Coding Notes: Sudan ’56-‘89

These coding notes are based on John Amoda’s narrative for Sudan ’56-89 in this website and the discussion on Coding Procedure, also in this website.

Background

Sudan had been in a state of civil war since its independence in 1956. The civil conflict in Sudan that took place between 1983 and 1989 is to be understood as one relatively short episode embedded in a longer episode (1956-1983) which has its roots in the colonial era – in which Egypt and Britain successively ruled the country (1825-1885 and 1885-1956). Under Egyptian rule, Northern Sudan – the closer region of the country to Egypt’s frontiers – had been islamized, while the South, “posing no political threat to Egypt”, was converted into a slave-providing region for the Arab world; and, as a result, the Southern Sudanese adopted Christianity as a “culture of resistance to Arab Slave System” (Narrative, p. 1). Under British rule (1885-1956), divisions between Northern and Southern Sudan deepened more, as colonial administrators created a country made up of two historically antagonistic regions which did not share the same religion or cultural practices. They encouraged Southern Sudan to unseat Arab officials, Christian missionaries to take care of education and social services, and tribal chiefs to occupy local authority positions, while the North kept unchanged its Islamist profile. The author particularly emphasizes the religious and cultural dimensions of the civil war in Sudan. He may underassess the importance of economic resources factors in this continuing conflict: the discovery of oil reserves in Southern Sudan in 1978, disputes and rivalries between political factions for its control, and, since this discovery, the government’s superior capacity for sustaining war efforts against Southern Sudanese factions.

Our graph essentially profiles the conflict in Sudan between 1956 and 1989 as made up of two main episodes (1956-1969 and 1983-1989). Civil war resumed in 1983, achieving “full-blast” violence in 1989 (year at which the narrative ends). This developments has been drawn as related to Nimieri’s undertaking of islamization policies in 1983 (Episode 2: Phase 2 and Phase 4 from opposition’s perspective) as well as to Bashir’s coup d’état in 1989 (Episode 2: Phase 2 and Phase 3 From government’s perspective). 

Episode 1: From Independence to Regime Crisis (1956-1969)

(Escalation 2-4-5) 

The contemporary conflict in Sudan initiates in 1956 in a crisis phase when the newly independent state was “born divided” into Northern and Southern Sudanese parties (Narrative, p. 2) (Phase 2: Crisis). The country underwent civil war starting in 1962 as the Northern Sudanese aimed at unifying the country against Southern secessionists, Southerners interpreted the conflict as a war for securing themselves from the Northern region’s ruling class, which had enslaved its population during colonial rule (Phase 4: Massive violence). Colonel Nimieri in 1969, supported by Sudan’s communists, opened an era of relative stability over the next decade, where Nimieri succeeded in isolating Northern Islamic Nationalists forces and negotiating an agreement for Southern autonomy (Phase 5: Abatement).  

Episode 2: From Islamization to civil war (1983-1989)

(Escalation 2-3/4-4) 

(Opposition’s Perspective: 2-4-4) In 1983, as Nimieri’s secular support went weakening, he sought the support of Islamist groups, released one of their main leaders held in jail since 1969, and re-imposed the Sharia in a 1983 decree (Narrative, p. 2) (Phase 2: Crisis). The coders understand Nimieri’s islamization policies promoted in 1983 as significant triggers for the conflict’s reaching massive violence levels between 1983 and 1989. Southern army units, involving the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), rebelled against the decree and civil war resumed in 1983 (Phase 4: Massive Violence). 

(Government’s Perspective: 2-3-4) From the government’s perspective, the period between 1983 and 1989 was reported as unrest, or Limited Violence (Phase 3), rather than civil war (Phase 4: Massive Violence). Full-blown civil war would have only resumed after the 1989 coup d’état placing Colonel Umar Bashir at the head of the Sudanese state. With Bashir’s government, Islamist rule gained ground. Bashir presented his government as moderate and willing to establish a democratic political system based on the principles of Islam while contemplating regular elections. However, the Bashir’s government liberal interpretation of Islam failed to produce consensus among more fundamentalists groups. And active resistence by non-Islamists with the Southern Sudanese population, divided into distinct warrior factions, fought against the North, but also among themselves. At this point of the conflict’s narrative (1989), both perspectives are converging toward a single interpretation: the stage of “Full-blown civil war” is recognized by all parties (Phase 4: Massive Violence). 

As of March 2002, estimations provided through public information sources as Keesing’s Record (October 1999; March 2002, April 2002) are that more than two millions victims have died since 1983. Important new developments occurring after 1989 are that President Umar Al-Bashir was elected by popular ballot for a five year period in 1999. In December 1999, he dissolved the Assembly, announcing a state of emergency. Bashir also turned his back on Hasan-Al Turabi -- the main ideologue of Sudan’s Islamist government-- by arresting members of his party, and re-assessed his willingness to lead a moderately Islamist state. Also, Sudan started exporting oil in 1999. From the opposition’s perspective, control over oil  has since helped Khartoum’s Muslim government gain resources for sustaining war efforts against the Southern Sudanese factions. International actors, non-governmental peace organizations and neighboring governments have also recently attempted intermediating the conflict, while the UN Security Council imposed sanctions on Sudan in 1996, involving mainly a ban on diplomatic travel. The U.S has placed Sudan on its black list of terrorists countries in November 2001. In January 2002, the Sudanese government and the SPLA signed a landmark ceasefire agreement for a (renewable) six-months.

