as those who behaved or acted in such a way because of 

their character and are thus of a malicious and vicious nature, stepping away from the context of 

what happened and relying on explanations of who they are and why they are.150 As victims of 

violence recount their experiences, axiological differences begin to develop, contrasting virtues 

with vices in different behavioral contexts.151  

The second theme, predictability, address the likelihood and anticipation of future 

crimes.152 These narratives center around the fear of the unknown and the distress caused by the 

inability to predict future aggression and its consequences.153 Thus, these narratives aim to 

construct a framework to explain and predict future violence against the ingroup by the 

outgroup.154 However, establishing the accuracy and veracity of these narratives and predictions 

becomes challenging as they cannot be validated through empirical scientific methods.155 Rather, 

those that form and purport the narratives rely on limited experiences with and accounts of past 

behaviors.156 Thus, they are generally speculative at best or entirely fabricated.157  
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Lastly, the theme of global positioning addresses the normative positioning of groups in 

relation to the “threatening Other.”158 Research done on religious-based terrorism observes that 

terrorists devoted to a divine power develop feelings of exculpation and adornment based on a 

belief in sacred covenants made with that higher authority.159 By recounting what is considered 

morally condemnable actions of individuals from the outgroup, storytellers provide a means for 

the "faithful ingroup” to morally separate themselves from the criminals.160 This, in turn allows 

the faithful to align themselves with those they perceive to be civil, moral, and virtuous, thus 

reaffirming their sense of virtue and moral privilege as well as “their existential orientation in a 

world of violence and evil.”161 In such a dangerous world, the “good people” fix their morally 

elevated status, “rewarding the faithful and comforting the ‘innocent.’” 162 These three themes 

contribute to the development of threat narratives, which then leads to the perception of “the 

Other-as-enemy.” 163 

When perceived negative characteristics and blame are attributed to the larger group of 

the “other” rather than to the individual, one’s approach becomes that of collective 

denigration.164 This denigration of characters that are uncivilized, savage, and subhuman is 

accompanied by negative images from invented stories of the past and reinforces the “other” as a 

threat.165 This narrative of the “perceived ‘enemy’” justifies violent actions taken against them as 

protection, glorifying them as defensive and thus, fosters a continual development of hate and 
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fear within the ingroup.166 Thus, threats provide a catalyst for the construction and development 

of social boundaries and group identities.167 Within this them/us dual framework, ingroups 

distinguish themselves from outgroups by painting narratives of “bad, vicious, and unjust” and 

presenting themselves as “good, virtuous, and just.” 168 Thus, in these narratives, the “threatening 

Other rarely, if ever,” acts in a just manner. 169 When these hate narratives intensify, conflict 

ensues. In the case of Sudan, this paper will find that these threat narratives were and continue to 

be spurred by the manipulation of a variety of factors, including representation in government, 

resource scarcity, and access to rights and services. Particular to the case of Sudan is the social 

engineering of identities, particularly the creation, systematization, and politicization of identities 

through the use of memories and histories to divide communities and magnify this threat 

narrative for the purpose of recruitment and carrying out of activities for the “militia strategy.”170 

Ethnic and Political Identities  

The process of border formation creates a distinct boundary between the notions of 

“them” and “us.”171 Ethnic identity serves as a link among individuals on the basis of shared 

histories, common experiences, and anticipations of future experiences.172 It necessitates a sense 

of shared destiny, encompassing expectations of being treated similarly, mutual concerns of 

security and survival/extinction, and beliefs surrounding the value, dignity, and recognition of 

the group.173 According to anthropologist Howard Stein, “ethnicity is a mode of thought, not a 
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category in nature.”174 This is to say that where ethnicity is often thought to be tied to physical 

characteristics or a gene pool, ethnicity is rather more accurately characterized through shared 

histories and memories and social ties such as cultural or religious.175 Similarly, racial 

distinctions are often presented as differing characteristics of biological features, including one’s 

physical characteristics such as build, skin color, and hair type.176 In the context of conflict, 

racism tend to present as a distinction of physical characteristics “to reflect different stages of 

human development and [which] are used to support granting or withholding rights and 

privileges.”177 

Horowitz suggests that colonial rule played a significant role in shaping ethnic identities, 

as the colonial legal structures “made ethnic identity a more important matter than it might 

otherwise have been.”178 As previously discussed, Horowitz asserts that group identities form 

through intergroup comparisons, desiring comparative positive evaluations of one’s own 

group.179 This preference for one's own group results in favoritism toward ingroup members, 

emphasizing the importance of group membership over shared characteristics. 180  Thus, when 

analyzing conflicts presented as having ethnic origins, a further investigation may consider 

ethnicity as having less of an important role in these groupings.181 The direct and indirect forms 

of colonial rule established a hierarchy of racial superiority and different levels of “civilization” 

among the colonized, resulting in the categorization of “backward” and “advanced” groups, with 
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preferential treatment being given to the latter.182 These hierarchal distinctions often persisted 

into post-colonial times, influencing social, political, and legal structures.183 

Mahmood Mamdani further examines how institutional and legal frameworks shape and 

influence political identities. He contends that political identity is predominantly a product of the 

historical process of state formation, particularly in light of the influence and impact that direct 

and indirect colonial rule have on the development of post-colonial legal and institutional 

structures.184 These political identities are thus closely tied to and sustained by the state 

apparatus.185 A state’s laws and institutions have the authority and ability to categorize 

individuals on the basis of their race and ethnicity by giving theses identities legal and 

institutional statuses.186 To the extent that is permitted by the law, these legal identities can 

thereby influence an individual's rights and participation in politics and society.187 Thus, race and 

ethnicity should be viewed and considered as political identities that through legally defined 

identities, shape and impact one's relationship with the state and with others.188 According to 

Mamdani, these political identities are reinforced not only by the law but also by the resistance 

and dissent of marginalized groups in an effort to break free from legal restrictions.189 While 

these identities may act as a springboard for political action, they do not dictate or constrain the 

development of such action.190 Mamdani emphasizes that while not all political identities 
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become polarized when polarization occurs, it produces binary divisions that eliminate the 

likelihood for finding ambiguity, middle ground, or hybridity.191 

Mamdani expands on this framework as a product of political identities that originated 

and were shaped during colonial rule. Direct and indirect colonial rule imposed legal orders that 

established racial hierarchies, whether between colonizer and colonized or between native and 

non-native populations.192 These hierarchies determined the order of superiority among the 

various groups.193 In particular, indirect rule tended to create two distinct categories, indigenous 

and nonindigenous, and would then proceed to further subcategorize the indigenous populations 

into separate ethnicities.194 This second division established a race and ethnic-based hierarchy, 

with the former being ruled by civil law and the latter by “customary” law.195 Thus as a 

consequence of these imposed divisions, political identities emerged along the lines of ethnic 

boundaries.196 In certain situations, the colonizing authority designated particular groups from 

the colonized as nonindigenous subject races elevating their status in the hierarchy compared to 

other indigenous groups.197 These groups received preferential treatment under the law as they 

were perceived as peoples with the potential to become full citizens.198 
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IV. Historical Context 

The historical context that this paper will be examining will begin with the Kiera empire 

of the Fur Sultanate, at which point Dar Fur was an independent political entity. One can 

frequently find tribal names labeled across wide areas on maps of Darfur, suggesting that some 

of the region’s more than thirty ethnic groups occupy specific areas in their entirety.199 This 

misconception fails to address a lengthy history of domestic migration, cultural blending, and 

intermarriage, a situation in which ethnic boundaries were more a matter of convenience than 

fixed inherited lines.200 One will find that throughout this history, it is reasonable to believe that 

identities had greater fluidity and such an environment in which individuals and groups could 

transition from one identity to another and hold multiple identities (which in modern times may 

be considered contradictory) simultaneously was cultivated.201 Despite the labels of ‘Arab’ and 

‘African,’ it is difficult to distinguish which group a Darfurian individual belongs to solely based 

on physical features, such as skin color, as the two have not only coexisted but mixed and 

merged for centuries, as will be demonstrated in the following section, with the predominant 

identity of the majority being Muslim identifying.202 However, this section will also go through 

different periods of colonization in which, primarily under the rule of the British Empire, these 

labels of ‘African’ and ‘Arab’ were cemented into hierarchal legal structures which have 

continued to impact sociopolitical systems and environments through post-colonial times and 

which identifiers have been used to motivate and justify conflict. 
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Fur Sultanate 

To understand the evolution of racial and ethnic identity labels and boundaries more fully in 

modern-day Sudan, one must look back at the series of events that have built upon each other 

throughout its history. While the nature of these identities has changed, the origins can be traced 

back as early as the emergence of the Fur Sultanate in the seventeenth century. Beginning in the 

mid-seventeenth century until a period of time under the Ottoman-Egyptian Empire and then the 

integration of the province of Dar Fur into the British-Egyptian colonized Sudan in the early 

1900s, the Keira Sultanate ruled the area of the Jebel Marra Mountains in present-day western 

Sudan alongside two kingdoms in the Sudanic belt, the Funj Sultanate to the east and the Wadai 

Sultanate to the west (modern-day eastern Chad).203 The kingdom of Keira not only 

encompassed a large and diverse geographical area, but much of its expansion comprised of the 

acceptance of a multiplicity of ethnic groups.204 The identities and place of residence of the 

various groups’ inhabitants often corresponded with the patterns of subsistence practiced in each 

area: primarily Arabic-speaking nomadic groups, known as Jammal for their predominantly 

camel pastoralism, occupied the northern semi-desert area; cultivators made up the majority of 

the agricultural central zone; and the Baggara cattle nomads who had existed semi-autonomously 

from Dar Fur for centuries resided in the wetter southern zone.205 However, despite the 

dominance of each production system in separate areas, the two were not mutually exclusive, nor 

did they correspond to defined ethnic or linguistic boundaries.206 Rather, the systems could often 

be characterized as agricultural-pastoral systems crossing ethnic and linguistic boundaries.207 
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This lack of clear and exclusive boundaries more fully characterized the unstructured and fluid 

political and social systems of Dar Fur and the nature of identities during this time.208  

This lack of definiteness in social and political identity boundaries is further exemplified in 

the practice of intermarriage between ethnic groups. This common practice could be found 

among the inhabitants of the kingdom as well as with their leaders, particularly beginning in the 

eighteenth century, as seen with Sultan Muhammad Tayrab, of Zaghawa and Fur descent.209 The 

integration of ethnic groups produced a condominium of diverse ethnicities and cultures within a 

kingdom largely shaped at a crossroads of western African influence and ‘Arab’ influence from 

the east and north.210 However, even with the increased acceptance and inclusion of Arab groups, 

and the resulting Arabization of the region, there is evidence of efforts of integration and 

assimilation between Arab and non-Arab social structures and the incorporation of “strangers” 

into the various social groups.211 Intermarriage served as one means by which people of the 

Dinka, Fur, Nuba, and other ‘non-Arab’ groups and their offspring were ensured unreserved 

acceptance and inclusion into the expanding Arab groups, particularly in Baggara society.212 This 

process of assimilation and integration was also expanded to slaves, who could intermarry or be 

“declared freed by [their] owner” and “…once liberated, a male slave and his offspring were 

Arabs and full members of the surra and tribe.”213 This integration and absolute inclusion of 

people into the social system contributed to what became a common practice of inventing 

genealogy and attributing ethnicity to shared culture regardless of “ethnic origins.”214 
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Along with the Fur language, Arabic was adopted as the lingua franca used in areas of faith, 

scholarship, and jurisprudence.215 At this time, a multiplicity of identities was the norm, with 

one’s affiliation often depending on the context of a situation, such as with one’s profession or 

the language being spoken in a given environment, and maintaining a fluidity to interchange 

among various situations.216 Political allegiances and marriage consideration were frequently 

considered in an ancestral context (although more than half of marriages crossed ethnic 

boundaries), one’s spoken language became particularly significant in the marketplace, while the 

collection of taxes and the use of water wells largely depended on where one lived.217 There also 

existed a long-standing economic and environmental interdependency between Arab nomadic 

herders and generally non-Arab farmers.218 As Francis M. Deng points out, “As long as one 

spoke Arabic, was culturally Arabised, and was preferably a Muslim, the colour of skin was not a 

significant obstacle to the enhancement of status.”219 Thus, identities, as they existed in the Fur 

Sultanate, had a variety of influences, allowing for the intermixing and adoption of identities one 

may not have been born into in addition to those that may have been inherited.220  

While there is uncertainty and debate as to when Islam was first introduced in the kingdom, it 

is a significant feature of the history and development of social identities in Dar Fur both during 

its independent sultanic reign and in modern times.221 Because of the traditional pilgrimage of 

Mecca, many Muslims journeyed from West Africa through the Sudanic belt along with other 

travelers, including merchants from the north and east.222 These groups found themselves 
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traveling through the Keira kingdom of Dar Fur, and many chose to settle in the area, becoming a 

significant source of the Islamization of the region.223 There is agreement that Islam spread 

throughout the kingdom gradually and peacefully and is argued to have been adopted as a 

“religion at ‘court’” between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly with the 

conversion of Sultan Suleiman Solong,224 which led to the Sultanate becoming the first Muslim 

state in the region.225 In doing so, the Sultanate transformed from solely an African Kingdom to 

one that had a greater connection to the Islamic world.226 The expansion of Islam continued to 

penetrate the state and social systems with state facilitation as the Sultanate actively recruited 

Islamic holy men to settle in the region and promoted the establishment of mosques and 

madrasas throughout Dar Fur.227 A bureaucratic class of Islamic scholars was soon formed, and 

the Quran was adopted as the primary legal and administrative guide.228 However, as Islam 

extended its reach throughout the kingdom, a majority of the Sultanate’s inhabitants continued to 

embrace “a syncretism of Islam and indigenous beliefs.”229 

 Significant to the rise and success of the Keira kingdom, as well as its ethnic diversity, 

was the extensive transcontinental trade relations across Africa.230 However, as was the case 

across the region, commercial trade and capitalism in the Fur region was accompanied by a rise 

in the slave trade.231 Considering the investment and centrality of trade on the success and 

development of the Sultanate, the slave trade became an industry found necessary to protect.232 
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As a Muslim state, the Fur Sultanate considered its inhabitants and those who had accepted Islam 

as dar al-Islam, with which came protection from enslavement,233 and relied on the “forest 

peoples” of the southern periphery as their source of slavery.234 This distinction between a people 

protected from enslavement and a population considered to be a legitimate source of slavery can 

be considered the beginnings of the categorization and stigmas between “advanced” and 

“backward.” However, in these beginnings, it is important to note that while the stigma of non-

Arabs as “less than” would continue and be further perpetuated by colonial rule, the distinction 

was not one of between Arab and non-Arab as the Fur Sultanate had largely mixed racial and 

ethnic groups.235 

The Keira Sultanate had the ability to successfully assimilate and integrate a multiplicity 

of identity groups into a unified territory.236 Much of their success appears to come from not only 

the cooperation between professional practices, which seemed to largely be the basis of one’s 

general identity, but from the inclusivity of the varying groups in social, economic, and 

governmental practice.237 During this time, Dar Fur could not said to be explicitly characterized 

by issues of ethnicity, race, or “tribalism.”238 This is not to say that conflict did not exist between 

different identity groups but rather that Dar Fur relied on interdependence and cooperation of 

groups to ensure the stability of the kingdom as well as the continuity of the ruling group, which 

in turn cultivated a region of ethnic and other identity fluidity.239 Thus, representations of 

historical divisions by ethnicity and race and the emergence of conflicts based on these divisions 
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in Sudan, particularly in the area of Dar Fur, should be considered misleading and inaccurate.240 

However, recent studies of modern-day Sudan have depicted the occurrence of an inverse 

situation in which these very divisions, and particularly the history of these divisions, are used to 

sway perceptions regarding the reasons that undergird the conflicts as well as their use for the 

recruitment of individuals to the armed forces.241 While at the surface level, a depiction of 

conflict based on ethnicity and race is a simple illustration of the current situation, the 

complexities of what is considered long-established ethnic divisions are better understood 

through the development of boundaries that emerged throughout the Ottoman-Egyptian 

occupation and the legal systems enforced during the British colonial era. However, while the 

defining of boundaries could begin to be witnessed during the Ottoman-Egyptian occupation, the 

subsequent development and execution of the Mahdi Revolution exemplifies yet another instance 

of identity boundary shifts and cooperation among the multiplicity of ethnic groups in the region. 

Ottoman-Egyptian Occupation 

Significant to the history and decline of the Keira sultanate and the beginnings of the 

emergence of ethnic divisions was its colonization by the Ottoman-Egyptian empire. The decline 

of the Keira Sultanate could be considered beginning with the loss of the key region of Kordofan 

to the ambitious Egyptian leader Muhammad Ali Pasha and his continuous campaigns for 

conquest.242 Egypt, having been ruled by the Ottoman Empire in the early 19th century but still 

functioning with a degree of autonomy, sought to modernize and expand its influence by 

extending its control southward into the Sudan.243 Driven by ambitious aspirations to create a 

slave army, pursue the enemy Mamelukes, and expand sources of revenue through access to 

 
240 Bassil, 363. 
241 Bassil, 363. 
242 Bassil, 355. 
243 Bassil, 355. 



 37 

natural resources, Muhammad Ali set out to gain control of the region south of Egypt, including 

Dar Fur.244 In early 1821, under the leadership of Isma’il Pasha, Muhammad Ali’s forces rapidly 

gained control of the southern frontiers, overthrowing the Funj sultans.245 The subjugation of Dar 

Fur and the southern provinces was evidently a far greater challenge as this intrusion was met 

with resistance from local leaders and communities.246 These campaigns for conquest by Turco-

Egyptian forces and resistant efforts by the Keira Sultanate would continue over the following 

half-century before the ultimate fall of Dar Fur.247  

The loss of Kordofan, an area that was key for both its material wealth and as a source of 

military recruits for the Sultanate, also gave way for Turco-Egyptian forces to take over “the 

practice of the slave trade from which the Sultanate derived the greater part of its wealth.”248 A 

new significant force in the region with considerable military advantages, the Turco-Egyptians 

posed a threat to the Sultanate’s substantial source of income derived from the slave trade.249 

Additionally, the Egyptian expansion created opportunities for Egyptian merchants to supersede 

the activities of Dar Fur traders, resulting in yet another significant blow to the Sultanate’s 

economy.250 This period of sustained loss in the Keira’s economy led to its eventual conquest in 

1874 and its occupation and administration as a province of the Egyptian empire.251 It is 

significant to note that despite the Turco-Egyptian victory in Dar Fur, this period was marked by 

numerous forms of resistance and rebellion against the “foreign” occupation.252 In addition to the 
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resistance from the people of Dar Fur, there were concerns regarding how the Turco-Egyptian 

government would maintain control of the peripheries of the region.253 While this had also been a 

similar concern during the time of the Sultanate, this challenge was addressed through the 

distribution of land grants and the incorporation of individuals from a variety of groups 

throughout these areas of concern into the hierarchy of the governing class.254 This structure of 

administration, in addition to the common practice of intermarriage, created an environment in 

which the kingdom could forge sustainable alliances across Dar Fur, including its peripheries.255 

While the occupying administration maintained the use of tribal systems where chiefs reported to 

centralized control, the local Sudanese resented the loss not only of their tribal independence but 

also of the newly established taxation system.256 The concept of taxation was considered 

deplorable by tradition, but even more so as the revenues were pocketed by Egyptian officials 

rather than put towards social services that would support the local communities, emphasizing 

and reaffirming the projected characterization of corrupt occupiers and infidels.257 In these 

circumstances, one can begin to see the occurrence of the formation of boundaries, particularly in 

the negative characterization of an “intruding group” as a consequence of the direct action felt by 

the people of Dar Fur. 

While the Turco-Egyptian rule reinforced a preference for Arab-Islamic identity, the 

predominantly Muslim north resented the occupying administration, not only in their actions 

towards the occupied peoples but also in their practice of Islam, and characterized them as 

infidels imposing a foreign law.258 The predominantly Muslim, northern Sudanese considered 
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themselves as adherents to the Islamic law of shari’a and their already established laws as 

Islamic and abiding by shari’a even though, as earlier discussed, Sudanese laws, customs, and 

traditions were a result of a blending and modification of pre-Islamic customary laws and Islamic 

principles.259 The local peoples, in turn, considered themselves better adherents and practitioners 

of Islam than their occupiers, which they viewed as morally low fueling “genuine feelings of 

religious revulsions and contempt among the Sudanese.”260 In this regard, not only had the 

people of the former Sultanate negatively characterized their occupiers as having low moral 

character but further supported this perception with a positive characterization of their own 

peoples as morally, and particularly religiously, superior. This shared sentiment towards an 

outside, intruding group and it's then resulting reaffirming sentiments about the people of Sudan 

supporting resistant activities across the region.261 Acknowledging these resisting attitudes and 

perceptions as a hurdle, the Turco-Egyptian administration turned to local religious leaders to 

bridge the two Islamic approaches creating a system of patronage with a number of Sufi 

leaders.262 However, these efforts failed to garner the legitimacy among the people that the 

government sought making it challenging for the administration to establish authority in the 

region, especially in the outskirts of Dar Fur.263 

The Mahdi Revolt and the Reign of Ali Dinar 

The suppression and exploitative practices of the Turco-Egyptian administration brought 

about a number of rebellions that were at first easily crushed but which, in turn, created a ground 

fertile for further attempts.264 This in combination with an exploitative Egyptian administration 
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but a weakening Egyptian economy and army, provided an open stage for one of the most 

significant rebellions, the successful Mahdi revolt (1881-1898) led by Muhammad Ahmad Ibn 

Abdallah.265 The mobilization of this rebellion not only emphasized the dissatisfaction 

experienced across the region controlled by the Turco-Egyptian empire but was exemplary of a 

transethnic movement which for a period of time cut across the regional divisions of northern 

Sudan.266 

The concept of the “Mahdi” could be considered one of the imports of West African 

ideas that came with the preceding centuries of migration to the region through the pilgrimage 

routes than one organically grown in the local region.267 The Mahdi was said to be a messiah 

come to lead the people in jihad (an Islamic term for struggle) against the foreign oppressors268 

and the Muslim population believed Muhammad Ahmed (al-Mahdi) to be this prophesized 

Messiah, come to establish the Islamic kingdom and proclaim justice and the veracity of 

Islam.269 The goal thus became to liberate the region from its foreign occupation, to restore 

justice and to purify Islam.270 Accordingly, Islam became a unifying ideology for a group 

consisting of a variety of ethnic groups across the Sudanic belt, including the people of Darfur, 

Kordofan to the west, and the region surrounding the Nile in a common, united political 

movement.271 This movement could be considered the basis of what would encompass the 

political identity of the northern Sudanese region.272 However, the scale at which this movement 

spanned again became a concern, and the emphasis on unity under a common identity, “a new 
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religious order to supersede the old, a new loyalty to transcend old loyalties of tribe and kinship,” 

became the priority.273 Thus, moral boundaries were clearly drawn between the occupiers and 

those occupied and differences that had spanned the larger region were minimized as a new 

identity feature came into the focal point. Winning battle after battle, the Mahdists eventually 

emerged triumphant over the regime in 1885.274 

While the Mahdist movement was mobilized under an anti-Turkish campaign, 

Muhammad Ahmed’s ultimate objective was not Sudanese nationalism.275 The Mahdi’s efforts 

undermined the political and religious influence of local Sufi leaders, broadening Islamic 

identity.276 However, this was met with resistance, particularly from the Khatimiyya sect, which 

had benefitted from the previous Turco-Egyptian patronage, creating new sectarian divisions.277 

Additionally, the southern region of Sudan continued to be targeted by slave raids under the 

Mahdist administration.278 Having originally united with the northern region in the rebellion, the 

South saw the Mahdist religion as a means of liberation from oppressive foreign rule.279 

However, they did not convert, and Islam turned against them, no longer the unifying element 

but rather an emerging source of division.280 Primarily supporting the Mahdi were the Darfurian 

Arab Baggara, who had been frustrated by the Turco-Egyptian administration’s antislavery 

campaign and to whom the Mahdi had promised the restorations of such activities and practice, 

and the intellectuals of the north who came to see al-Mahdi as “the father of Sudanese 
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nationalism.”281 The Beja tribe, motivated by their leader’s opposition toward the Khatimiyya 

order, also allied themselves with the Mahdist movement, though reluctantly.282 Thus, the 

"variety of motivations almost inevitably produced a degree of fragmentation even within the 

Mahdiyya… something reflected in the structure of the Mahdist army, different factions fighting 

under different flags, each division commanded by its own caliph."283 It is also significant to note 

that while the Arab Baggara tribes may have been in support of the Mahdi state, larger Dar Fur 

may not have been as impacted by this sense of “nation-building” and the binding ties that had 

once enveloped the distinct groups across the Sudanese region was quickly disintegrating with 

the absence of a “common enemy” and the loyalty they held for their former Sultans began to 

reemerge.284 Throughout the reign of the Mahdi’s successor the region of Dar Fur was in 

constant rebellion, perceiving the Khalifa as yet another foreign occupier.285  

After more than a decade of the Khalifa’s control and its eventual defeat by H. H. 

Kitchener in 1898, the Keira Sultanate reemerged under Sultan Ali Dinar.286 Dinar was the 

descendant of Suleiman Solong, founder of the Fur Sultanate.287 Typical of many of the 

Sultanate’s key political leaders, Solong came from a mixed ancestral line, his father an Arab 

and his mother of the Fur.288 As an individual Dinar served as a prototype of the former Keira 

Sultanate and was this recognized and accepted by Dar Fur, resuming control without extensive 

bloodshed.289 This is not to say that the reign of Dinar was without discord, though there were 
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few difficulties, and the majority of Dar Fur successfully returned under the Sultanate’s 

control.290 However, the Rizeigat in the southernmost parts of the province persisted in their 

claim for autonomy.291 Dinar resented this resistance, frequently ordering the use of force to 

punish the Rizeigat.292 Believing that the tribes of the Baggara nomad had attempted to utilize 

the Mahdi reign to take revenge against the land-settled Fur, Dinar expelled the nomads from 

settled areas.293 This in itself could be considered the creation of a boundary between the 

Baggara Arabs and the Fur through the exclusion of the Baggara people as a consequence of a 

perceived threat to the security of the Sultanate. This divide between the two would only become 

more pronounced with the French, and eventually British, conquest. 

The French conquest of the Wadai Sultanate in 1909 could be considered the most 

threatening event to the Sultanate of Ali Dinar.294 The Tama, Masalit, Gimr, and Sila peoples had 

traditionally inhabited the areas of Wadai and Dar Fur Sultanates, developing kinship ties 

between the two Sultanates through intermarriage and were thus tied to both to varying 

degrees.295 Dinar challenged the French seizure of their Wadai ally and, under British pressure, 

the matter of control was set to be determined by meditation between the British (acting on 

behalf of the Sultanate) and the French.296 However, the issue was postponed with the outbreak 

of World War I, “by which time, the British had killed Dinar and Darfur had been incorporated 

into the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan.”297 It is significant to note that a principle means by which the 

British achieved this was through the armament of the Baggara Arabs, pitting them against the 
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people of the Fur, and “[further] sowing the seeds of conflict” as the tension between the 

Baggara Arabs and the Fur would continue to grow.298 

British Colonization and development of origin narratives 

The prevailing narrative surrounding ethnic identities in Sudan could be considered 

predominantly shaped during the British colonial era. This narrative was structured on a racially 

biased framework that was typical of imperial histories written in Western societies at the 

beginning of the 19th century.299 Having defeated the army of Sultan Ali Dinar, the British 

Empire conquered Darfur in 1917 incorporated it into larger Sudan.300 Upon invading the region, 

the British found what they assumed to be a system of jurisdiction in which paramount chiefs 

had defined authority over specific ethnic groups, which, in turn, corresponded with a 

demarcated territory.301 This assumed fictional system was accepted by Darfurians, which 

facilitated an indirect British administration under the imposed system of “Native 

Administration.”302 This system sought to re-create an environment of “tribal purity,” organizing 

local leaders into a streamlined hierarchy of chiefly authority.303 Key to the success of this 

system was the manner in which territories, or dar, were awarded to the various groups.304 It is 

significant to note that the awarding of land did not equate precisely to land ownership, rather 

paramount chiefs were permitted to distribute rights to territory to members of their group.305 
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This system would continue throughout post-colonial times and become a major point of 

contention with the event of the drought of the 1980s which will later be addressed.306 

In addition to the imposed hierarchy of chiefly titles, the British colonizers established a 

tribal and racial hierarchy in which they determined the Arab race to be superior to the non-Arab 

inhabitant races.307 Harold MacMichael, the then British intelligence secretary, further 

legitimized these claims through his authored works in which he formally documented the tribes 

of Darfur, classifying them by “groups of tribes” and “race.”308 However, as previously 

discussed, depending on the context, the identities of “Fur” and “Arab” and the sub-identities 

contained within them could be considered fluid and were frequently interchanged.309 However, 

this was not understood nor taken into account; rather, the assumption of fixed and permanent 

identities became the norm.310 As a result, those who at the time of documentation claimed to be 

from either Fur, Zaghawa, or Baggara people absorbed cultural features that would have 

previously and otherwise been considered as from a distinct culture.311 Moreover, MacMichael 

cited Arab ancestral claims that linked them with land rights.312 Race came into play as colonial 

authorities determined that tribes belonged to two races, “Arab” and “Negroid” (non-Arab), 

regardless of whether they shared language or other cultural elements.313 In this manner, race 

evolved into what Mamdani argues as a political construction. Thus, those granted the highest of 

chiefly titles including nazir, or paramount chief, were chosen from tribal leaders considered 
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Arab.314 With these titles came numerous privileges such as political representation and land 

rights.315 This status was largely defined by “customary” law restricting those individuals who 

could lay claim to certain privileges and rights, such as dar, or tribal homeland and governance 

through local administration, to those members of tribes.316 Whereas most Arabs experienced this 

preferential treatment, nomadic Arab herders and their tribes were often disregarded in the 

dispersal of chiefly titles for their leaders and in the accompanying privileges, including land 

rights and institutional developments.317 Not only did these systems establish a hierarchy of 

superiority, but for those it overlooked, they set a standard to which they felt they were entitled.  

Even though the Abbala tribe was predominantly composed of individuals who self-

identified as Arab, they were still at a disadvantage in this system.318 As a result of their transient 

lifestyle, they were historically disregarded in the dispersal of lands and traditionally had no 

fixed settlement.319 As with other communities of nomadic peoples, this translated to having no 

tribal homeland, or dar.320 Given how closely chiefly titles and accompanying privileges were 

connected to tribal territory, this effectively indicated a further lack of access or claim to any 

tribal rights within the British colonial system of Native Administration.321 This is in contrast to 

their cattle herding counterpart, the Baggara, for whom dar had been developed from the 

beginning of colonial rule.322 
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What could formerly be considered fluid identities became structured and fixed, having 

greater permanency with the imposition of colonial ethnic and racial hierarchal frameworks of 

indirect rule, as can be seen in the examination of pre-colonial and colonial history. The benefits 

and drawbacks of colonial rule’s preferential treatment or further subordination that resulted 

from being categorized as having a lower hierarchal standing could reverberate in what came to 

be regarded as “customary practice” and persist throughout post-colonial periods.323 Although it 

is reasonable to think that, as Mamdani argues, these ethnic and racial identities are a result of 

political structures, they have developed as engrained, ancestral and inherited identities that were 

distinguished by a process of tribal organization and the establishment of two “distinct” races, 

Arab and non-Arab, under British colonial authority.324 It is by these labels that subsequent post-

colonial governments would use to engage and justify ensuing conflict and by which militias and 

paramilitaries, including the Janjaweed and the Rapid Support Forces, would begin to draw their 

boundaries of self-identity and distinguish themselves from their non-Arab targets of aggression. 

Post-colonial independence 
While the formation of boundaries and the basis of identity that has permeated the history of 

conflicts in modern-day Sudan could be considered having been foundationally formed during 

the colonial era, with the imposition of racial and ethnic hierarchies and the accompanying legal 

structures and institutions, one must also take into account factors that contributed to the further 

engraining of these divisive lines. The following section will look at the post-colonial impacts of 

poverty and inequality, particularly as it pertains to the region of Darfur; resource competition; 

use of hakura; and the development of the “militia strategy.” While this is not an exhaustive 
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account of factors, these elements in particular speak to the boundaries drawn between the 

central government and Darfur but even more so the various communities within Darfur. 

Poverty and inequality  

Since independence, Darfur has continually experienced extreme poverty, frequently 

scoring as one of the lowest on indices for well-being and ranking as the poorest area in northern 

Sudan.325 Much of the development, or lack thereof, experienced in the region could be tied to 

Native Administration policies of the colonial era as it was essentially a system of low-cost local 

government in which chiefs were given minimal payment and rewarded with local despotism.326 

Following Sudan’s independence in 1956 and attempting to recover from the impacts of ‘Native 

Administration’ on the local communities, many administrations endeavored to expand local 

services including police forces, schools, and clinics.327 Additionally, the local systems of 

administration through sheikhs and nazirs were officially ended and ‘people’s councils’ were 

established to perform a similar function.328 However, the central government failed to deliver 

the funds required to sustain this newly established system and soon after the local 

administration in Darfur was financially depleted.329  

If the governor of Darfur wanted to mount a police operation against bandits, he 
had to commandeer vehicles and fuel from two rural development projects funded 
by the World Bank, or from an aid agency. If he wanted to hold an inter-tribal 
conference to resolve a dispute, he had to ask wealthy citizens to cover the 
expenses.330 

Situations such as these began to set the tone for the relationship between the people of Darfur 

and those in control in Khartoum. 331 It is also reasonable to consider that the seemingly 

 
325 de Waal, “The Conflict in Darfur, Sudan: Background and Overview,” 9. 
326 de Waal, “Counter-Insurgency on the Cheap,” 719. 
327 de Waal, 719. 
328 de Waal, 719. 
329 de Waal, 719.  
330 de Waal, 719. 
331 de Waal, 719. 



 49 

indifference felt by the Darfurians from the government contributed to a growing division and 

disillusionment.   

Lacking ties to territory, many nomadic groups, such as the Jalul Rizeigat people of 

Sheikh Hilal Musa, were given these such “rural people’s council” by the socialist government of 

President Jaafar Nimeiri in the 1970s in the form of small villages.332 However, this was merely 

a procedural convenience and served at most to be a site where one could register to vote or 

where children could attend school.333 These nomadic groups continued to rely on mobility to 

pasture their herds, traveling traditional routes between the villages of the Fur and Tunjur.334 

Most nomadic tribes depended on a socio-geographical order in the absence of a dar, which 

provided them through customary law the right to migrate and graze their animals in places that 

were dominantly settled by farmers.335 This proved to be successful for a number of years until 

the 1980s when drought, desertification, and agricultural development began to threaten these 

rights.336 

Since the fall of the Fur, economic development was not seen as a priority nor was it 

given much attention to in Darfur.337 Records show that in 1945 a colonial governor in Darfur 

began to deliberate the potential for development.338 However the “Economic Development, 

Darfur Province” shows that this culminated in a mere five entries for the period between 1917-

1950, with most entries lamenting the impossibility to achieve anything productive but modest 

exports of cattle and gum in the region.339 This lack of attention and initiative has resulted in one 
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of the most impoverished regions of Sudan and can be seen in the history and development of 

their education and healthcare systems.340 In 1935, British policy deliberately endeavored to 

“restrict education to the sons of chiefs” as an attempt to control the education of people and 

consequently the ability to challenge the power of these select few.341 During the colonial era, 

only three Darfurians had been provided with a secondary education and a school for girls had 

not been established until 1939.342 In 1951, only one of the twenty-three government secondary 

schools that existed throughout the country was in Darfur. 343 With regard to healthcare, before 

the 1940s, the region lacked maternity clinics and in 1956 the hospital count maxed at three with 

only 0.57 beds per 1000 population.344 In the early 2000s, before the breakout of war and along 

with Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile states which had been impacted by conflict since the 

1980s, Darfur—particularly Western and Southern Darfur—had the lowest ranking of health, 

nutrition, and child survival throughout northern Sudan and extremely poor access to 

education.345 In all these respects, Darfur has failed to catch up to the relative standard across the 

country.346 Additionally, Darfur fell significantly behind in the private sector according to 

investment data from the 1970s to 2002 as businessmen from northern Sudan that had profited in 

western Sudan then invested in Khartoum which became the typical pattern of private sector 

investments.347  

The imbalance of power in the Sudanese government, specifically in regard to positions 

of power, infrastructure and services was yet another defining feature of inequality. The Black 
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Book: Imbalance of Power and Wealth in Sudan was published by the organization “The Seekers 

of Truth and Justice,” who would later rise in prominence as the leaders of the Justice and 

Equality Movement (JEM).348  The Black Book “documented the privileged position of riverine 

Arabs and the marginalized position of [the western populations].”349 It laid out a compilation of 

statistics regarding the unequal distribution of key government positions including that the large 

majority of these positions were by individuals coming from three tribes which represented a 

mere 5.4 percent of the Sudanese population.350 It also included over 200 tables which showed, 

in addition to the imbalance of key government positions, an unequal allocation of infrastructure 

and services.351 To this point, Darfur was not only the poorest region in northern Sudan, but the 

government’s top economic strategists made it plain the the official approach was to concentrate 

om the “Hamdi Triangle” of Dongola (northern), Sennar (Blue Nile) and al-Obaid (Kordofan).352 

The JEM criticism was similar to that of John Garang, the founder of the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Movement (SPLM), who justified the SPLM’s armed fight by pointing out the 

egregious disparities in the country’s wealth and power distribution.353 

In Darfur, the domestic tax base is low, relying heavily on financial support from 

Khartoum.354 According to a 2006-2007 World Bank review, Darfur experienced significant 

budgetary challenges including minimal budgetary transfers from the central to local 

governments, especially in Western and Southern Darfur, at about 2 percent of GDP in the period 

from 2000-2002.355 Additionally, state governments significantly lacked administrative resources 
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and personnel support, leading to the inappropriate allocation of funds and weak credibility.356 

Most state funds were spent on salaries, leaving essential services and development 

underfunded.357 The national development budget prioritized projects such as the construction of 

dams on the River Nile and the expansion of the infrastructure in and around Khartoum, 

neglecting Darfur even more.358  

Inequities within Darfur are also evident, with areas surrounding al-Fashir, Nyala, and al-

Da’ien receiving considerably better services than other parts of the region.359 Western Darfur 

consistently ranked poorly on all indicators.360 Arab nomadic groups faced difficulties accessing 

education and healthcare compared to land-settled farmers leading to increased feeling of 

marginalization which has frequently been overlooked by outsiders, including international aid 

organizations.361 Darfur lagged behind other regions in this regard, which were roughly 40 

percent urbanized.362 Prior to the 2003 conflict, al-Fashir, Nyala, and al-Da’ien were the main 

urban centers with approximately 18 percent of the population residing in these areas which were 

also the least urbanized areas of norther Sudan.363 Urban livelihoods made a negligible 

contribution to the economy.364 The region also hosted a sizeable influx of displaced people 

fleeing conflicts primarily in southern Sudan, the Nuba Mountains, and Blue Nile as well as 

those looking for shelter from the pervasive insecurity and regional conflicts in Darfur, which 

had become common from around 1987.365 These cities provided limited aid and many people 
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began to develop within a complex pattern of supplementing livelihoods reliant on farming, 

urban income, and food aid.366 

Resource competition and the rise in conflict 

Several factors have played a role in the long-term decline of agricultural productivity in 

the northern areas of Darfur including long-term droughts, increasingly erratic rainfall patterns, 

as well as land degradation brought on by over farming, deforestation, and rising human and 

animal populations.367 While there is debate regarding the impacts and contribution of climate 

change to conflict, it is reasonable to think that it has strained livelihoods, in turn increasing 

tensions and hostilities between different groups.368 As a result of these environmental factors, 

patterns of migration have shifted to the more prosperous southern regions.369 While historically 

there existed a cooperative relationship between farmers, pastoralist nomads, and cattle herders, 

clashes between the different groups also occurred particularly with regard to disputes over 

access to pasture and water, damage of fields and crops, or the theft of animals.370 These disputes 

were often resolved through negotiation by traditional leaders and resulted in compensation and 

migration agreements.371 However, the patterns of conflict witnessed a major shift from smaller 

outbreaks of conflict between African farmers and Arab nomads during the 1950s-1970s to 

battles of greater intensity and scale in the mid-1980s. 372 One particular reason to which this 

could be attributed was competition over access to limited resources, primarily a struggle over 

land, which only increased with the drought of the early 1980s.373 
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Following the drought and successive famine between 1984 and 1985, Darfur 

experienced a number of local conflicts as tensions rose between pastoral and farming 

communities.374 As communities bitterly struggled for dwindling resources, pastoral groups were 

pitted in what quickly evolved into vicious competition against farmers.375 Where nomadic 

groups drifted further south, farmers strategized to prevent and deter their movement by building 

fences or burning fields of grass.376 As the government lacked the means to effectively intervene, 

groups and their members began to arm themselves; pastoralists bought automatic weapons to 

protect their most valued commodity, their herds, and in response so too did the villagers.377 

Efforts were made for reconciliation through a conference in 1989, but the recommendations 

proposed failed to be implemented and no resolution was met. 378 

 While many Arab nomads struggled with adapting to a different lifestyle, the nomadic 

Zaghawa people were among some of the Arab groups moving southward, some seeking water 

and pasture for their livestock and others, those who had lost so much of their herds, seeking an 

area to settle permanently and a transition to trade livelihood.379 This southward migration was 

met with great resistance from the Fur, who perceived it as an intrusion and provoked land 

disputes with the settled agriculturalists, fighting to regain any losses of land.380 A 1985 food 

security assessment reported that the primary issue for the Rizeigat settlers near Kutum was the 

quality and amount of Tunjur-controlled land that had been allotted to them in conjunction with a 

declining demand for labor on farms.381  Thus, the settled Rizeigat contended an inability to 
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emigrate as they could not afford the expenditures of moving and establishing new farms as a 

consequence of their lack of resources.382  In other areas, some Rizegat farms had been 

abandoned due to diminishing quality of soil and agricultural yields.383    

The settled Rizeigat claim that they now have so few resources that they cannot 
outmigrate because they cannot afford the costs of transport and setting up new farms … 
There are some Rizeigat farms in Goz [sandy soil] areas close to Birka Saira. Many of 
these have been abandoned due to declining yields, but there is currently an influx of 
impoverished Rizeigat ex-nomads into the area looking for work.384 

The lack of access to lands and land rights only further contributed to feelings of marginalization 

on the part of Arab tribes, as land was keenly tied to political power.385 These feelings of 

resentment towards the political dominance of the local Fur administration in the region drove 

several Arab tribes to form an “Arab alliance” (1986) to increase and establish their own political 

dominance through the restructuring of local administrative systems with the aim to expand their 

control of the region.386 However, from 1987 to 1989, another conflict broke out as feelings of 

marginalization drove Arab tribes to declare war on the African groups of Darfur. 387 

At the same time, the Fur were deeply opposed to and distrusted the Arab-controlled 

central government, which increasingly showed favoritism toward Arab citizens and 

communities and which had generally failed to address the near-famine conditions brought about 

by the drought and the social and economic consequences of this “environmental disaster” 

particularly in the region of Darfur which sat at the peripheries of the country.388 The favoritism 

towards Arabs and the overall neglect of the Darfur region stoked a fear of Arab domination 

within African communities, only to be exacerbated by policies brought about by President Sadiq 
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al-Mahdi. 389 One such policy saw to the armament of the southern Baggara Arab militias and the 

emergence of the Murahaliin, which will be further discussed later in this section. 390 

Use of hakura 

Tribal lands, or the lack thereof, would become both an incentive the government would 

utilize to motivate militias towards aggression and a rallying cry for the Janjaweed perpetrators 

of the Darfur conflict. As previously discussed, the tribes of Darfur, as organized by colonial 

rule, could be classified into groups with land-holding rights and those who otherwise lacked 

these rights, the former primarily consisting of sedentary groups as well as cattle-herding tribes 

and the latter comprising mainly of Arab nomadic camel herders.391 Land-holding groups 

obtained their land rights through the practice of hakura (plural hawakir), a customary form of 

land grant within a dar used since the establishment of the Fur Empire in the seventeenth 

century.392 Nomadic, primarily Arab, camel herders were often overlooked in the dispersal of 

these land grants due to the nature and occupation of camel herding and their dependency on a 

transient lifestyle for pastoralism and livestock trade, with a preference for hawakir given to 

sedentary groups.393 While historically this was not a significant issue, the implication of land-

holding rights would emerge as a fundamentally important point in the Darfurian conflict.394 

While the hakura was often interpreted to mean “tribal land ownership,” it is significant 

to note that the hakura system was not originally directly tribal.395 Those holding these land 

grants obtained them through court appointments under the Fur Sultanate which entitled them to 
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collect dues from those residing in their boundaries.396 However, the association between hakura 

and tribes developed as the heads of the hawakir became the authorized local leader and sought 

to build independent bases from the Sultanate.397 This was often done by gathering one’s 

kinsmen into the boundaries of the hakura, thus establishing the group and tribal dominance and 

creating a hereditary leadership office.398 What may have initially begun as a land tenure or 

management system under the Fur Sultanate, began to evolve into the quest for independent 

tribal lands which became more heightened under the Native Administration colonial policy.399  

The Native Administration system was a crucial aspect of customary tenure in the 

colonial policy of indirect rule.400 Within this system, chiefs administered to tribes on behalf of 

the government and were confirmed custodians of dar, now defined as tribal land as opposed to 

its original form.401 British administrators sought to organize Darfur’s by imposing a hierarchy of 

chiefly titles in addition to the racial hierarchy.402 The title of nazir, or “paramount chief”, was 

bestowed on Arab chiefs across the northern and southern regions of Darfur.403 The title of 

paramount chief was accompanied by a dar in which the chief held the responsibility of 

“allocating land for settlement and cultivation,” resolving “disputes regarding land rights or 

natural resources,” and essentially providing “a system of local governance” for the continued 

management of these issues.404 As leadership positions often translated to government positions 

that were accompanied by government recognition and benefits, the resulting identity politics 
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motivated tribes to obtain their own nazir in order to seek out individual recognition for an 

autonomous dar, independent from the larger dar and majority tribe.405 However even under this 

system the titles, specifically of nazir, were denied to the landless nomadic camel-herding tribes, 

namely the Abbala Rizeigat.406 This system was continued post-independence and while, in 

1971, the government eliminated the Native Administration system, it would later reinstitute the 

system with government-selected members as the designated leaders, creating a system which 

was highly distrusted and ineffective.407 

In 1925, in an effort to bring about a more formalized and centralized approach to land 

ownership and administration, the Land Settlement and Registration Act was authorized to define 

and allocate land rights, establish a system for surveying and demarcating land, and create a 

register of land-holders.408 Customary rights linked to dar and hakura while recognized by this 

law were never eventually incorporated into it.409 While this law presented little concern to the 

inhabitants of Darfur at the time, it became a significant problem with the passage of the 

Unregistered Land Act of 1970 (ULA).410 Both statutory and customary law underwent a 

significant transformation as a result of the introduction of the ULA.411 According to this law, all 

land that had not been registered under the Land Settlement and Registration Act of 1925 (before 

the passage of the ULA) became “state land for the state to allocate.”412 Rights to use the land 

could be granted in the names of certain people, but proprietary rights could not be attained over 
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this land.413 Although the ULA was a federal law, it was initially created for the Nile regions and 

did not at first apply to Darfur given the system of hakura that was in place.414 However, those 

who lay outside the customary tenure system began to see the advantages of the ULA as applied 

to land in Darfur bringing about its implementation in the region.415 Thus, land that was claimed 

under the hakura system, which had not fully been incorporated Land Settlement and 

Registration Act and was this not legally protected, became land controlled by the government 

and that could readily be dispersed.416 Those who would be most impacted and disadvantaged by 

this would be the rural tribes of Darfur, including non-Arab tribes as a whole whose hawakir lay 

dependent on larger tribes as well as Arab herders, both the settled Baggara and the nomadic 

Abbala, whose distance separated them from the Khartoum elite.417  

The case of land rights speaks particularly to Mamdani’s arguments of the continuation of 

political identities through legal structures as the laws determined a group’s access to individual 

rights and government participation. Where the hakura system had once provided access to these 

rights and participation, it evolved into a system controlled by central government elites who 

claimed rights through their Arab superiority which by Horowitz’s argument could be considered 

an “advanced” group while those who still depended on the hakura system could be considered 

“backward.” Contemporary land rights provided direct links to Khartoum, including the 

development of infrastructure and foundational institutions and social services.418 Implications of 

this included a further lowering of the status of non-Arab groups who relied on the hakura 
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system as access to land and governance.419 On the other hand, Arabs who had historically been 

denied land rights saw the non-legality of the hakura system as an opportunity to claim land they 

believed to be their tribal and racial right and improve the status of their tribes.420 

 Considering themselves as part of the superior Arab group yet historically being 

disadvantaged by the hakura system, Darfurian Arab pastoralists saw the government’s call to 

arms against Darfurian non-Arabs, as an opportunity to correct past wrongs of landlessness, thus 

not only gaining tribal lands but also inclusivity in government and greater political 

participation.421 Khartoum further preyed on these insecurities of “land loss” by manipulating 

fears of non-Arabs pushing Arabs out of Darfur, claiming that the rebellion that had arisen prior 

to the conflict was targeted at Arabs, specifically the Arabs of Darfur.422 In positing the situation 

as such, Khartoum created a wider political identity of Arabs that included the rural Arabs of 

Darfur, despite their lack of rights and land under the administration and the historical context of 

the racial framework.423 Khartoum maintained the membership of these Arabs which was readily 

accepted by Darfurian Arabs.424 Even prior to the call to join arms under the umbrella of an Arab 

identity, those who joined the murahaliin, and later the Janjaweed, did not consider themselves as 

sharing a group identity or similar to the “backward” non-Arabs of Darfur despite greater 

similarities in histories and sociopolitical and economic positions with the non-Arab tribes of 

Darfur than perhaps with the Arab elite of Khartoum that incited them. The narrative of a denial 

and quest for a homeland would become a primary rallying cry for the Janjaweed (predecessor of 
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the RSF) and would continue to characterize the boundaries that would mark the RSF.425 It is 

significant to note that the first mobilization of the Janjaweed was not uniquely Arab but rather a 

mixed group including a substantial number from the Tunjur tribe.426 This being reflective of the 

majority of the population of Darfur and Sudan, maintaining the consideration of the created 

racial and ethnic framework during colonial rule. Despite this, one returns to the influences of 

political identity and the motivating factors of Janjaweed found in a created racial hierarchy and 

acquisition of land which further validated their membership to what they consider to be the 

superior racial group and reaffirmed their position as they evolved into the RSF. 

Militia Strategy 

The utilization and mobilization of armed local militias in counterinsurgency operations 

can be traced back to the 1980s.427  Their growing prominence has often eclipsed the official 

Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF).428 This militia-based approach, dubbed “counter-insurgency on 

the cheap,” has served Khartoum’s interests in a number of ways over the years, with some clear 

drawbacks, but also with significant impact on the identity boundaries and the eventual 

development of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF).429 At the outset, the deployment of these militias 

may have seemed less expensive than using the SAF as these groups had the capacity to subsist 

off the land and could reward themselves through looting and plundering.430 However, with time, 

these militias have become more costly, as their leaders increasingly demand higher financial and 

political benefits for their services.431 Additionally, the expenses associated with them go beyond 
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immediate financial outlays.432 Militias frequently shift their allegiances, sometimes clashing with 

and often provoking other paramilitary forces and government supporters.433 In fact, their 

misconduct has occasionally backfired for Khartoum, resulting in heightened backing and 

recruitment for local insurgent factions, leading to longer-lasting conflicts in general.434 

The first use of militias could be seen during the administration of General Abdel 

Rahman Suwar al Dahab in his efforts against the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) in 

southern Sudan and has been consistently used in wars in Darfur, the Nuba mountains, and 

southern Sudan.435 Since the early 1980s, Darfur has experienced a chronic lack of development 

and marginalization by Khartoum, severe droughts that had been mishandled throughout 1983 

and 1984 and subsequent devastating famines in 1985 and 1986, impacts of the conflict between 

north and south Sudan as well as the increasing migrant flow from neighboring Chad, the 

weakening of what can be considered the “indigenous dispute solving mechanism,” and the 

general favoritism of the Arabs by the government.436 This general collapse of law and order 

accompanied by “economic shortages and high inflation led to massive protests and strikes.”437 

Together with the formation of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) and the subsequent 

fighting resulted in the collapse of the Nimayri administration in 1985, making way for Sadiq al-

Mahdi and his coalition government.438 

The continuation of Nimayri’s September Laws of 1983, which enshrined a specific 

version of sharia as the legal foundation, under al-Mahdi and his aggressive Arabism approach 
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maintained the country in a state of war between the northern and southern regions.439 However, 

al-Mahdi’s strategy introduced the formal use and support of militias, called murahaliin, made up 

of local Muslim tribesmen of the southern regions of Kordofan and Darfur.440 Given the high 

cost of assembling the regular army to combat the SPLA rebels, the resistance against the draft, 

and the ambiguous allegiances of soldiers, Military Intelligence equipped the Arab Missiriya and 

Southern Rizeigat of South Darfur and South Kordofan with weapons, encouraging them to 

wreak havoc in areas where the SPLA was thought to be supported.441 Where Nimayri had used 

the Arab militias to counter the SPLA, al-Mahdi’s government essentially provided them with 

weapons, organized them into a fighting force, and authorized them to engage in rating and 

looting on their own account, encouraging “aggressive Arabism.”442 Thus, introducing an explicit 

racial dimension in support of an ideologically based “Arab supremacy” and an intense ethnic 

divide between the militias predominantly made up of Arab-identifying pastoralists and rebels 

primarily made up of African-identifying settled and semi-settled communities.443 One of the 

driving forces behind the “militia strategy” was former retired General Fadllala Burma Nasir, a 

Baggara Arab who promoted this method with an inherent understanding of the inter-tribal 

dynamics in the region.444 Beginning in 1985, Burma Nasir formalized the military role and 

unified the various traditional militias into a single Arab militia to support the army in Darfur and 

Kordofan, no longer a mere “local problem created by local disputes and a supply of automatic 

weaponry”445 but rather a group gaining military significance.446 The Murahaliin were further 
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supported by Libya, with credit to the efforts toward pan-Arab ideology and their support of al-

Mahdi’s fight against the SPLA.447 

Significant to the Murahaliin mission in suppressing the rebellion was the attention they 

directed to the Dinka community. The general assumption in Khartoum blamed the Dinka for the 

rebellion against the New Islamic Republic in Sudan.448 This in turn set the tone for not only 

overlooking but encouraging scorched earth activities and other atrocities in Bahr al-Ghazal and 

other Dinka inhabited areas by the Murahaliin. 449 When the Murahaliin were later more formally 

structured under a different government, a Baggara officer was selected to lead the Militia in the 

attack against the Dinka for their alleged support of the SPLA. 450 The reorganization of the 

Misseriya militia as the Popular Defense Force (PDF) paramilitary only further exasperated the 

systematic killing of the Dinka in efforts to intimidate and curb the support of the SPLA. 451 The 

Murahaliin would  

“attack a Dinka village at dawn, kill all but adult males who could not escape, rape the 
women, and enslave the children. The village would be burned, the wells stuffed with 
dead Dinka males, schools and clinics destroyed, and the huge herds of cattle rounded up 
as loot.” 452  

These attacks would serve as a precursor to the methods adopted by the Janjaweed militia from 

where the RSF paramilitary found its origins.453 

Former president Omar al-Bashir himself played a significant role in the development 

and legitimization of the PDF prior to and during his administration. Before staging the coup that 

would bring him to power, al-Bashir served in the PDF with Baggara Arabs “personally 
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[participating] in the development of the militia strategy.”454 When the National Islamic Front 

came to power, al-Bashir further legitimized the role of the Murahaliin through the Popular 

Defense Act (October 1989), which incorporated the Murahaliin Arab militias into the regular 

security forces such as the Popular Defense Forces as paramilitary forces.455 In this respect, 

President Bashir continued the standard of impunity and found a more legitimate way to further 

support these forces with arms and training for the aggressive affronts carried out against the 

Dinka in Kordofan and Darfur, further sharpening the ethnic divisions between Arabs and 

Africans.456 The government especially played an active role in inciting the Baggara Arabs 

against the Dinka community, taking advantage of the historical context of their conflict.457 

Tensions between the Arab and Dinka communities over pasture and water rights had long 

existed but had traditionally been addressed with local dispute-solving mechanisms.458 However, 

the mechanisms were dismantled with the abolishment of the Native Administration under 

Nimayri and replaced with a new form of local administration.459 While many tribes continued 

the use of local mechanisms to address disputes, the lack of government support and cooperation 

left these mechanisms without the authority to implement solutions.460 Worse yet, a combination 

of Arab favoritism, “easy access to weapons and government manipulation” made these 

mechanisms weak and defunct, giving way to the escalation of conflict with the SPLA and 

between the Baggara and Dinka.461 More specifically, the perceived association between the 
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Dinka and the SPLA was used to justify the withdrawal of government support for the local 

dispute mechanisms.462 

After years of assaults and counterattacks that resulted in the deaths of almost 700 

civilians and the burning of dozens of towns, President Bashir dispatched General Mohamed 

Ahmad al Dabi on a personal mission to "restore calm" in January 1999.463 The peace forces, 

better known as Quwat as Salaam, a well-known militia from Southern Sudan, were Al Dabi's 

main weapon.464 It was backed by government-sponsored individuals gathered by the recently 

appointed Arab tribal leaders.465 In particular, attacks on villages occurred near the Jebel Marra 

mountains, a key area for Fur and Zaghawa activists met. 466 In May 2001, these activist would 

decide to “fight the government together to create a united democratic Sudan on a new basis of 

equality, complete restructuring, and devolution of power.” 467 From that point on, attacks on 

villages continued to occur regularly with impunity.468 
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V. Janjaweed 

Bashir’s government, recognizing the continued weakness of its army and still lacking 

trust in it, continued its efforts of appealing to Arab tribes for support to fight as it launched a 

brutal counterinsurgency from 2003 to 2004 in an effort to suppress a growing rebellion in 

Darfur.469 After years of disenchantment and disillusionment with the Sudanese government, 

three non-Arab groups—mainly the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa—led the uprising, while in 

response, the government leaned on primarily Arab identifying groups to join the 

counterinsurgency.470 The government’s “militia strategy” had previously been tried and tested, 

and its continued implementation reflected their distrust in the efficacy of the professional 

army.471 Confronted with unconventional mobile warfare strategies, the government sought 

assistance from local Darfurians who were familiar with the terrain and were already armed to 

safeguard their livestock.472 This combined government-militia offensive and its devastating 

campaign would lead to the deaths of no less than 200,000 people, driving an additional 1.85 

million into displaced people camps and over 200,000 across the Chadian border to the west.473 

However, it is significant to note that recruits for these militias initially came from both Arab and 

non-Arab communities.474 A pivotal moment came in April 2003 when rebel forces attacked the 

military zone of the airport in al Fasher, destroying military planes and killing numerous 
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troops.475 This attack signaled a significant shift in the conflict, with the rebels now posing a 

serious threat to the government's military power. 476 

Musa Hilal, a prominent Arab leader, initially opposed the government as a result of a 

previous arrest.477 In his frustration, he turned to the rebels, expressing a willingness to fight 

against the government.478 However, after an incident in which Zaghawa insurgents stole camels 

from his tribe to feed their troops, Hilal turned his energy again towards the government, joining 

forces with them to organize a counterinsurgency.479 The government supported the mobilization 

of Arab tribes, providing weapons, funds, and training.480 It has been documented that Hilal 

reached out to governors of Darfur, encouraging them to join the counterinsurgency for the sake 

of the Arab cause, saying, “Join us… We have money if you want it. The Arab problem is with 

the Zaghawa. For this reason, Arabs are joining the government.”481 Arab tribes were thus 

mobilized against the rebels, allowing the government to portray the conflict as “tribal,” 

emphasizing the ethnic aspect of the conflict and exploiting existing tension and historical 

grievances.482  

However, it is significant to note that the intentions of the rebellion movements led by the 

Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) were not tribal by 

nature.483 Organizing the resistance in Darfur, the rebel movement sought to act against the 

central government for “ignoring the needs of Darfur… [demanding] an end to decades of 
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marginalization of Darfur by Khartoum.”484 Even though the SLA manifesto encouraged Arabs 

to participate in the uprising, the rebellion started without having discussed it with the tribal 

leaders of the Arab communities.485 This allowed the government to utilize these “intentions” to 

manipulate Arab groups and continue a "divide and rule policy."486 

 As the mobilization of the groups gained traction, the nature of the militias began to 

change.487 Like past militia strategies, service was rewarded with whatever militants could loot 

or plunder, not salaries.488 Contrary to popular belief, the nomadic Abbala who served as the 

government's counterinsurgency campaign's backbone—most importantly, the landless Rizeigat 

of North Darfur—were more socially and economically neglected than the non-Arabs who 

spearheaded the rebellion.489 Arab tribal leaders backed the counterinsurgency efforts primarily 

due to land and financial incentives.490 As discussed in the section on the hakura system, the 

1980s saw the downfall of the system “whereby nomadic tribes not assigned land of their own 

had customary rights to land and water along transhumant routes,” with an almost complete 

collapse in many areas in the early 2000s as the rebellion expanded.491 Arab groups without land 

viewed this as a chance to acquire territory, potentially leading to political influence through 

“paramount chiefdoms.”492 Tribes that already possessed land aimed to stay neutral.493 

Additionally, pastoralists' livelihoods had been further harmed by the destruction they had 

contributed to, including the loss of markets, clinics, educational institutions, and other facilities 
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and the dissolution of the mutually beneficial connection between farmers and herders.494 For 

many underprivileged communities, receiving militia pay became a means of financially coping, 

while for others, particularly in poor communities, it began to hold status.495 Thus, the 

government secured the loyalty of these militia groups through monetary payments.496 

Specifically, the recruitment to the Border Guards, a mounted division of the army, which offered 

monthly salaries of SDP 300,000 (USD 117) to individuals and dispersed monetary incentives to 

tribal leaders, became the primary vehicle for recruitment and mobilization.497 However, when 

these payments eventually ceased, defections began to occur. 498 

  Initially, the government publicly denied any association with these militias, labeling 

them as mere “bandits.”499 However, mounting evidence contradicted these claims, revealing a 

deliberate cooperation policy between the government and the Janjaweed.500 The government 

responded, admitting they had asked Darfurians for help against rebel forces but claiming it was 

“standard practice.”501 However, they consistently denied having any association with the 

militias, even during significant attacks in 2003 and a major offensive in 2004.502 Human Rights 

Watch obtained documents revealing official cooperation, providing arms, and the urging of 

officials to “tolerate ‘minor’ abuses of civilians,” all while manipulating ethnic tensions.503 

Khartoum capitalized on the narrative that rebels had plans to drive Arabs out of the region, 

striking fear in an already tense situation.504 The government was compelled to use tactics such 
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as fear, threats, and financial incentives to gain support from Arab communities as the 

professional army had deteriorated and could not fight.505  

Originally, the government's mobilization efforts were not solely directed at Arabs; rather, 

a mixed group, including members of the Tunjur tribe, were trained and armed.506 However, 

leaders of major rebel tribes like the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa “refused to mobilize their 

people, deepening the polarization between pro-government and pro-rebel tribes.” 507 The 

situation escalated in August 2003 when trained Tunjur fighters joined the rebels in attacking 

Kutum.508 This event further intensified ethnic tensions, with Arab leaders accusing the rebels of 

targeting Arabs, which drove many of them to increase their efforts to mobilize in response to 

this perception of an increased threat, including in the recruitment of their youth.509 Additionally, 

when non-Arab individuals responded to call for mobilization, the government would “[turn] 

these individuals away or [refuse] to give them weapons, unlike the Arab recruits.”510 The 1980s 

saw numerous Darfurian Arabs being given weapons, promoting an “agenda of Arab 

domination” under the influence of Libyan leader Colonel Muammar Gaddafi.511 This historical 

context contributed to the vulnerability of a new generation of Arabs susceptible to 

militarization.512 Additionally, attacks on Arab communities, including “the looting of camel 

herds and attacks on busses, villages, settlements, and feriks (nomadic camps),” as well as the 

rapid spread of a rumor about a movement called harakat FAZAM, allegedly planning to expel 
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Arabs from Darfur, reinforced the perception among Arabs that the rebellion was fundamentally 

anti-Arab.513 

Arab tribal leaders had diverse responses and varied motivations for the conflict. Some 

Arab leaders, like Musa Hilal, sought land for their people due to colonial policies, while others 

were enticed by guarantees of wealth and influence, ignoring the potential consequences of 

intertribal conflicts.514 However, by 2009, the International Criminal Court (ICC) issued arrest 

warrants for alleged war crimes, and Arab leaders who had engaged in the conflict attempted to 

distance themselves from associations, asserting that they only joined the fight in 2003 out of 

self-defense.515 While the actual threat they faced was often exaggerated, it is reasonable to 

believe that the Arab tribes felt targeted, especially with the claims of weapons that had not been 

seen before in Darfur.516 

Others, like the Mahariya, refused to participate, leading to tensions within their tribes 

and negative consequences from the central government.517 The Mahariya tribe's leader, 

Mohamadein al Dud Hassaballa, refused to join or contribute to the conflict despite the assaults 

of the rebels.518 While the Mahariya previously had good relations with the Zaghawa, the 

rebellion strained relations between the two, with unknown Zaghawa arriving in Mahariya 

territory, turning the area into an armed camp.519 The rebels inflicted significant harassment on 

the Mahariya, targeting women and abducting an elder for ransom.520 Despite criticism, 
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Mohamadein remained passive and ordered Mahariya to leave for Kabkabia.521 This refusal to 

engage was condemned and many of the tribe’s young men opted to join the Border Guard 

against his wishes.522 Mohamadein passivity also came to be suspected by government 

officials.523 As a result, all Mahariya employed in security positions in al Fasher had their 

monthly salary reduced and were fired shortly after due to alleged suspicions of cooperation 

between Zaghawa and Mahariya.524    

In South Darfur, the government aimed to defend Nyala and contain rebels in Jebel 

Marra. Key allies included Abbala—Mahamid, Nawaiba, and Mahariya tribes.525 Military 

Intelligence exploited opportunities, enlisting locals like Mohamed Hamdan Dogolo (Hemedti), 

whose profession was in camel trading, to secure Nyala.526 The Terjem, previously peaceful with 

the Fur, joined the PDF and Popular Police under their leader Mohamed Yacoub Ibrahim's 

approval to defend Nyala.527 Part of the government’s strategy involved arming smaller tribes of 

Arabized people like Gimr, Tama, Kinin, Salamat, and Saada, aiming to create political support 

and constituencies.528 In 2003, the government demanded military backing from chiefs.529 By 

2009, some Arabs involved in the counterinsurgency blamed smaller tribes, labeling them 'the 

Arabs of 2002,' including militia leader Ali Kushayb, who was of mixed parentage, creating 

further divisions within the Arab community.530 Additionally, Arab militias, in particular, faced 
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significant retaliation from rebel groups, further escalating the violence.531 The conflict resulted 

in devastating attacks, with both sides engaging in brutal violence against civilian populations.532  

The international community repeatedly urged the government to disarm the 

Janjaweed.533 In July 2004, the UN Security Council, through Resolution 1556,534 demanded the 

disarmament of the Janjaweed militias, giving the government a 30-day deadline to do so.535 

However, this call for action overlooked the diversity of the militias and their goals and 

overestimated Khartoum's capacity to manage its proxies.536 Many Janjaweed fighters were now 

formally part of the PDF and other new paramilitary groups.537 However, negotiations with 

opposition movements, such as the SPLM/A that led to the 2005 Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement (CPA), brought to light the issues Khartoum faced with the Arab groups who had 

participated in the conflict.538 Despite being significant actors in the conflict, Darfurian Arabs 

were rarely represented at the peace negotiations. 539 Apprehensive of the government’s initiative 

in advocating for their benefit, and growing realizations “that pastoralist communities could not 

survive without farming groups due to the rural markets they enabled and the support services 

they gave to livestock migration,” a delegation tried to attend these negotiations but they were 

not permitted to participate. 540 The delegation cautioned that any accord that did not "involve all 

Darfur citizens, particularly those who [had] suffered much from the rebels" would be rejected 

by Arabs. 541 
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According to the CPA, 'Other Armed Groups,' including all irregular (militia) forces, 

were required to undergo a process of disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration.542 The 

government repeatedly assured its Darfurian Arab allies that they were exempt from this 

provision while also confusing international actors by forming new paramilitary groups with new 

names.543 One such unit, the Border Guard, into which many Abbala Rizeigat were integrated, 

was established as early as 2003.544 While the SAF may have had genuine intentions to establish 

a force to guard Sudan's borders, the Border Guards were the primary militia employed in 

operations against Darfur's non-Arab people from 2003 to 2005.545 Another new force emerged 

shortly after: the Central Reserve Police (CRP). Compared to other militia groups, its members 

had superior training, compensation, and were less reliant on looting.546 Additional Abbala 

militias were incorporated into the CRP, however, they soon became known as one of the 

Janjaweed groups responsible for attacking civilian communities.547 

However, fearing the abandonment of Khartoum and the downsizing of their units as a 

consequence of the CPA, thousands of Rizeigat and Misseriya PDF joined the SPLA, feeling that 

it would increase their chances of keeping a job and salary and potentially allowing them to join 

the regular troops.548 The 2006 Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA), reinforced Arabs' fears that 

Khartoum would forego their needs in order to maintain political viability.549 The DPA required 

Khartoum to “neutralize and disarm the Janjaweed/armed militias” as well as absorb 5,000 rebels 
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troops into the SAF. 550 The DPA was also thought to disadvantage pastoralists in terms of land 

ownership.551 The landless Abbala had the most interest in altering the outdated system of tribal 

land domains, favoring contemporary laws that would legally protect the territory that they had 

gained throughout the conflict.552 However, the 99-page agreement only briefly discussed 

pastoralism in one paragraph, mentioning the “‘important problem’ of competition for pasture 

and water.” 553 The Abbala started discussing "betrayal," with some asserting that they had 

suffered more than the displaced people, who were being supported with aid from abroad, due to 

the loss of trade, migration routes, and livestock.554 

 The government's anxiety increased as the Arab militias started to assert a sense of 

autonomy and communicate with the insurgents.555 The security arrangement clauses of the DPA 

included specific controls for the militias, such as a gradual restriction on their access to weapons 

and freedom of movement.556 The principle was to legalize everyone who carried arms 

responsibly and to use them as a tool to regulate those who refused to do so.557 Confiscation of 

small arms was only employed in response to infractions of these laws.558  This strategy was to 

be used by all paramilitary groups.559 Khartoum, however, found it challenging to retake 

command of the militias as they fractured and tribal elders expressed a desire to go their own 

way as they felt that the government only approached them when it needed fighters.560 
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Despite the importance of Arabs to Darfur's peace, they were barred from practically all 

forms of international action, from peace talks to relief aid.561 Except for UNICEF, “one of the 

very few organizations that has acknowledged their vulnerability and worked to alleviate it,” 

nomads, in particular, developed a suspicion of outsider.562 They lost faith in the government and 

grew increasingly critical of Darfurian politicians in Khartoum, claiming they had forgotten their 

origins and traditions.563 In order to promote the interests of Arabs, a number of Darfurian tribe 

leaders requested to join the Arab Coordination Council (ACC) in 2007 but their request was 

rejected.564 Arabs in Darfur were also bitterly critical of Westerners, who they claimed “[made] 

no distinction between ‘Arab,’ ‘nomad,’ ‘pastoralist,’ and ‘Janjaweed.’"565  They completely 

lacked confidence in peace brokers, feeling that they had never given them an opportunity to 

voice their grievances, but rather pursued an initiative to confiscate even the small arms that they 

had always utilized to protect their herds and livelihoods.566 
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VI. Rapid Support Forces  

This section will examine the shifts in identity experienced by the Rapid Support Forces 

(RSF) as they evolved from an unofficial capacity of militia groups to an official capacity as part 

of the intelligence services. In order to more fully understand these shifts of identity, this section 

will also analyze other potential factors that could have contributed to the shift in identity, 

including its establishment and the changes in roles within the political and social sphere and 

cooperation with or resistance to other official agencies. 

Background, 2013-2019 

Beginning in 2006, instances of blatant disloyalty, abuses committed by militias, and 

outright combat between militias and SAF troops grew in frequency.567 This, in combination with 

the frustration with the lack of confidence felt by Khartoum, members of the SAF began to 

criticize the government’s reliance on the “militia strategy.”568 However, the government’s 

distrust in the SAF only increased with the 2008 JEM raid, which made it to Khartoum without 

being stopped by the SAF and intercepted only when special forces intervened at the capital.569 

This came at a crossroads of unexpected challenges, including the aftermath of the 2011 

secession of South Sudan, the spillover effects of the ‘Arab Spring,’ and public dissent from 

prominent figures like Ghazi Salaheddin al-Attabani.570 More significantly, by this time, 

Darfurian Arabs had grown increasingly distrustful of Khartoum and reluctant to organize 
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militias to combat insurgencies.571 Militias that were already in place were largely fighting 

among themselves and eluding government authority.572 Khartoum grew increasingly aware that 

the combination of both a distrust in the government as well as their own inability to control 

militias was increasing the risk for a new wave of insurgency.573  

The culmination of these elements with President Omar al-Bashir’s desire to 

institutionalize the remaining Janjaweed forces supported the development of the Rapid Support 

Forces in 2013.574 The earliest RSF members were drawn from existing established units, 

primarily the Border Guards, which had been the first paramilitary force created from the 

Janjaweed.575 Additionally, the RSF was established in part as a response to a new need and 

demand from the militias themselves to be recognized, as had been the case with the 

establishment of the Border Guards ten years prior.576 The government saw an essential need to 

regain control of the increasingly rebellious Arab militias in Darfur.577 To address this, they 

chose who they considered the most disloyal soldiers to make up the first RSF units, the Darfur 

Arab Border Guards, and sent them to central Sudan and South Kordofan, believing they would 

be easier to manage in a different environment.578 However, this did not stop them from 

engaging in abusive practices, some of which went against official government policy, thus 

obligating Khartoum to return a majority of the RSF forces to Darfur in 2014.579 From 2014 to 
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2016, the RSF oversaw government counter-insurgency operations, proving to be just as 

problematic as other previous militia organizations.580 

 Although the establishment of the RSF followed the government's conventional militia 

strategy, it marked a significant development by initially placing the forces within the 

jurisdiction of the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS).581 This move was 

significant as it provided the security organization with an independent paramilitary unit.582 

Initially commanding the RSF was NISS major general Abbas Abdelaziz, while former Border 

Guard commander Hemedti served as the operations commander.583 Over time, Hemedti gained 

prominence, leading to suggestions that both men held authority over distinct sections of the 

force.584 It is reasonable to believe that Hemedti held sway in the government as with his 

appointment, several of his Rizeigat kinsmen who held close links with him were given positions 

within the government.585 Additionally, during this time, Hemedti’s commercial ventures 

expanded with support from al-Bashir, and soon, his family acquired and controlled stakes in the 

infrastructure, cattle, and gold mining industries.586  

As these troops continued to grow, they were used as border guards to deter and prevent 

unauthorized immigration.587 Starting in 2015, troops were sent from the RSF, in addition to the 

Sudanese Armed Forces, to fight alongside Saudi and Emirati forces in the Yemeni conflict, 

enabling Hemedti to establish links with the Gulf states.588 According to a presidential decree in 
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April 2016, the RSF was placed under the direct jurisdiction of the government, namely the 

president, a step that could be considered a mechanism of further legitimization.589 Later, in 

January 2017, despite Hemedti’s opposition, the Sudanese Parliament attempted to pass an 'RSF 

Act' with support from SAF, aiming to bring the RSF under SAF jurisdiction.590 The proposed 

law was drafted in a way that ambiguously designated the RSF “into an 'autonomous' force but 

under the control of the [SAF]” and the president.591 Members of Parliament, as well as SAF 

officers, protested this ambiguity, but Hemedti embraced the potential ongoing autonomy.592 

Beginning in 2013, military officials had expressed concerns that the RSF, like previous 

paramilitary forces, could potentially rebel against the government in Khartoum.593 In a 

parliamentary discussion in June 2015, SAF General Adam Hamid Musa, formerly seen as a 

proponent of the militia strategy in Darfur, reportedly remarked that “the use of militias comes at 

a high cost.”594 Another member of Parliament cautioned that “Arab tribes in Darfur and 

Kordofan were better armed than the state forces.”595 According to the UN Panel of Experts on 

the Sudan, 15 percent of militia-led assaults in Darfur in 2015 were directed at the 

government.596 In mid-2016, SAF forces working alongside the RSF in Jebel Marra allegedly 

requested the removal of RSF members, accusing them of committing atrocities against 

civilians.597 Later that year, RSF and SAF forces reportedly clashed south of Khartoum.598 

Additionally, the army expressed reluctance in their deployment to Yemen as part of the “Islamic 
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Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism” because it would mean leaving certain war zones to the 

RSF.599 Despite this reluctance, several thousand RSF troops were reportedly sent to Yemen by 

early 2017.600 

Shift in Identity 

Where the Janjaweed were known for “war crimes, genocide and crimes against 

humanity in Darfur,” the RSF would continue to face accusations of numerous violations of 

human rights in Darfur and other locations reflective of their militia past,601 some referring to it 

as the “recycled Janjaweed.”602 The name Janjaweed itself would become a term that the NCP 

would seek to disassociate from, going as far as having it removed from official reports.603 After 

using the Janjaweed in Darfur to crush the rebellion, former President Omar al-Bashir used the 

RSF as a means to support the armed forces in suppressing further uprisings or coup attempts 

throughout his presidency.604 Despite possessing a formidable air force and substantial 

armament, Sudan's military continued to face the challenges of effectively engaging in combat in 

rural areas and the arid regions of Darfur due to limitations in mobility.605 Thus, the RSF, as its 

Janjaweed predecessors, continued to “[enforce] Khartoum’s will” on the more rural areas, 

attacking rebel groups and civilian villages alike.606 

The name Janjaweed carried with it associations of crimes against humanity, including 

genocide and the perpetration of other heinous crimes of war.607 The shift to the official name 
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Rapid Support Forces could be considered in itself a significant means by which the RSF could 

not only be incorporated into the Sudanese state in an official capacity but also shift their identity 

and status within the social and political structure. The emphasis on the distancing from the name 

Janjaweed can be exemplified in the way the name was removed from official documents. In an 

interview with former UNAMID spokesperson Aisha al-Basri, she explained that the name 

Janjaweed had been erased from UNAMID official documents and reports “under the bullying 

tactics of coaxing and intimidation of the NCP régime” shifting to the terms Rapid Support Force 

(RSF) and Rapid Respond Force (RRF).608 However, it was not just in the name that the 

disassociation was emphasized but in the very behavior and action with which the RSF was 

related. In one incident, NUP leader al-Sadiq al-Mahdi was arrested and imprisoned after making 

accusations of alleged crimes and atrocities against the RSF, released only after he had offered an 

apology.609 In a televised statement, RSF Commander Major General Abbas Abdul-Aziz 

expressed that “the majority of the members in the [RSF/RRF] are Darfurians who usually 

adored military service and love engaging in the armed forces.” 610  

Pres. Al-Bashir incentivized units and commanders with financial rewards, many of them 

growing wealthy and powerful, including now General Mohamed Hamdan “Hemedti.”611 

Hemedti himself began as a rebel, coming from a minority camel herding tribe in Darfur, 

eventually switching sides and joining the Border Guards.612 He would lead the RSF to become 

the powerful mercenary group it is today.613 As he gained influence, power, and wealth in Sudan, 

Hemedti expanded his regional reach as he deployed troops in Yemen on behalf of Saudi Arabia 
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and in Libya on behalf of the United Arab Emirates.614 Hemedti also claims ties with Russia 

through his connections with the Wagner Group, a Russian private military company composed 

of mercenaries, and the joint business ventures conducted with them in gold mining and security 

operations in Sudan.615 This expansion, both financial and international influence, could be 

considered to have a significant impact on the identity dynamics of the RSF, particularly as it 

pertains to its autonomy. Autonomy would be a major factor in the tensions that developed 

between Hemedti and General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan and can thus be considered an important 

attribute of the group identity of the RSF. 

After the Coup 

In April 2019, the RSF, along with the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) seized power in 

Sudan following the popular uprising that overthrew former president Omar al-Bashir.616 Later, 

in July of the same year, General Dagalo (Hemedti), then acting on behalf of the military leaders, 

signed a power-sharing accord with pro-democracy protesters.617 This agreement made him 

deputy chief of the ruling military council, which was then headed by SAF leader Abdel Fattah 

al-Burhan.618 However, this came about after military leaders missed multiple deadlines to sign 

the accord. 619 A matter of contention throughout the negotiations was a civilian-headed demand 

that military commanders be held responsible for the human rights violations committed in the 

previous months. 620 Earlier that June, paramilitaries had dispersed a peaceful protest in the 

country’s capital of Khartoum that had resulted in the death of over 100 civilians, with many 
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more injured in the confrontation. 621 Additional reports of rapes, deaths, and injuries at the hands 

of armed forces and security personnel were made during that same period. 622 Although military 

leaders denied the allegations, particularly the ordering of the violent dispersal of protesters, the 

incidents of brutality sparked criticism on a global scale. 623 The accord established a joint 

civilian-military sovereign council and stipulated the administration of Sudan first by a military 

leader for 21 months, followed by a civilian official for the subsequent 18 months.624 

 

Establishing legitimacy 

It is reasonable to think that the Rapid Support Forces perceive themselves as necessary 

to the security and stability of Sudan and seek for the country and its people to view them in this 

same light. The following section looks at the way the RSF presents themselves and the narrative 

they promote regarding their role in the ingroup of the Sudanese people. On their official page, 

they detail specific strategic missions with which they take charge of securing and maintaining, 

including firearms collection, the protection of the economy, community, and borders, as well as 

confronting illegal migration.625 While there may be valid concerns regarding these issues and 

their impact on the security of Sudan, in detailing their role and participation in these services, 

the RSF seem to present themselves and their actions as a legitimate and necessary force for the 

protection of the Sudanese people and the security and stability of the nation.626 Additionally, 

through their participation in these services, they insert themselves into a greater legal and 
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legitimate process in coordination with medical, judicial, and other security forces, possibly 

further claiming legitimacy for themselves in doing so.627 

The RSF considers the collection of firearms to be one of its most important 

operations.628 According to the government, at the point when the RSF was designated for this 

strategic operation, the Darfur states had experienced considerable stability.629 According to their 

statement, in order to maintain this stability and prevent the spread of armed conflict, the RSF 

was charged with the collection and seizure of unlicensed firearms from local citizens and the 

enforcement of law against violators.630 The RSF presents this collection campaign as an 

indicator of the decline of insurgency and its role in the campaign as a measure to achieve and 

ensure general safety for citizens and protection from the dangers posed by insurgents.631 

Additionally, they present this strategy as a "clear message" to the international community of 

the Sudanese commitment to achieve stability and security.632 This message to both citizens and 

the international community depicts the RSF's attempts to validate their services both at the local 

and international levels.  

In addition to firearms collection, the RSF takes responsibility for strategic operations for 

the protection of the economy, the community, and borders.633 Regarding the protection of the 

economy, the RSF presents its achievements in the seizure of large quantities of smuggled 

subsidized commodities.634 The RSF explains that the smuggling of these goods is a contributing 
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factor to that could lead to the deterioration of the national economy, thus indicating the 

significance of its role in the protection of the economy.635  

Regarding human trafficking, the RSF presents itself as a force with the ability to combat 

human trafficking despite the sophistication of networks, media and technological advancements, 

and other challenges, such as being a popular crossing point in East Africa.636 In this section, 

they highlight eight examples of RSF achievements in the confrontation of illegal migration 

between January 2017 and September 2019.637 In each example, a measurement of official or 

legal action is documented, including being referred to the concerned authorities or courts for 

further procedure.638 By this measure, one can infer that the RSF considers itself to be an official 

and legitimate part of the process.639 The official page further details RSF measures in the case 

of both victims and perpetrators, specifying when they have participated in the interception of 

trafficking attempts of Sudanese nationals which may indicate the need to reaffirm themselves 

within the “in-group” of Sudan.640 

Additionally, the RSF claims to promote psychological support, social services, medical 

care, and legal services for victims by either providing it themselves in the most urgent setting or 

connecting them to the necessary services.641 Particularly with regards to legal services, the RSF 

considers themselves a necessary part of access to services "to preserve [the victims'] rights and 

dignity" and the process of bringing perpetrators "to justice to be charged according to the 

 
635 “Rapid Support Forces Official Website, Strategic Missions.” 
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laws."642 Thus, it is sensible to presume that they consider themselves and the services they 

provide to be aligned with the legitimate legal structures and authorities.643  

The RSF presents irregular migration as a major security obstacle for Sudan.644 

Their official web page enumerates three primary challenges: 1. Sudan's strategic position makes 

it an attractive destination for irregular migrants who view Sudan as a crucial transit point; 

2. The surge in irregular migration has given rise to a thriving human trafficking market in the 

area, where various groups of brokers utilize social media platforms to conduct their operations, 

with many of these brokers being from the countries of the migrant victims, necessitating a 

comprehensive effort to apprehend them; and 3. The expenses associated with providing 

services to irregular migrants who choose to remain in Sudan have detrimental effects on the 

nation's national security, as well as its economic and social landscape. 645 It stands to reason that 

the RSF perceives these issues as threats to the security of Sudan, and thus, its people necessitate 

the services of the RSF, especially in such “rural areas far from the monitoring eye of 

Khartoum.” 646 Thus, the manner in which the RSF presents the framework of human trafficking 

as a negative effect of irregular migrants and insecure borders, as well as the additional negative 

impacts on the security, economy, and society, may indicate that they self-validate through their 

role as border security. 647 

As far as their legitimacy as officially trained troops, the RSF explains that they are 

specifically trained for working in the field and the subsequent measures taken in curbing 
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irregular migration.648 The RSF asserts that troops receive the required training that qualifies 

them to endure and address all circumstances regarding irregular migration, as well as receiving 

intensive courses in the humanitarian aspect and laws regarding the work with the victims and 

perpetrators of human trafficking with the least amount of losses.649 It may seem as though to 

further legitimize their services, they claim to be “supported by specialized medical units and 

researchers” that support “conducting awareness activities in remote areas to show the facts 

about [the] danger of human trafficking.”650 It is significant to note the emphasis that is placed 

throughout its strategic missions on the least number of losses.651 As they are widely known for 

their humanitarian rights abuses, this posturing may indicate their desire to present themselves in 

a positive light, as a service that is committed to the "least amount of losses," which could 

potentially place the losses experienced in an area out of their control for which they cannot be 

held responsible.652 The official page on strategic missions concludes with the following 

remarks: "What the RSF is doing towards the illegal migration deserves appreciation due to its 

dealing with the issue in complete responsibility to achieve stability.” 653 It is possible that this 

statement indicated a perceived responsibility to the protection of a collective group. It is also 

reasonable to think that the emphasis on “illegal migration” is a mechanism for defining an 

outgroup and a perceived threat. Lastly, the supposition of deserved appreciation may speak to 

the way the RSF perceives its status within the ingroup of its nation.  
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Struggle for Influence 

 It is also reasonable to believe that Hemedti, as the RSF’s leader, has a strong influence 

on the direction of the RSF’s identity. Thus, a struggle for power, as is being seen with General 

al-Burhan and the SAF, could also have a significant impact on intergroup comparisons and the 

creation of a boundary. Particularly in the struggle for influence, one would seek to depict 

themselves as not only the prototype of the ingroup but in a characteristically positive way as 

opposed to the outgroup and any of its members. As previously discussed, this intention to 

bolster one’s image has a high potential to lead to the denigration of the outgroup. 

In June 2022, Hemedti left the capital of Khartoum, signaling what may have been the 

first indication of disagreement with General al-Burhan. Reports indicated that he had left for 

Darfur angry after a tense disagreement with al-Burhan.654 Upon his return, he claimed to 

commit to reconciliation with the civil groups there.655 However, in an interview with BBC 

Arabic, when asked if he had plans to run for president at any time, Hemedti replied:  

I have no political ambition... if the government comes with patriotic people who 
will preserve Sudan’s security and stability, we will not need to get into this issue 
of candidacy. But if we see Sudan collapse, we will be present, and we are part of 
the Sudanese people, and what applies to others applies to us. I have no political 
ambition, but reality forced me to exist, and this is a fact that I must say. If people 
come to fill this void, and they are up to the responsibility, we will certainly help 
them so that our country does not collapse. 656 

In this statement, Hemedti denies intentions to run for office.657 However, he does so on 

certain conditions: a government with patriotic people who can maintain the security of 

Sudan.658 In this comment alone, it is reasonable to believe that Hemedti has formulated 

what it means to be patriotic, a political identity, and what it means for Sudan to be 
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secure. To this latter point, Hemedti also affirms that “we” (from the context of the 

interview, it is reasonable to believe that he speaks of himself and the RSF when referring 

to “we”) are part of the Sudanese people.659 In doing so, he expresses a strong sense of 

national identity, collective identity, and commitment to this ingroup as he emphasizes 

concern for and responsibility toward the security and stability of Sudan. This tie to the 

fate of the nation and concern for its security can be an indicator of a potential or possible 

threat to which Hemedti feels compelled to protect the country. Despite claiming a lack 

of personal political ambition, Hemedti acknowledges the role he, along with the RSF, 

might have to play if Sudan faces a crisis. Lastly, Hemedti states that “reality forced 

[him] to exist,” 660 indicating an adaptive political identity that came about because of 

specific circumstances. Thus, it is also possible to think that under the right 

circumstances, the reality could shift from having no political ambition to “stepping up” 

to the reality of the political climate and national exigencies according to how he 

perceives the situation as a duty and responsibility to his ingroup. 

In March 2023, prior to the outbreak of the currently ongoing conflict, SAF 

leaders refused to attend the closing session of the Security and Military Arrangements 

working group in protest against not including the integration of the RSF into the armed 

forces.661 Later, both Hemedti and al-Burhan refused to attend the closing session of the 

Security Reform working group as disputes broke out between the two leaders regarding 

the status of integration for the RSF into the SAF. SAF officials demanded a condition 
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that the RSF halt recruitment operations and that the legal status of the paramilitary group 

be amended, stipulating the subordination of the RSF to the army.  

It is possible that in the context of these disputes, the core identity conflict lies in 

the integration of the RSF into the SAF. Particularly as Hemedti has sought increased 

autonomy in the past and has largely succeeded in attaining it, the integration into another 

group, more specifically the subordination, may be considered a threat to his already 

established ingroup and the status and privileges he presently holds. This may suggest 

that the resistance to the demands is rooted in an identity struggle that aims to redefine 

the identity and role of the RSF within the military framework, thus, reflecting not only 

an identity conflict but a power struggle within the larger context of the Sudanese 

military forces and their present position after the coup.  
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VII. Conclusion 
 

The evolution of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) from unofficial militia groups to 

an official paramilitary unit with different phases of autonomy represents a complex 

interplay of political, social, and identity dynamics. The RSF's inception in 2013 could be 

considered a response to the government's need to regain control over rebellious Arab 

militias in Darfur, leading to the formation of a force that participated in the toppling of 

that same government and which has continuously gained a relative amount of autonomy. 

The RSF's identity and influence expanded significantly, both nationally and 

internationally, with the leadership of Hemdeti creating a unique and powerful force 

within Sudan. However, in expanding its influence and ultimately its power, it has come 

into conflict with the regular armed forces who they once supported. Thus, when 

considering the growth of the RSF once must also take into account its shifting identity 

and the formation of new boundaries. 

The shift in identity from the notorious Janjaweed to the RSF was marked by 

efforts to distance themselves from past atrocities. The RSF engaged in various 

operations, portraying themselves as crucial for Sudan's security and stability. Their 

official narrative emphasizes their role in firearms collection, border security, and 

combating human trafficking, presenting themselves as essential protectors of Sudanese 

citizens. However, the RSF's actions often contradicted this narrative, and continue to do 

so, leading to global criticism and allegations of human rights abuses. 
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Furthermore, internal power struggles, particularly between Hemedti and other 

military leaders, intensified the RSF's identity conflict. The resistance to integrating the 

RSF into the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) showcased the struggle for autonomy and 

status within the military hierarchy. Hemedti's assertion that he would step up if Sudan 

faced a crisis revealed the adaptive nature of his political identity, shaped by the changing 

dynamics of the country and potentially the opportunity to further expand his power and 

influence. 

 It is important to note that this is not a comprehensive assessment of the RSF’s 

identity or the factors that have influenced changes and shifts. Other factors that can be 

considered are financial autonomy, ethnic narratives, as well as religious narratives. 

These factors could significantly influence how the RSF perceives itself as an ingroup 

alone but also in the larger context of Sudan. The RSF’s ability to redefine its identity, 

both internally and externally, play a significant role in its survival and prominence. As 

Sudan continues to navigate its political landscape, understanding these identity 

dynamics is pivotal for comprehending the nation's future trajectory and the role the RSF 

might play in it. 

 This author acknowledges the limitations and difficulties with gaining insight into 

the RSF identity from first-hand accounts with the ongoing war. It should be noted that 

both the RSF’s official website as well as its Facebook account which provided a sense of 

firsthand account have been taken down as of August 2023. As the RSF continues to 

abuse human rights the likelihood of finding original narrative may prove difficult with 

the monitoring of content online. 
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