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Introduction
Racial and ethnic profiling, targeted violence, and 
collective punishment are proving to be a common 
feature of both Sudan’s and South Sudan’s current 
wars. This is not merely incidental racism, but rather 
a well-established method for imposing ethnona-
tionalist borders around political communities and 
territory. In effect, the future polities of the two coun-
tries are being built through violence, exploitation 
and displacement, legitimated by narratives centred 
around racial identity and threat.

These practices are expanding the limits of accept-
able violence against those outside the imagined 
polity, thereby justifying displacement and the 
capture of territory; legitimating armed authority 
and material exploitation; and producing reserves 
of desperate, exploitable people. As this briefing 
note will demonstrate, understanding the material 
benefits of racial violence is key to explaining not 
only how Sudanese and South Sudanese ‘elites’ 
garner military labour, but how they take advantage 
of ethnic affiliation and scapegoating to expand their 
economic bases.

1	 R. D. Ntanyoma and H. Hintjens, ‘Expressive violence and the slow genocide of the Banyamulenge of South Kivu’, Ethnicities 22: 3, 
2021. We follow recent theory on racialisation as a sociohistorical process that forms (messy, disputed) racial identifications that can be 
deployed both discursively and for material ends. Race is understood as a historical and social process of classifying global humanity on 
biological grounds. Ethnonationalism is understood as a claim to national membership (or ownership of the nation), delimited to those 
with ostensibly fixed markers of identification on generally racialised grounds: ‘Such as national ancestry, native birth, majority religion, 
dominant racial group membership, or deeply ingrained dominant cultural traits’; B. Bonikowski, ‘Ethno-nationalist populism and the 
mobilization of collective resentment’, The British Journal of Sociology 68: S1, 2017. See also S. Keskinen and R. Andreassen, ‘Developing 
theoretical perspectives on racialisation and migration’, Nordic Journal of Migration Research 7: 2, 2017; following R. Brubaker, ‘Ethnicity, 
race, and nationalism’, Annual Review of Sociology 35: 1, 2009.

Expanding the boundaries 
of acceptable violence
Wars offer belligerents an opportunity to redefine 
and dehumanise their opponents, thereby extending 
the boundaries of socially justifiable violence.1 This 
troubling dynamic is very much apparent in both 
Sudan and South Sudan.

Sudan

Since Sudan’s civil war broke out in April 2023, both 
the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the Rapid 
Support Forces (RSF), together with their respective 
allies, have justified the struggle as an existential 
battle fought on behalf of their respective political 
and ethnic communities.

The SAF argues that RSF leader Mohamed Hamdan 
Dagalo (known as ‘Hemedti’) carried out a military 
coup aimed at ‘colonising’ the entirety of Sudan with 
and for the RSF’s tribal constituencies in the Sahel 
region – with military and logistical support from 
the United Arab Emirates – promoting an ideology 
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that frames Arab Sahelian ethnic groups as having a 
rightful claim to ‘liberate’ Sudan. Consequently, the 
SAF asserts that it is defending the country against a 
colonial-settler project pursued by non-Sudanese out-
siders. Put another way, it is ‘liberating’ the country 
from Janjaweed2 occupation. In order to reinforce its 
claims of invasive foreign forces, the SAF has revived 
a prominent political slogan employed by Sudan’s 
colonial independence movement: ‘liberation, not 
reconstruction’.3 

In January 2025, having recaptured the states of 
Gezira, Khartoum and Sennar, the SAF and its allied 
forces arrested, killed, tortured and/or deported 
numerous people suspected of RSF collaboration, 
deploying the above narrative as justification.4 
Many of these arrests relied on racial identification 
through physical appearance, dialect, or place of 
birth as listed on an individual’s passport, giving 
rise to the so-called ‘Alien Faces’ law – an unwritten 
policy widely enforced by the SAF and its affiliates. 
Effectively, the state of emergency imposed at the 
war’s outset has empowered authorities to detain 
anyone suspected of crimes relating to said state of 
emergency.

The RSF and its allies have employed similar strate-
gies of ethnically targeted violence and displacement 
in areas under their control. The RSF-backed govern-
ment in West Darfur has instituted forced displace-
ment policies targeting landowners from the Masalit 
tribe, with both residential and agricultural lands 
seized. This process intensified in the wake of the 
SAF recapturing Khartoum and Gezira states, which 
prompted the return of many families of RSF soldiers. 

According to the RSF narrative, the northern Nile elite 
– embodied by the SAF leadership – has controlled 
the state apparatus since 1956, economically mar-
ginalising the rest of the country while imposing a 

2	 The common name for the Arab Darfuri militia groups formed and funded in the 1980s by the al-Beshir government as counter-insurgency 
paramilitaries, and within which many RSF commanders gained initial prominence.

3	 This slogan was championed by political forces that, despite actively negotiating independence with the British administration, lacked a 
comprehensive national program for decolonisation and development.

4	 See ‘South Sudan summons Sudanese envoy over alleged abuses in Wad Madani’, Sudan Tribune, 15 January 2025; and this video posted 
on Instagram (it does not show the murders).

5	 Evidence suggests that the RSF has benefited from substantial foreign backing, particularly from the United Arab Emirates: D. Walsh, C. 
Koettl and E. Schmitt, ‘Talking peace in Sudan, the U.A.E. secretly fuels the fight’, The New York Times, 29 September 2023.

6	 Video available here. RSF leader Hemedti also made a public statement speaking ‘on behalf of the true Sudanese people—not the 
privileged class, but those who share your struggles and understand your pain. The ones who resemble you, just as you resemble them’.

7	 S. M. E. Musa, Hawks and doves in Sudan’s armed conflict: Al-Hakkamat Baggara women of Darfur (Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer, 
2018); for an example of the singing, see this video.

8	 L. Metsola, ‘Liberation autochthony: Namibian veteran politics and African citizenship claims’, Conflict and Society 5: 1, 2019.

9	 In asserting their rights to state power, SPLM card-holders and liberation heroes have consistently complained of ‘infiltration’ by ‘former 
terminators’ into the SPLM ‘blood’. See comments at ‘Senior SPLM members press conference over party crisis’, 6 December 2013.

homogenising Arab and Islamic national identity. 
Thus, the RSF has been forced to take up arms on 
behalf of the oppressed. Only by doing so will it be 
able to dismantle the ‘1956 state’ and build a demo-
cratic Sudanese state free from the lingering stain of 
the now-deposed National Congress Party.

The RSF have played on this rationale to recruit along 
ethnic and ideological lines, actively encouraging 
young men from Arab communities in the African 
Sahel to join their ranks.5 Despite the RSF’s own eth-
nically-motivated crimes, its public rhetoric continues 
to be rooted in claims to represent those who have 
historically been marginalised and exploited. This 
is summed up in a video where an RSF soldier is 
responding to the January 2025 Gezira massacre:

We are sorry for the massacres committed by the 
Al-Falul Kizan army, though it’s not new to them… 
our people in South Sudan know very well what 
the Sudanese army did to them, until they separat-
ed and took a genuine part of us from the Suda-
nese people… We are the poor.6 

Ethnonationalist leadership and the redefining of 
acceptable violence is also socialised from below, 
with, for example, Hakkamat (female poets and 
singers) from the Arab communities of Darfur and 
Kordofan glorifying the RSF through song.7 

South Sudan

In South Sudan, too, political authority is heavily reli-
ant on claims about ‘liberating’ the people from out-
siders.8 This rhetoric is used to justify the deployment 
of state power (and government contracts) against a 
racialised ‘outsider elite’ of Sudan-aligned opponents 
labelled ‘Khartoumers’, ‘returnees’ or ‘visitors’.9 Such 
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claims are increasingly being expressed in ethnon-
ationalist terms. While this is perhaps most evident 
among the Dinka –the largest supra-ethnic group 
in South Sudan, constituted by multiple sub-groups 
and clans – nationalists from other ethnic groups 
have also made similar assertions. For instance, 
former vice president Wani Igga, in his February 
2025 swearing-in speech as the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement (SPLM)’s secretary general, 
spotlighted his mobilisation of 20,000 young men 
who fought in the liberation struggle. In doing so, he 
aimed to refute the notion that Central Equatoria (his 
region) and its ethnic groups had contributed less 
than others, thereby staking his claim to leadership 
succession after current South Sudanese President 
Salva Kiir.10 

Since 2014, this language of ethnicity-linked libera-
tion credit or treachery has helped drive the growth 
of separatist movements within the large Nuer 
supra-ethnic group.11 Other regional ethno-exclu-
sionary political entities have also found renewed 
impetus amid the ongoing South Sudanese civil 
war; the 2022 restoration of the eighteenth century 
Azande Kingdom as Ringara Zande (Zandeland) is a 
prominent example. This purportedly single ethnic 
polity – lobbied for since the 2010s by governors 
of Western Equatoria state and key players in the 
Avongara clan – reworks a dispersed empire of 
associated kingdoms that existed some 120 years 
ago.12 

Moreover, mirroring its northern neighbour, it has 
become commonplace in South Sudan for songs to 
be sung lauding ahistorical ethnonationalist visions 
of political community.13 

In sum, a substantial shift has occurred in Sudan 
and South Sudan over recent years, with competing, 
violence-inflected ethnonationalist claims becom-
ing increasingly embedded at both an elite and 
community level. The longer this trend continues 
unchallenged, the harder it will be to mitigate the 

10	 Speech by former vice president General James Wani at his swearing-in as SPLM secretary general, Juba, 25 February 2025.

11	 Speech by White Army commander, Late Tor Gile, Nasir, Upper Nile, 3 March 2025.

12	 It should be noted that not all the Azande peoples – who are spread across the Central African Republic and Democratic Republic of 
Congo borders and are therefore politically and socially differentiated – are participating in this revived kingdom. I. W. Hillary, ‘“This 
kingdom will not be like the kingdom(s) in the era of Gbudue”: on the rebirth of the Azande Kingdom’, HAU: Journal of Ethnographic 
Theory 14: 3, 2024, p. 612.

13	 N. Pendle, ‘Contesting the militarization of the places where they met: The landscapes of the Western Nuer and Dinka (South Sudan)’, 
Journal of Eastern African Studies 11: 1, 2017; S. J. Bishop, ‘‘‘The war songs continue ’til they find peace”: music and the politics of death on 
the Ethio-South Sudanese border’, Ethnomusicology 68: 1, 2024, pp. 52–74; for an example, see the video of the song ‘Kiir must stay’ by 
Bilpam Akech.

14	 The 1970 Unregistered Lands Act legalised such dispossession by abolishing customary rights and declaring unregistered land to be 
state property. Subsequent laws, including the 1976 Agricultural Investment Development Act and the 1999 Investment Promotion Act, 
enabled the large-scale leasing of land to domestic elites and foreign investors, marginalising traditional farming and nomadic systems.

inter-ethnic conflict it promotes. Here, it is important 
to note that the promotion of hardline ethnic narra-
tives is not merely ideological – rather, its primary 
impetus stems from the pursuit of material advan-
tages, to which we now turn.

The material benefits of 
ethnic narratives
Ethnic violence opens the door to a variety of 
material benefits, from gaining monopoly ownership 
of land and wealth, to determining who is denied 
rights, thereby ensuring they can be exploited 
as disposable labour. In Sudan and South Sudan, 
patterns of resource distribution have long been 
shaped by the hierarchical relationship between 
peripheral communities and the elites controlling the 
central state, which has inevitably privileged certain 
ethnic groups over others. It is this dynamic, and 
the unequal material benefits it bestows, that has 
laid the groundwork for the current intensification of 
ethnic rivalries.

Redefining exploitable territory

Ethnonationalist border-making not only provides 
direct opportunities for accumulation, but offers a 
means of defending monopolies and wealth through 
the mobilisation of radicalised forces. Extractive 
economies in particular – from gum Arabic har-
vesting and fishing to gold mining and hardwood 
logging – are both integral to and shaped by these 
bounded racial geographies.

Ever since the 1970s, the political authorities in 
Sudan and South Sudan (both pre- and post-inde-
pendence) have sought to privatise and enclose 
land, creating dispossessed and indebted labour 
reserves.14 The legacy of this is an ever more 
entrenched securitisation and displacement econ-
omy. The RSF – formed from militias that occupied 
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17531055.2017.1288408
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjQJvAQ1QJ8
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non-Arab Masalit farmlands in Darfur in the 2000s 
– is itself a product of this trend, as evidenced by 
the following account of the Darfur genocide by a 
Masalit chief:

First we were forced from our villages to IDP 
[internally displaced person] camps, then from 
IDP camps to gathering sites… and finally from 
gathering sites to refugee camps. It’s a project 
that’s been planned for a long time, and now they 
are implementing it and taking our land.15 

Meanwhile, the SAF has exploited the current war to 
clear informal settlements in areas under its control 
in Khartoum, Gezira and River Nile states, which 
have traditionally been inhabited by communities 
from Darfur and Kordofan. One such example is the 
January 2025 attacks by SAF-aligned militias on 
Gezira’s migrant labourer camps, which represented 
a concerted attempt at land seizure.16

In South Sudan, the sustained economic collapse 
experienced since 2013 has intensified exclusionary 
practices within the country’s valuable fish trade, 
with rivers divided on ethnic lines and taxed accord-
ingly. Jonglei’s governor recently went as far as 
attempting to expel all ‘foreigners’ from the fishery 
industry, claiming it as a local monopoly for the 
Dinka Bor. In such circumstances, the weaponising 
of ethnic identity is an invaluable tool for powerful 
actors looking to build and justify economic monop-
olies.

Redefining exploitable people

Ethnonationalist political projects also legitimate the 
exploitation of a poor migrant labour force gener-
ated by displacement, systemic underdevelopment 
and war. For instance, many indigenous residents 
of Gezira in Sudan, who claim rights over land and 
enjoy legal residence, profit from exorbitant interest 
rates charged on loans made to such workers.

In both Sudan and South Sudan, those from the 
urban professional and rentier middle classes often 
lay claim to ethnic inclusivity and liberal politics 
(‘We are all South Sudanese’; ‘We are all Darfuri’). 
In reality, their economic interests – in the form of 
cheap labour markets, rent and import systems – 
are facilitated by exploitative rural production and 

15	 J. Tubiana and J. Craze, ‘Darfur: the new massacres‘, The New York Review, 10 February 2024.

16	 ‘From liberation to persecution: Sudan’s army recapture of Al-Jazeera State’, Ayin Network, 26 February 2025.

a migrant workforce that is the product of violent, 
ethnically-defined border-making.

The net result is that the wealthy reside in urbanised 
zones of civility, protected by zones of (violent) 
depopulation, while living off funds generated 
by zones of containment and labour exploitation. 
This undergirding of the two countries’ economies 
and societies means any attempt at challenging 
ethnonationalist narratives will inevitably face stiff 
resistance.

Implications
Contrary to what some may assume, what we are 
currently witnessing in Sudan and South Sudan 
is not the culmination of a long process of state 
‘collapse’. Rather, it is the ongoing construction of 
political order through ethnonationalist narratives 
designed to secure – using violence if necessary – 
economic and political benefits.

The entrenchment of such narratives, which rely 
on delegitimising the ‘other’, has both fed into and 
been normalised by the twenty-first century wars 
experienced by the two countries. This raises a 
number of profound implications for anyone seek-
ing to understand how these dynamics will play 
out in practice, and by extension what responses 
are needed to mitigate the risks posed by ethnic 
violence and widespread economic exploitation.

Ethnonationalist polities and the 
politics of abandonment
Successive regimes and armed agents in both 
Sudan and South Sudan have chosen to employ 
ethnic violence as an economic and political tool 
of governance. The centrality of such methods to 
current political projects is already evident in terms 
of the envisaged borders being drawn around 
ethnonationalist polities. Here, the creation of 
parallel governments by warring parties – such as 
those in Port Sudan and Nyala – blurs the bounda-
ries of legitimacy and territorial control, complicates 
negotiation efforts, and reinforces patterns of violent 
governance and exclusion.

More generally, violent border-making based on 
ethnicity continues to shape everyday life in the two 
countries, determining who gets displaced, who can 

https://www.nybooks.com/online/2024/02/10/darfur-the-new-massacres/
https://3ayin.com/en/al-jazeera-11/
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access wealth or humanitarian aid, and who benefits 
from increasingly privatised services.

Thus, in getting to grips with the region’s ‘politics of 
abandonment’, policymakers and observers must 
reflect not only on local vulnerabilities, but how 
these interact with broader crises in enforcing inter-
national law regarding human rights, war crimes, 
and state accountability frameworks.

Exploited labour reserves and the 
dangers of elite political settlements
The armed authorities in both Sudan and South 
Sudan are reliant on labour provided by those 
considered ethnic ‘outsiders’. Since the 2000s, 
deglobalisation, climate disasters, and state and 
aid retrenchment have further incentivised ethnic 
violence, political exclusion, displacement and 
controlled movement. These dynamics intersect 
to constrain access to economic goods, produce 
a desperate labour pool, and justify ever-narrower 
monopolies on wealth and power.

A political settlement rooted in such a violent, 
exploitative economic model is unlikely to lead to 
a peaceful future polity. As such, when looking to 
mediate between conflictual parties, policymakers 
must remain keenly aware of who is and is not likely 
to benefit from what is being proposed.

The importance of community 
negotiation
State policies in both Sudan and South Sudan 
have consistently eroded the customary mecha-
nisms developed by marginalised communities, 
including those for managing resources with their 
neighbours.17  Even so, such communities should 
not be regarded as passive victims of war and state 
violence. Rather, in the face of ongoing conflicts, 
they have become hotbeds of social and political 
change, innovating and negotiating within increas-
ingly constrained spaces.

Recognising this agency is critical to understanding 
how future political communities may take shape, 
and offers a potential avenue by which external par-
ties can offer support in ways that do not reinforce 
ethnonationalist dynamics.

17	 Yousif Suliman Saeed Takana, Darfur: struggle of power and resources, 1650–2002: an institutional perspective (Bergen: Chr. Michelsen 
Institute, 2016), p. 133.
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