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Abstract  

Peace building strategies in the management of conflicts in the horn of Africa has been studied 

through IGAD context, focusing on Sudan, 1956 to 2015. The study identified gaps which included 

persistent conflict despite several mediators including IGAD getting involved in the management of 

the conflict. The objective of the study was to examine the nature of the conflict faced by IGAD in 

the adoption of the peace process. The guiding question was what is the nature of the conflict 

affecting the Sudan? This study would help formulate policies regarding the mediation process, 

conflict management and the role of regional organizations as mediators, while acting as scholarly 

reference material. The scope of the study was on IGAD’s function on mediation in the Sudan, 

limited to the activities 1956 - 2015, while adopting descriptive and historical designs. Both 

quantitative and qualitative data were collected through interview schedules and questionnaire at 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, IGAD liaison office and embassies of the member states. A sample 

population of 300 was purposive sampled and adopted. Through the objectives of the study, data 

was analyzed thematically. The outcomes focus on the conflict management in Sudan, significant 

in view of the long-standing historical questions that led to the hardening of positions that make the 

North antagonistic to the South as contentious issues played out in religious, racial and economic 

terms. It emerged that the Sudan conflict was brought about by resources, colonial legacy and 

historical injustices, ethnicity, religion and quest for self-determination. The study recommended 

that IGAD as well as other regional and sub-regional organizations should adopt preventive 

mechanisms where they act on information generated from early warning systems as opposed to 

intervening when the conflict is on course. 
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Conflict Trends in the Horn of Africa and Implications on Security: Special Reference 

to the Greater Sudan 
 

By 

 

Caroline Wandiri Mwea & Prof. Crispinous Iteyo  

Introduction 

International security has been a major phenomenon in modern diplomatic circles according to 

Keen (2012). With the end of World War II, an establishment of open diplomacy, supra institutions 

like the UN, EU, have played a fundamental role in conflict management. For instance, within the 

Arab-Israeli conflict mainly referred to as the middle- east conflict, as well as the Balkans in 

Kosovo.  

The Horn of Africa consists of the countries that lie on the eastern most extension of African 

land (Iyob, 2000). These countries include Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibouti, Sudan South 

Sudan, Kenya and Uganda on the belief that their cultures have been linked throughout their long 

history. The region is endowed with enormous natural resources such as oil, gold, coal, natural gas 

and petroleum. The region is believed to have one of the largest oil deposits in the world. 

Accordingly, companies from other nations especially Asia and Europe are hunting the oil in the 

region according to Markakis, (1994).  

Human rights are universal basic entitlements to each individual by the virtue of being human 

(Woodward, 1996). When taken away then conflict ensues evident in the countries particularly in 

Sudan. Sudan is occupied by people of varying ethnic origins. In the north are the Arabs who are in 

two groups namely the original Arabs and the Arabicized Africans (Nubians, Miseriea, and 

Dafurians among others). The problem in the north is the discrimination of the black Arabs by 

those that are referred to as the ‘true Arabs’. In the South among the many ethnic groupings are two 

main ones namely the Dinka where the late Dr. John Garang and president Salvar Kiir hail from.  

According to Simon (1995), the major contenders in the liberation struggle in Sudan were 

mainly the SPLM/SPLA among others. The Southern Sudan Independent and the Movement/Army 

(SSIM/A) were also largely engaged in the struggle as well as the Patriotic Resistance Movement 

of Southern Sudan (PRMSS). The Southern Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SSPLM)/Anya 

Nya Two, and the Nuba Mountains Solidarity (NMS) were also not left out. The 1991 split which 

occurred between John Garang (Dinka) and Riek Machar (Nuer), the who were predominantly the 

main leaders within the SPLA/SPLM factions led to factional fighting and the formation of the 

SPLA-Mainstream, in which case the Torit Group was led by Garang while the SPLA-United 

primarily the Nasir Group was led by Machar. Inevitably, the split caused a major rift within the 

movement and thousands were killed and over 300,000 were displaced between the years 1991 and 

1993. The rift between the two leaders namely Garang and Machar was largely due to personal 

grounds and a contest for the control of the movement.  

This study analyses the nature of conflicts in various dimensions, for instance conflict is the 

incompatibility of goals, objectives or interests between two or more persons, groups, parties or 

even states. It is inevitable that men can stay from engaging in fighting or quarrelling, meaning that 

even when men may not necessarily engage in militarized conflict, at least from time to time, 

human beings will engage in non-militarized conflict even though they do not possess arms or 

when the tools of violence are not around; and as Morgenthau (1948) states, when there are no 

weapons to fight, men can even use their bare fists. 

 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               May, 2021 Vol. 5, No. 5 
Citation: Mwea, C. W. & Iteyo, C. (2021). Conflict Trends in the Horn of Africa and Implications on Security: 

Special Reference to the Greater Sudan. Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies, 5(5), 118 – 135. 

  

120   
Copyright © 2021 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

This is an open access article distributed for unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author 

and source are credited. http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

Objective 

To examine the nature of conflict affecting Sudan  

 

Statement of the Problem 

The Sudanese conflict began in1956 immediately after attaining independence According to a 

survey of the United Nations on the effect of the conflict and civil war on the Sudan populace, 

between the year 2002 and 2011, about two and a half million people were killed, while one 

million, eight hundred people were displaced.  In some areas, villages were burnt down and the 

women were raped and their children burned to death.  At some point, some families were forced 

into cannibalism. According to Oslo (2009), Africa’s longest civil war has claimed nearly five 

million deaths since it began. This conflict became internationalized across the region and several 

efforts made by successive Sudanese governments and other actors to resolve the conflict failed. 

The failure led the Sudan government (GoS) and the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 

to invite IGAD regional organization in 1993 to help, as explained by Hilde F. Johnson (2011). 

However, even with the intervention of IGAD, attempts to build a lasting peace agreement have 

faltered calling for exploration of the complex nature of the Sudan civil war. As much as there was 

a lot of engagement of IGAD in the management of the Sudan conflict, it is possible that 

sustainable peace was not achieved in Sudan, because acrimonious engagements among various 

groups was evident that positive peace was not fully realized,  even after the larger Sudan was 

divided with South Sudan becoming an independent state.  The effort put in place by IGAD to see 

the division of the two nation states is remarkable; however, the ethnical and political turmoil 

experienced from time to time explains that positive peace is far from reach. 

In view of the above, there is therefore the need to investigate the nature of conflict and in 

which areas did IGAD give more concentration in the Sudan peace process than other areas Mattox 

(2006). For example, although IGAD dealt with issues regarding the restoration of peace and 

security in the Sudan, it did not deal with the root causes of the Sudan conflict, for example the 

historical injustices matted upon the people of Sudan particularly the Southerners by the Sudan 

government as well as the negative ethnicity between the Dinka and the Nuer in South Sudan. It is 

important to note that ethnic affiliation and the value for culture rather than economics are central 

in the politics within the black Africa societies and therefore, any avenue to alter them either by 

internal or external powers would be considered as having contravened the very existence of the 

African societies, which would result into conflict. 

 

Review of Related Literature  

 

Global Conflict Trends and Implications on Security  

The Balkans were under the two superpowers somewhat peaceful during the cold war. When the 

Soviet Union dissolved, the region had to face the problems related to the transition to democracy 

and economic development, the upheaval of nationalism and armed conflicts among different 

ethnic groups. It seems that the situation in the Balkans supports Healy (2009) who argues “It is 

realistic to assume that nationalism will continue to be a universal historical principle decisively 

structuring international relations and the domestic order of states well into the next century, 

according to Gallagher (2000). This is however superseded by the view that nationalism is not just 

a historical principle but a prerequisite for econ-socio and political development in the current time. 

As Were and Amutabi (2000), observe that nationalism diverges from the usual presentation 

of nationalism as a historical episode and a necessary ingredient in any national development 

process, whether in developing or industrialized countries. They note that for nationalism to 
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blossom, nationalism has to be all embracing, accommodative, and positive and open which creates 

a sense of togetherness in the struggle for national building.  It provides a strong base for the 

struggle towards cherished national ideals. The development process cannot function under 

conditions of social rigidness, ethnic suspicions, hatred and parochialism according to Were & 

Amutabi. 

Regional Conflict Trends and Implications on Security 
Albanian nationalism became the most powerful threat to stability after the war in Kosovo 

(Jok, 2014). The Albanian success in Kosovo encouraged them to move on to their next target 

FYROM. The conflict erupted in February 2001 when the ethnic Albanian rebels started a war 

against the FYROM's army threatening to destabilize the region, until the peaceful resolution that 

happened in August 2001. Out of the deterioration of the social class of Southerners, socially, they 

experienced immeasurable poverty, displacement, hunger, deplete of their social fabric and family 

set ups and politically, they suffered lack of representation in the government which was unequal to 

the northerners. All these coupled together, contributed to the resurfacing of the conflict through 

the SPLA/M wing, a rebel movement group of the south, which explains Carl Marx view, that as 

the class struggle continue to widen, conflict will ensue.  

Sub-Regional Conflict Trends and Implications on Security 
Sub-Saharan Africa has been one of the most conflict-affected regions in the world for the 

last three decades (Salih, 2003). Between 1980 and 1994 were African, ten of the 24 most war-

affected countries were from Africa and four of these include Liberia, Angola, Mozambique and 

Somalia ranked top five of the most severely affected countries in the world according to Salih 

(2003). This does not mean that in the recent years, there has been no conflict in African countries.  

Much of the uprising in North Africa was experienced between the years 2011 to 2019, for example 

the Tunisia revolution of 2015 as well as the 2012-2013 Egyptian protests which slowly but surely 

brought down the reign of President Mohamed Morsi in the mid-2019. 

In 1993 IGAD was restructured with a new mandate that included a regional security 

objective that allowed for its intervention to ensure the ongoing stabilization of the region. In line 

with this new mandate, IGAD’s first attempt at establishing regional peace and security was its 

intervention in the Sudan conflict in 1993 (Healy, 2009). Sudan has been systemically unstable 

from its independence in 1955 until the split. The 1993 intervention provided the first test in the 

region along the Horn of Africa for the post-Cold War regional strategy. In the search for 

comprehensive agreement that followed, significantly, the IGAD intervention was able to open 

lines of dialogue and communication between the warring security commanders, which was fed 

directly into the political process. Within days, this culminated in a Cessation of Hostilities 

Agreement (CoHA), during a meeting hosted in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. However, several 

fundamental questions remain for us to understand the dynamics of the conflict in Sudan better.  

According to Adam & Beny (2014) it took the intervention of IGAD in Sudan for twelve 

years after Nigeria failed to broker a peace deal in the country. The President of Sudan, Omar El-

Bashir, invited IGAD in September 1993 (at that time it was being referred to as IGADD) to 

intervene so as to resolve the North-South conflict. At an annual summit, Bashir stated that he 

believed IGAD would be neutral “without loopholes through which colonialism could penetrate on 

the pretext of humanitarianism, as stated by Adam and Beny, (2014). The Sudanese government 

felt that IGAD’s intervention would enable the country to approach the crisis in a more sensitive 

manner. 

However, even with the intervention, there still remains more effort to see to it that there is 

positive peace in Sudan.  As much as IGAD played a very important role in enabling the  larger 

Sudan to separate into two nation states, conflict is still being experienced in Sudan, and so there is 
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need to find out what the IGAD did positively to enable the two conflicting parties to come to a 

negotiating table and agree on the way forward, even to the signing of the peace accord in 2005 and 

subsequently enabling South Sudan to separate with Sudan and become a sovereign state, however, 

the researcher is interested in finding out what did IGAD not do, which could be the areas that need 

more attention to eliminate the existing conflict. 

The conflict management entails an engagement by which parties to the conflict are 

encouraged to come together with an aim of finding an amicable solution to the conflict, according 

to Mwagiru (2006). Mwagiru enlightens the understanding of the role that parties in conflict must 

play for purpose of eliminating it, that is, coming together so as to find an amicable solution, he 

does not explain the role of the third party that helps the two parties to come together which is often 

times a very difficult engagement seeing that the parties have not enjoyed friendly ties before.   

According to Shaw and Nyang’oro, (2008), the concept of African solution to the Africa’s 

problems has been embedded in the nature of conflict, where the engagement of regional and sub-

regional organizations has become very instrumental in trying to solve the Africa problems 

particularly in matters related to economic and social well-being. This does not leave out military 

and political engagement.  For example, organizations like the South African Development 

Community (SADC) and the Economic Community of West Africa (ECOWAS), have a strong 

focus on monitoring cease fires as well and economic development, in the West Africa region, 

particularly in Lesotho and Liberia. Shaw, (2008) notes that IGAD has not been left out, although 

its initial mandate was different from what it holds at the present time.  

The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), has been surrounded by various 

engagements since the 1994, although, it was constituted earlier in 1986, when it was referred to as 

IGADD to refer to it as the Intergovernmental Authority on Drought and Desertification, where it 

dealt with issues on drought and desertification within the Horn of Africa, however, from 1993, a 

new script was opened to the same organization to deal with issues on peace and security within the 

same region, that is, the Horn, hence acquiring its new name, IGAD. According to Midlasky (2002) 

The Horn of Africa is this far one of the most susceptible regions in the continent, where some of 

the states have faced total collapse due to the civil war and militarized conflict, for example 

Somalia, the separation of Ethiopia and Eritrea, and the worst being the devastating conflict in the 

larger Sudan pitying the Northern and Southern regions of the Sudan.   

 

The Horn of Africa Conflict Trends and Implications on Security 
In this scenario, the Northern Sudanese people advocate for Islamic state, while the southerners, 

advocate for the Secularism in the Sudan. They also include the people of the Nuba Mountains in 

the South Kordofan, who are in support of secularism. According to Midlasky (2002), the Sudan 

conflict is so diverse in terms of its nature that it has led to what would be described as conflict 

triangulation. It would be difficult to look at it in one dimension, but rather in various dimensions 

to be able to understand it. 

In view of the intrastate conflicts, Okoth and Matanga (2015) argue that the conflict in 

Somalia has had direct security problems in the region and the world. They further state that the 

security problems in Somalia is as a result of poor governance, colonial legacy and zero-sum 

competition among different clans and political elites coupled with external interference, which are 

among other ingredients that lead to the political quagmire in Somalia.  

Cliffe (1999) looks at the diverse conflicts within the Horn of Africa and he notes that Border 

disputes in the HOA have had devastating effects on the population as well as the region in general. 

There have been great cases of human rights violation with the women and children being the most 
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affected.  Cases of forced enslavement have also been reported with children being used as soldiers. 

The disputes have further led to loss of lives through mass murder and genocides.  

Adedeji, (2002) notes that with lack of integration in Africa, conflicts are likely to ensue in 

that there is the aspect of the development of the “we” versus “them” culture which is ignited due 

to some leverage that one group would want to enjoy against the other.  This is not a new 

phenomenon within the Horn of Africa where most of those at the helm have wanted to exclude 

others in the sharing of the national resources where everyone, both small and great should be 

beneficiaries. Swain, (1997) notes that other than the issue of boundaries within the Horn of Africa, 

other issues like the water has been an issue of contention between the countries in the horn, not 

forgetting the issue of the Sudan and Egypt regarding the building of the Jonglei canal which was a 

bone of contention between the south Sudan and Egypt. He further notes, that while this was an 

interstate dispute, the intra-state conflicts have been very detrimental to the population for example 

the Sudan conflict which was largely an intra-state conflict within the larger Sudan.  

Adetula (2004) notes that despite the efforts that have been put in has been put in place by the 

nation’s states within the Horn of Africa to achieve regional cooperation and integration, there are 

several challenges that have hindered the success. Such include civil and political conflicts, land 

and border conflicts with such states such as the Sudan. Both inter and intra state levels, lack of 

democratic governance within individual states leading to poverty, instability and destitute. There 

are major regional initiatives which include the formation of intergovernmental authority on 

development (IGAD), common market for eastern and Sothern Africa (COMESA) and new 

partnership for African development (NEPAD). Although some of this bodies are not primarily set 

within the Horn like IGAD, the states within the Horn have been registered as member states and 

are therefore beneficiaries of these sub-regional bodies, for example COMESA which also covers 

the Southern Africa region while NEPAD serves the larger Africa. 

 

Methodology 

The study adopted two research designs; descriptive and historical research designs. Historical 

research design was useful in this study since it involved examining, understanding and interpreting 

past events and occurrences.  This helped to reach the desired conclusions on the focus of the study 

which was examining the nature of conflict in the horn of Africa, with specific reference to Sudan 

from 1956 to 2015. Descriptive research result into formulation of important principles of 

knowledge and solution to significant problems. Descriptive research design helped facilitate 

collection and examining of facts and attitudes on primary data while maintaining objectivity 

considering that the study had a risk of having subjective opinions from respondents especially on 

the causes of the Sudan conflict. Qualitative and quantitative analysis was employed with 

information from primary and secondary data. 

The study area was the greater Sudan with respondents drawn from Embassies and IGAD 

member states in Kenya, the Kenya ministry of foreign affairs office in Nairobi and the IGAD 

liaison office, considered to offer strategic position in understanding the strategies and functional 

approaches used, beyond having interacted with victims at various levels through providing 

humanitarian aid, as well as victims sharing their experiences with the them. The study subject was 
based on the area identified in the map below. 
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Figure 1: Map of the Border Dispute and Conflict Areas 

Source: www.polgeonow.com 

The main economic activities in these areas are mining, farming and livestock keeping. Other 

minerals in Sudan include chromium ore, copper, iron ore, mica, silver, gold and zinc. It is however 

not just the issue of oil that contributed to war and conflict in Sudan but also other factors stand out 

like religion, culture, historical injustices and lack of equal political representation. 

The target population for this study included diplomats, senior officers in the government 

departments such as the ministry of Kenya Foreign Affairs, the Government of Sudan and South 

Sudan senior officers who are knowledgeable on the issue of the Sudan conflict, the officers from 

the IGAD liaison office, civil society organizations, Sudan and South Sudan ordinary citizens who 

have been eye witnesses of the protracted conflict. The target population comprised of three 

hundred (300) respondents. 

 

Findings 

This section analyses thematic areas on the nature of the Sudan conflict focusing on the causes and 

the dimensions of the conflict. It further provides an in-depth of the analysis of the findings with 

the study target population being 300 but a sample size of 152 respondents which was 51% of the 

target population was reached. According to Abu-bader (2011), 20% of the target population is 

sufficient for sample size.  

 

Socio-demographic Characteristics of respondents 

The study sought to find out the background information of the respondents, their occupation and 

educational level. The respondents were asked to indicate their occupation and educational level to 

ascertain their contribution to the IGAD intervention diplomacy in the management of the conflicts 

in the Horn of Africa with specific reference to Sudan. The key informants were derived from 

respondents who were largely career diplomats, IGAD officials as well as government officials 

http://natoassociation.ca/
http://www.polgeonow.com/
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from the ministry of foreign affairs with over ten years - experience within IGAD and IGAD 

member states. Other respondents were derived from civilians and the civil society who were 

knowledgeable on the Sudan conflict and the role of IGAD in the management of the Sudan 

conflict. 

 

Resource Based Causes of Conflict 

According to the study the largest percentage of the respondents which is 31.7% attributes the 

cause of conflict to be the competition for resources. They argue that conflict arises when the locals 

are excluded from political participation. It should be noted that resources are shared through a 

political process and therefore when they are excluded politically it means that they are also 

sidelined in the resource allocation and benefits as a result, they engage in violence as a strategy of 

voicing their concern. On the other hand, the government invents a ruthless method to silence them 

for example use the military or organize government militias to cause terror and fear to the citizens. 

The respondents explained that before the oil was discovered in a number of areas in the Sudan 

such as the Panthou, there was no war or conflict in that particular place, but with the discovery of 

oil in Panthou, there arose a lot of acrimony between the government of Khartoum and the 

Southerners because the government decided to change the name of Panthou which is a Dinka 

name to Heglig which is Arabic to own the territory. This was however not taken kindly by the 

southerners so they also organized a formidable force against the government. This resulted to the 

escalation of the conflict. 

The respondents explained that economic marginalization was brought about by the resource 

based conflict in that whereas the Khartoum government used the resources for their economic 

gains, for example selling the oil proceeds and used the money to better their lives and those of the 

northerners, the southerners had nothing to show for it, because they were not allowed to access 

these resources and therefore they would not sell anything or generate any income from them 

which would better their lives. The respondents agree with Deng (2006), that resources are a factor 

in fueling conflict in the Sudan, and he also provides an impact that the fight for resources fuels a 

desire for self-determination among the south Sudanese, this causing conflict between the north and 

south. Deng also observes that the fight for resources fuels a desire for self-determination among 

the south Sudanese, but with resistance from the government which is also interested in getting the 

resources from the south to the extent that in the past years, the government of Sudan under the 

regime of Gaafar Nimeiri, sought to change the South Sudan boundaries due to the discovery of oil 

which precipitated more fighting as the SPLM/A resisted the change of the boundaries.  

The study found out that resources were a cause of conflict in Sudan. The resources included; 

oil, chromium ore, copper, iron ore, mica, silver, gold and zinc. Sudan is equally endowed with 

agricultural products like cotton, groundnuts, sorghum, millet, wheat, gum Arabic, sugarcane, 

cassava, papaya and mangoes. According to the study the problems associated with the discovery 

of oil and other natural minerals has followed Sudan just as it has been in other parts of Africa. As 

Deng (2006), notes the Southerners in the Nuba Mountains have been facing persecution from the 

Government in an area which the Sudanese government retained for the region's mineral 

wealth. They said that the Sudanese government's military actions against the Nuba people have 

been labeled ethnic cleansing.  

The use of government sponsored militia has been a means to the end in the attempt to snatch 

the resources from the southern population. This has exacerbated conflict as the southerners feel 

oppressed seeing all the wealth that should be shared by all the Sudanese people only being used in 

the north.  Most of the respondents vividly explained in the questionnaires that: 
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All that wealth was used by the Khartoum government to suppress the southerners with an 

interest of taking the lion share on all the minerals and mineral products in the South.  Hence the 

conflict in the Sudan was largely exacerbated by the many resources in the Sudan particularly in the 

southern part of Sudan which caused the Khartoum government to keep on shifting goal posts when 

it came to the issue of peace talks because they did not want the south to secede from the North. In 

any case, they considered themselves to have larger stakes in the Sudan 

The above quote agrees with Blanchard (2014) who argues that, the discovery of oil in Bentiu 

in the south led to the redrawing of regional boundaries that moved the oil-sites to the North.  This 

created animosity and discontent with the southerners causing the re-eruption of the conflict which 

had been haltered by the 1972 Addis Ababa agreement. Contemporary wars in Africa are also 

characterized by what can be described as a looting economy. Hilde (2011) argues that, in the post-

cold war period, according to Saderson, (1985) mining of diamonds by Jonas Savimbi's UNITA 

movement in Angola and the creation of private commercial alliances in the vast areas of Liberia 

that Charles Taylor controlled before he was elected president in 1997 (so-called Taylorland) are 

prime examples of the new economics of war. 

Elliott. (2012) asserts that some of today's rebel groups have become almost completely 

focused on loot-seeking and are no longer interested even in achieving power in what appears to be 

a military stalemate. Perhaps the best example would be the various militias ('Ninjas’, ‘Zulus' and 

‘Mambas’) that came to prominence in Congo-Brazzaville after 1993. These forces were under the 

control of different political leaders and did have a nominal ethnic identification. However, what is 

particularly notable about them is not that they looted that is common in a large number of 

rebellions but that they looted from members of their own ethnic communities, including their own 

leaders, which is more or less a replica of what has been observed in the Sudan. 

On the other hand, (Nyaba, 2000) argues that even natural resources, as drivers of intrastate 

conflicts must be understood within the context of a deep sense of anger by the rebels at the failure 

of the state to provide economic as well as physical security. In other words, as Nyaba (2000) 

observes, the failure of the state to meet its obligations towards its citizens, a situation partly arising 

from mismanagement of state resources and other public affairs, including corruption, unequal 

development and concentration of power in a few hands may ignite rebellion. 

In conclusion, resources were a cause of conflict in Sudan and as a result, the government of 

Sudan used militias to destabilize the southern population in order to get loot and get a larger stake 

in the country’s resources against the interest of the southerners. For example, a coalition between 

the Umma party of Sadiq el-Mahdi and the DUP party had ruled Sudan since the elections of April 

1986. The government of Sadiq el-Mahdi had come to power with a promise to resolve the 

southern problem, yet the southern problem was winnable militarily (Mamdani, 2010). His strategy 

for achieving this was to employ tribal militias, especially the Marahaleen and Bagara tribesmen. 

These militias used the scorch-earth method, depopulating whole villages in their campaign and 

causing chaos in the South. 

 

Colonial Legacy and Historical Injustices Conflicts 

According to the study the second largest number of respondents which was 19.8% argued that the 

Sudan conflict is as a result of the colonial legacy and historical injustices matted upon the 

southerners by the Khartoum government. According to the respondents, the Khartoum government 

took the advantage of the differential gap that was created by the British people between the north 

and the south. They cited the level of underdevelopment where the Southerners were left in a 

pathetic state after independence and instead of the government narrowing the gap by providing 

equal opportunities to the southerners as much as they did to the northerners, for example 
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encouraging the southerners to take up education as a pathway to alleviate poverty as well as 

providing jobs to them, they made sure that these opportunities would not easily be availed to the 

southerners.  

They further noted that the continuity of colonial ruling methods after independence 

exacerbated the conflict because the Khartoum government, even more than the British colonial 

masters were, ruled the southerners with an iron fist, meaning the southerners did not even 

experience any freedom after 1956 but found it more difficult and considered that what they 

experienced after the departure of the British people was just a change of colonial masters, but not 

freedom.  This did not go well with the southerners who had looked forward to freedom after the 

colonialists had left, so they had to look for a way to get them off the hook of the African Arabs 

rule, which were through protests and rebellion, hence the cause and the heightening of the Sudan 

conflict. 

They explained that the colonial legacy and historical injustice acted as the mastermind 

source of political instability in the Sudan, in that it denied the equal political representation among 

the southerners. While the northerners were well represented both in the lower and the upper house 

through the National congress party, the southerners had no equal representation and even to larger 

extent, did not understand much on the issue of the representation, what they knew was that the 

government would safeguard their interests which was far from reality. With the unequal 

representation came the lack of benefit in the sharing of the opportunities that the government 

provided to the people of the Sudan, meaning the southerners did not become beneficiaries because 

they lacked representatives who could effectively forward their grievances.  In this kind of an 

environment, rebellion was inevitable. This was a recipe for chaos and civil strife resulting into 

civil war due to discontent among the southerners. 

With the rebellion, came the proliferation of small arms and light weapons, because all these 

anti-government groups need weaponry to fight against the suppression of the Khartoum 

government. This has been a great threat to human security and heightened fear among the Sudan 

people and has also fueled the conflict. The militia engagement became an economic gain by other 

means and it continues to be on the increase causing a lot of tension among the citizens because 

you least know when you can be attacked and by who.  

The gap between the north and south was further widened by provision of formal education 

for northerners who went for further studies in Makerere University of East Africa while Arabic 

was to be taught to Southerners at secondary school level and they would proceed to Gordon 

College in Khartoum for post-secondary education. The gap can further be explained by the fact 

that until 1948 there was no secondary that had been opened in the south. The respondents’ view 

largely agrees with Massoud (2013), stating that colonial legacy and historical injustices 

contributed to the Sudan conflict because of the divide and rule from the British imperialists who 

failed to develop the southern Sudan region and even at the point of independence in 1956, the 

southerners were still under oppression even after the they were off the hook of the British 

colonialists. 

While fostering peace between the two regions and ending the slave trade, the British 

reinforced the gulf between the North and the South, a gulf that has extended into the modern 

context Awolich (2014). As a result of the enlarged gulf between the two regions namely the North 

and the South, the lack of equity in the economic and political spheres ensued,  and as such, the 

south continually experienced exclusion from the north, and this stirred the spirit of an alternative 

strategy for inclusion, which included taking weapons against the north and rebellion against the 

government, Ignatieff observed in his book, “where ethnic minorities have been subjected to 
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genuine tyranny, where language and culture have been genuinely suppressed, nationalist uprisings 

are inevitable and justified”. 

According to Salih (2003), in November 1953, an Anglo-Egyptian agreement was signed 

granting self-government to Sudan and promising independence in 1956.  This was a three-year 

transitional period meant to liquidate Condominium rule. The year 1953 also witnessed 

‘Sudanisation’, a programme aimed at filling the posts left by the departing British in the 

administration, police and army.  Out of 800 posts advertised, the Southerners got only four, the 

highest being that of Assistant District Commissioner. The North argued that selection was based 

on merit and most Southerners did not qualify. The South saw Sudanisation as ‘Northernisation’, 

exchanging one master for the other. Consequently, towns like Khartoum, El beid and Berber grew 

up in the North with no corresponding growth in the South according to the Sudan Tribune (2014a). 

Putting it, over time the gap in both economic and political terms continued to ensue between the 

two regions. 

Gavin John & Haines (2015) note that there are other reasons for the ensuing conflict in 

Sudan are more than just the colonial legacy. Among them is the failure by Khartoum to recognize 

the needs of the southerners, especially any other religion and culture, apart from Islam and Arabic 

respectively especially Numery’s implementation of sharia law raised the specter of the rise of 

Arab fundamentalism in Sudan.  

Lieberfeld et. al., (2003) cites that in the initial stages of the war, the Khartoum government 

under Major Abboud, who came to power in 1958, preferred a military solution to the conflict, The 

government believed that its control of state machinery gave it supremacy power over the 

rebellious southerners and that this would result in military defeat of the rebels. However, force 

only intensified southern resistance and motivated them to greater efforts; Khartoum did not 

address the needs of the southerners such as recognition, cultural identity and development.  The 

failure by the government to enact measures to guarantee such needs, which to the southerners were 

non-negotiable, intensified the conflict.  

Raghavan (2013) indicates that infrastructural development in the North triggered economic 

and social development. It led to the growth of towns, expansion of business and gradual rise of a 

merchant class. It also helped create a working class with new technical skills and encouraged the 

development of technical education. 

According to the study, the coming of Ga’afar Numeiry to power in 1969 eventually led to 

the 1972 Addis Ababa Peace Accord between the Southern rebels (Anyanya) and Khartoum as the 

Southern demand for regional autonomy within a united Sudan was finally accepted. According to 

the information from the respondents the study established that the period (1972-1983) was more of 

a truce than an end to the war. The respondents indicated that Nummeiry’s actions had isolated the 

political parties in the north and their followers which were a major constituency and source of 

political support. Several attempted coups against him by the Northerners eventually convinced 

him of the seriousness of the threat, leading to reconciliation in 1977.  An informant (Informant 5) 

was quoted saying: 

  

The discovery of oil in the South increased Nummeiry’s appetite and led to efforts to 

redraw provincial boundaries so that the oil could be in the North, thus allowing him 

unhindered access. It was this stubbornness that led to the formation of the SPLM/A 

under the leadership of John Garang, and the conflict resumed in 1983.” (In-depth 

interview in South Sudan Embassy in Nairobi-Kenya. 7th April 2019) 
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The Southern rebels initially scored several victories against the government forces according to 

Raghavan (2013) expounds that the fear by the northerners that Nummeiry was in support of the 

south caused the war not to come to an end and the persistent wrangles within the north particularly 

by some of the Islamic extremists coupled with an economic downturn led to Numeiry’s downfall 

in April 1985. 

The study findings tended to agree with the fact that colonial legacy and historical injustice 

was a cause of the current protracted conflict in Sudan even though some of the respondents did not 

seem to be comfortable with this. The study findings showed that a transitional government coaxed 

the country back to parliamentary democracy within a year which was more of a colonial 

expectation.  During the third period of parliamentary democracy in Sudan’s history (1986-1989), 

efforts were made to end the war in the South, but once again, the disunity and instability of the 

ruling coalition offset any meaningful gains that could have been made. 

 

Ethnic Based Conflicts 

Ethnicity created parochialism and conflict in Sudan because of the restrictions that were put in 

place by the Khartoum government. The southerners who suffered ethnic segregation from other 

ethnic groupings found it very difficult to belong, taking it into account that there was the problem 

of racial segregation from the north which made the southerners to want to confine themselves in 

the south, however, the southerners began to engage in ethnic segregation which created ethnic 

tensions and civil strives. It became practically impossible to walk freely in the south due to fear of 

ethnic attacks which were very rife between the Dinka and the Nuer. 

The respondents observed that ethnic clashes are serious constrains and a source of threat to 

development. This is because the economic and social structures are easily brought down when 

clashes are on course and forced migration and displacement of the people become the order of the 

day, which was the reality with the southerners hence it was very difficult to build a solid economic 

foundation and therefore, the only means of survival was war and taking up arms against their 

neighbors which was a roadmap to conflict escalation. 

The respondents further noted that there was a lot of fear and mistrust among the southerners 

particularly those of different ethnic affiliation. Often times the women found it difficult to go to 

the wells to fetch water and even collect firewood for fear of attack by their opponents who 

belonged to other ethnic groupings different from them.  On one particular incident which is 

difficult to erase from the minds of the southerners was when the Nuer armed men attacked the 

Dinka in Dinka Bor and killed very many Dinka families and they drove the Dinka cattle away. 

This created a lot of rivalry and civil war between the Dinka and the Nuer. This was strengthened 

by the differences between the leaders of both the Dinka and the Nuer communities which are the 

largest ethnic groups in the south. This ethnic conflict spilled over the larger part of the southern 

Sudan and it was increasingly difficult to stop it.  

The respondents took issue with the militias and the militia engagement which they explained 

in diverse contexts.  First, they explained the long-standing militia engagement between the north 

and the south which was very bloody and it culminated into the separation and the inception of two 

states, namely the Sudan and South Sudan.  Besides, there is the intra-state militia driven conflict in 

the south where the ethnic groups in the south have been fighting endlessly amongst themselves 

which has caused a lot of loss of lives, displacement and a lot of human suffering. The study 

established that according to the Nuer, the Dinkas have contributed to lack of peace in Sudan while 

the Dinka blame the Nuer for taking sides with the government against fellow southerners. The 

Nuer is the ethnic group for Dr. Riek Machar the leader for SLA. The two figures Dr. Riek Machar 

and the president Salvar Kiir are considered as the political leaders by their followers. The two 
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ethnic groups have been in a prolonged conflict accusing each other for betrayal to the government 

of Khartoum. The tension is taken as a confirmation of the fears of the former President Al Bashir 

that Africans in South Sudan cannot rule themselves.  

Further to these responses, according to the interview conducted, the interviewee M1 explained 

that: 

The conflict between the Dinka and the Nuer is not new. It started when the Nuer 

stole the cattle of the Dinka under the leadership of Riek Machar and they poisoned 

one hundred cows. Then there was a retaliatory attack by the Dinka on the Nuer 

which continued for a long time until Riek Machar sought to engage with the 

Khartoum government.  The Khartoum government took advantage over this state of 

affairs in the South and saw it as an avenue to fight and divide the southerners 

further. In fact, the government of Khartoum welcomed Riek Machar to live in 

Khartoum which to the southerners it was an outright betrayal and it has continued 

to cause tensions.” (In-depth interview in South Sudan Embassy in Nairobi-Kenya. 

7th April 2019) [Interviewee M 1] 

 

These views illustrates that, intrastate conflict in Sudan pit a group against a government or rebel 

group versus another rebel group as in the case of South Sudan. The key organizing principle for 

most rebel groups in Africa is the ethnic grouping. 

A second interviewee F1 also explained thus: 

 

There cannot be peace in Sudan if the southerners look at themselves from an ethnic 

standpoint while at the same time the north continues to look down against the 

southerners. This is because the blame game cannot assure peace since the two 

ethnic groupings have influence over the other ethnic groups thus dividing South 

Sudan into two. The division has complicated IGAD’s attempts to mediate for peace. 

However, if the southerners delink from the ethnic enclave and work for peace, 

Sudan will attain sustainable peace. (Formal interview in IGAD liaison office on 

12th May 2019) [Interviewee F 1] 

The primary analysis is in support of Keen (2012), who argues that Sudan conflict was built around 

identity groups living in close proximity which often erupted as expressions of accumulated pain 

with marked emotional and psychological patterns of institutionalized hatred and divisions. In other 

words, direct experience of violent trauma associated with perceived enemies is tied to a history of 

grievance and enmity accumulated over generations. The study found out that the conflict is 

characterized by deep-rooted, intense animosity, fear and severe stereotyping among different 

ethnic communities in the south. 

Madut (2006) explains how communal groups were directly influenced by historical rivalries 

hence using divide and rule for their material and political gain. The communal group that 

suppresses other communal groups causes conflict to erupt because some communal groups feel 

suppressed. This demonstrates a clear case of the Sudan where the southerners were overly 

suppressed by the northerners. 

According to Taddele (2013), the study indicated that ethnic supremacy and the need to 

exclude certain groups from access to state resources and power is therefore the cause of conflict in 

Sudan. This can be compared to the pre-1994 Rwanda where the bone of contention was the 

exclusion of the Tutsi from participation in political affairs and decision making on matters 

affecting them.   
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Religion as a Cause of Conflict 

Religion fueled and sustained conflict in the larger Sudan with Islam as predominant in the north 

and largely favored by the regime in Khartoum. They also identified Christianity in the south and 

on the borderlines between the north and the south. They also noted that there are other groups 

particularly in the south who follow their traditional way of worship. The respondents argue that in 

Sudan, religion has been fused with politics in that Islam was favored and part of Islamic sharia law 

introduced by the Khartoum government to govern the state to the disadvantage of the non-

Muslims while the Muslims used religion for their political gain. This created conflict since sharia 

law was harsh and the Christians as well as traditionalists feel obliged to rebel whereas the 

government wants to enforce sharia therefore creating conflict. 

The respondents argued that religious superiority felt among the Muslim communities made 

them to enslave the non-Muslims from the south. As far back as 1950s, the Arabs and the Arabized 

Islam created fear and tension among the blacks in the Sudan by capturing them as slaves yet they 

did not enslave their fellow Muslims, because they believed that Islam was superior to other 

religious affiliations and would not be subjected to enslavement hence causing religious conflicts in 

Sudan and even largely in the horn of Africa. 

Religion demonstrates that Islam was given leverage over other religious organizations in 

Sudan and therefore there was lack of freedom of worship which led to persecution of non-Islamic 

religious groups. The study noted that religion was used as a shield by them that were professing 

Islam purportedly for economic and political gain as supported by Weidenfeld & Nicolson (2013).  

Taddele (2013) explains religion as being an obstacle to the existence of the southerners 

because the northerners felt superior to the southerners on account of religion and this increased the 

tension between the two groups. The northerners argued that Islam was the only pure religion of 

Allah and anyone who deviated from it was to be exterminated. This could be the explanation on 

why the Numeiry’s consistent violation of the Addis Ababa Agreements and the promulgation of 

Sharia law in 1983 saw the re-eruption of the conflict.  

The study findings indicate that religion was one of the issues that caused conflict to escalate 

by creating major divisions between the north and the south contrary to the believe that religion 

was a symbol of unity. The implication here was that religion became a tool that derailed peace and 

it did not quicken the peace process but became an obstacle to the same. 

 

Quest for Self- Determination a Cause of Conflict in Sudan 

Conflicts ensued due to quest for self-determination. Through various aspects that triggered the 

conflict which included domination largely by the north over the southern territories, taking the 

dimension of socio-cultural, where the south could not freely practice their culture, with constant 

interference between Islam and the Arabic culture over the black Africans. Socially, the north felt 

that they were the elite possessing high qualifications in education and professionalism, where they 

coveted all the jobs in the Sudan at the expense of the southerners. Politically, they extended their 

Arab and Islamic rule which created a culture clash. Religiously, the Islamic north felt superior to 

the southern religious affiliations and hence wanted to pursue the southerners to adopt the same 

which was contrary to the will and interest of the southerners. 

The respondents also highlighted the issue of alienation of rights. The South has been under 

the domination of the North for a very long period even as early as 1956 when Sudan got 

independence and even after. It hence was adopted more or less as universally acceptable within the 

Sudan that South was under the north and so a departure from the traditional status quo could not 

easily be conceptualized by the Khartoum government that had dominated the South Sudan over 

the years.  
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According to IGAD (2002) southerners needed to have self-determination as a safety net 

taking it into account that they had lost trust with the Khartoum government because it had failed to 

honor its promises agreed upon by the same government on the southerners.  The issue on the self-

determination was one of the major issues that were to be mediated upon between the government 

and the SPLM/A and was one of the main components of the declaration of principles that was to 

act as a guide to the negotiations on the Sudan peace process., it included the period within which 

the parties were to work out a legal framework for the agreement and establishment of the 

institutions of governance as was provided in the peace agreement.  

The Sudan conflict had many dimensions characterized by ethnicity, religion, resources, 

colonial legacy and historical injustices. The conflict was found to be internal and it was marked by 

opposition and hostilities which made people not to reach a turning point in perception. As a result 

of this nature of conflict people were unable to communicate with each other, think of a solution 

that could be attractive to the other side as well as themselves. They were also unable to tum the 

zero-sum conflict into a positive-sum solution, and unable to tum from commitment to a winning 

mentality to problem solving and solutions to grievances. 

Akerlund (2005) observes that all internal conflicts contain elements that are protracted and 

often vicious in nature which can be attributed to the belligerent’s irrational motives. Ancient 

hatreds, religious fervor or loyalty to kith and kin may explain w h y some internal conflicts drag 

on even past the stage when it would seem to be in the best interests of the belligerents to cease. 

Incompatible identities and values at the base of most internal conflicts make compromise 

extremely difficult; that is the belligerents are so committed to the ends for which they originally 

took up arms the defense of the homeland, creation of an ethnically pure state, dominance of 

political institutions by their own communal group that the space for negotiations is necessarily 

limited. Structural elements of war-fighting in internal conflicts arrays incentives to continue 

violence and the disincentives for compromise which inhibit negotiations and settlements. 

Adam and Benny (2014) argued that internal conflicts contain some of the following 

elements. First, they are protracted and most times they are meant to inflict pain to the recipients 

although when they spill-over then other people are subjected to the pain that they least understand 

the cause. Often times conflicts are protracted and the reason for which they are fanned are rather 

irrational.  

Several actors fueled the conflict in Sudan. Firstly, the Khartoum government was one of the 

actors that fueled the conflict in the larger Sudan because of fear of losing the resource benefits that 

it had accrued over a very long time in the south through the oppression that it matted upon the 

southerners. The government feared that if the south Sudan became independent, sharing of 

resources between the North and the South particularly the share of oil could be a complicated 

venture, hence the desire for the government to continue fueling the conflict in the Sudan so that 

this would act as an opportunity for it to continue looting the resources in the south.   

The fear of losing the contested areas like the Abyei region made the Khartoum government 

to keep stirring the conflict fearing that with the independence of the south, the southern 

government would reclaim the Abyei area which is a contested front. Cogan (2013) observed that 

the Khartoum government facilitated the civil strife through militia such as the janja weed. Out of 

oppression from the government, the civilians particularly the southerners led by the SPLM/A took 

up arms against the brutality of the government.  All these factors combined contributed to the 

ensuing of the conflict in Sudan.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion the Horn of Africa has witnessed ethnic and border conflicts whose causes can be 

traced from the colonial legacies. However, other causes include competition over resources, 

marginalization of some ethnic groups, power struggles, and prolonged deliberate disregard of 

borders and disagreements over possession or control of land between states. These conflicts are 

often violent resulting to loss of life through genocides, violation of human rights, property 

destruction, displacement and the creation of refugees and IDP, mistrust among communities and 

heightened human insecurity in the HOA.  

 

Recommendations 

From the findings of this study, the causes of the Sudan conflict are diverse, and so it would be 

difficult to look into one cause in isolation. The ethnic diversity particularly among the southern 

communities was a cause of the escalation of the conflict in the Sudan because of the rivalries and 

mistrust that ensued amongst different ethnic affiliations. This was even heightened by the 

differences among their leaders especially the Dinka and the Nuer in the South. It is worth noting 

that, even with the creation of the two states, namely the Sudan and the South Sudan, there is need 

for cohesion to quail ethnic rivalries between in the South Sudan.  

The contribution of religion in the Sudan conflict cannot be underestimated. The South Sudan 

having experienced sporadic attacks from the north, they took up arms to firstly secure themselves 

and advance their national interests. Together with this, they escalated the war to claim legitimacy 

over the territory they occupied. Therefore, there should be fair grounds for access and control of 

resource spaces through free exploitation and benefit from resources that are at their disposal.  

The fear of losing the contested areas like the Abyei region made the Khartoum government 

to keep stirring the conflict fearing that with the independence of the south, the southern 

government would reclaim the Abyei area which is a contested front. The only way to suppress the 

interest of the southerners according to the Khartoum government was to stir and fuel the conflict 

particularly in the South which would make the southerners very unstable and vulnerable and hence 

exploit them socially, economically and politically.  
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