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SUDAN CIVIL WARS (1955-2002) 

Sudan is the largest country in Africa and it is found in the North Eastern part of the 

African Continent. From 1899-1956, Sudan was under the joint colonial rule of the 

Egyptians and the British who had agreed to rule Sudan jointly in the 1899 

Condominium agreement. Egypt took over the North and Britain the South. However, 

in reality it were the British who dominated Sudan’s affairs in that period. This caused 

discontent in the south leading to formation of guerrilla movements which fought for 

autonomy or independence in the South. The two colonial masters began planting 

different policies in the divided country. Egypt introduced Arabism in the North well as 

Britain indoctrinated the South with Christianity. This balkanization was to cause 

future political problems in the country. 

Sudan obtained her Independence in 1956 however, a year before Independence 

(1955) an uprising broke out in the South and though it was suppressed, it signaled 

the outbreak of civil wars. In 1962 a group of southern rebels called the Anyanya 

group or snake poison under the leadership of Joseph Lagu waged war against the 

central government. This marked the second phase in the Sudan civil war and it lasted 

until 1972 

After a short period of peace, the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) of Southern 

Sudan under the leadership of Dr. John Garang waged another civil war which lasted 

until January 2005 when a cease agreement was signed. 

CAUSES OF CIVIL WARS IN SUDAN. 

The failure to include the Southern demands in the constitutional arrangements for 

Independence in 1956. In 1946, Britain rulers of the Sudan had promised a federal 

system of government (separateness in the South) but the Northern leaders and the 

Egyptian government under the influence of Abdel Nassar of Egypt formed a unitary 

government and constitution. The Southerners felt that a unitary system is going to 

keep them under perpetual servitude. Hence the civil war was inevitable. 

Religious fundamentalism and differences: The small Southern elite Christians were 

alarmed at the prospectus of domination by the Northerners Sharia law was 
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introduced and imposed on the Southern Christians e.g. in 1955-1964 General 

abboud  imposed Islamic values on the South, forced all Southerners to throw away 

Christian names. Gerfer Nimeiry also turned the churches into Koramic schools hence 

resentment. 

The slow economic progress in the South, colonialists developed only the North as 

compared to the South educationally, economically and politically. Roads, health 

centers, schools and towns only concentrated in the North after Independence. The 

situation remained the same and the South believed that it was a deliberate move to 

Marginalise them forever.   

The language question/Lingua France, The Khartoum government introduced Arabic 

as the language of education in the South and as a national and official language in 

the 1970s. The Southerners were already used to English. The language factor made 

them suspicious that it was intended to destroy the African culture. 

External influence also affected Sudan’s politics after Independence. During the reign 

of Nimeiry, there was increasing evidence that war was supported militarily and 

financially by Israel and that this support came in partly through Uganda. Israels 

interest was to keep the third largest army in the Arab World busy with an Internal 

civil war. 

Unfavourable distribution of power in government and turbulence in the civil service 

in Sudan. The power monopoly in the north created public suspicion  which called for 

an armed struggle. When the civil service was Sudanised  (handed over to the 

Sudanese from the foreigners) at the time of Independence, 800 expatriates were 

replaced by 794 Northerners and only 6 Southerners. In 1962 the military regime of 

General Abboud (1958-64) also displayed a heavy anti-Southern bias in recruitment 

into the police and the army e.g. between 1959 and 1964, out of a total number of 

cadets recruited to the military college, only four were Southerners. 

The long standing hatred between the North and South. The Sudanese civil wars had 

their roots in the 19th century slave trade which inspired hostility between the Arab-

speaking North and the black African South. Since the 19th Century, the North traded 

the human beings from the South as slaves. With this kind of hatred, the South did 
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not expect benefits from Independence of 1956 hence the desire to seceede from the 

Northern Arab Moslems. 

The colonial administration of the Sudan was characterized by different policies. In 

1895, there was the Anglo-Egyptian condominium (agreement to control state  affairs 

together  or joint administration) Egypt governed the North with direct rule and Britain  

the  South with divide and rule policy (indirect rule). Therefore, the South desired to 

curve off and form an Independent state, which led to civil war. 

Many Northern administrators in the South were corrupt, boastful and openly insulted  

Southerners. They participated in the political sector through forming political parties 

but blocking the Southerners from forming political organizations. This caused an 

armed revolt in the South in August 1955 and many Northern administrators and 

their families were killed. 

The Intervention of the military into Sudan politics, various military regimes since 

1988 emerged with different policies e.g. The military regime of Gen. Abboud (1958-

64). He believed that national unity could be achieved by enforced Arabism. He forced 

Southerners to abandon Christianity and Christian names in favor  of Arab ones, 

ordered the use of Arabic only in administration and in courts, encouraged 

establishment of Koranic schools and expelled all Christian missionaries from the 

South in 1962. 

However, Abboud was overthrown in 1964 and a new civilian government of sayed sir 

el-Khatim el-Khalifa (prime minister) emerged. This government offered some hope of 

peace in the South through a negotiable settlement.He was however replaced by the 

conservative anti-Southerner Muhammad Ahmed Malgoub (1965-1969) whose policy 

was repressive. He encouraged Northern troops to carryout Massacres against 

Southern civilians in July 1965. The failure to end the war in the South led to a 

second military coup in Khartoum in September 1969 and Col. Jaafar al Nimieri came 

to power determined to end the war. 

After the overthrow of general Abboud in 1964, Sir El-Khalifa tried to reconcile the 

Southerners. He called a round table conference in Khartoum in 1965 to work out a 

peace agreement. However, a guerrilla group which had united to form the Anyanya 

(snake poison) organization pledged to fight for complete secession/ independence 
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from the North other than a confederation government as resolved in the conference. 

They abused the ceasefire and war continued. 

The July 1966 government blunders; These ended up worsening the civil wars i.e. The  

Sudan government  under Ahmed Maligoub announced that Sudan was abandoning 

its foreign  policy of Non-alignment in its foreign policy and was adopting an all out 

Arab stand. That the policy of non alignment  was no longer acceptable. That “Sudan 

is a member of the Arab family and as such we openly take the line that is considered 

to be in the best interest of all Arabs”. This was followed by holding the conference of 

all Arab foreign ministers in Khartoum in December 1967. The Southern reaction was 

to develop a secessionist attitude because Sudan’s foreign policy was anti-Southern 

region and this widened the gap between the North and South. 

Ethnic disputes; the Arab communities in the North considered the South as inferior 

and pegan communities. This also created persistent resentment by the southerners 

making the civil wars inevitable. 

The rise of the Anyanya guerilla organization led by Joseph Lagu in the Southern 

Sudan which opened war on the North. 

The rise of the Southern People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) under the leadership of John 

Garang in 1983 . 

Weaknesses of international bodies like the O.A.U/UNO. 

The rise of the Lord’s Resistance Army  (LRA) in Uganda. 

 

EFFECTS OF THE SUDAN CIVIL WAR. 

It contributed to the emergency and increase of refugees in Africa. Many people from 

the South have suffered as refugees in neighboring countries like Uganda, Kenya, 

Zaire, Eritrea and Central African Republic among others. 

There has been great loss of lives as the Northerners embarked on brutal and 

repressive methods of dealing with the rebels in the South. The southern towns of 

Juba and other villages have been diverstated. 
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The civil war led to endless famine in Sudan as the Khartoum government established 

a deliberate policy of destroying crop fields as a way of denying rebels access to food. 

It led to increased Islamic fundamentalism in Sudan as the Northern youth got 

interested in Sharia law to the extent of using guns to enforce it. 

It also brought problems in the interstate relations with the North East African states. 

Countries like Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia were blacklisted by the Sudan 

to be in support of the rebels while countries like Somalia, Morocco, Algeria and 

Tunisia are accused of supporting the Islamic fundamentalist regimes e.g. Northern 

Sudan. 

It led to economic underdevelopment and loss. The country  suffered from budgeting 

deficit. More was spent on importing weapons and generally to finance the war. The 

agricultural sector has also been affected. 

Frequent changes in government through military coups. The Khartoum governemt 

was divided over the method of addressing the southern question; In 1964, Gen. 

Abboud was ousted by Seyyid Sir el-Khalifa who replaced him and was also 

overthrown in 1968 by Ahmed Maligoub. In 1969, General Nimieri came to power but 

was also overthrown by General Umar El-Bashir and the process of military coups 

continued. 

The Sudanese civil war led to the declaration of Southern Independence. Amidst the 

conflict, the Southern Anyanya rebels formed a separate administrative unit with its 

headquarters in Yei district. And by 1989, another Anyanya military government was 

established and headed by Colonel Joseph Lagu. However, this was a shadow 

Independence that was not constitutionally accepted by the Khartoum government. 

Moves and strategies were still in Modification to subotage the southern self styled 

administration. 

The civil war led to the policy of reform in 1971. In order to quell the conflict in the 

South, the provisional government had to adopt reforms e.g. education in the South 

was improved by construction of more primary schools and the pattern of education 

was not to be Arabic oriented as previously. Health services and transport network 

were also constructed to a minimal level. 
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The civil war in Sudan also exposed the spirit of Neo-colonialism and Imperialistic 

interests operating in Africa. Britain, USA, U.S.S.R and Israel became the major 

players in the Sudan’s social, political and economic affairs in Sudan. 

The slow economic emancipation. Where the economy was nearly demolished due to 

sporadic effects on government investments and also disruption of the survival of the 

blacks in the South. 

Led to massive abuse of human rights where there was no freedom of speech, worship, 

association, assembly and raping of women was a common feature in southern Sudan. 

Questions 

1. Why was there a civil war in Sudan after Independence? 

2. Examine the effects of the Sudan civil war. 


