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The victories – and continuing struggles – of women in Sudan

One of the most popular images from Sudan’s protests that led to the overthrow of Omar
al-Bashir is that of Alaa Salah – a young, female university student. The image of her
speaking to a crowd highlighted the presence and role women had in the uprising. [1]
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Salah – a young, female university student. The image of her speaking to a crowd highlighted the presence and role
women had in the uprising. [2]

While the video challenged narratives prevalent in global media – which sometimes portray African and Muslim
women as victims who lack agency – Alaa Salah’s courage is but an extension of the roles that women have played
throughout Sudan’s history.

Warrior queens and queen mothers had crucial power in Sudan’s ancient kingdom of Kush and its metropolis, Meroe
(circa 1069 BCE to 350 CE). [3] Women, like the poet Mihera Bit Abboud, mobilised men against the Turko-Egyptian
colonial invasion of Sudan in the 1920s and Anglo-Egyptian rule in the 1950s. [4]

Women were also major actors in the opposition to Bashir’s regime throughout its 30 years of rule, which began
when he led a military coup against a democratically elected government in 1989. This resistance was not unusual
given the regime’s discrimination against women, in both law and practice. [5] This included the use of rape in war
and also violence against women activists in youth movements. [6]

Both locally and abroad, Sudanese women led organisations to help women challenge human rights violations, build
leadership skills, protest and mobilise. [7] For example, when Bashir’s government imposed austerity measures in
2013 and 2016 – causing the prices of basic commodities and medicines to soar – women mobilised civil
disobedience. [8]

There were hopes that the overthrow of Bashir would lead to change in the situation of women. But there are now
worries under the Transitional Military Council, which assumed power and has since violently suppressed protesters.
[9] The council has created an atmosphere where it is difficult to advocate for broader participation for women,
commitment to women’s human rights, or gender equality.

These become less of a priority as the situation worsens.

Lessons - good and bad
Sudan must learn from the experiences of neighbouring countries. Take Egypt. The transition to civilian rule,
following the Arab Spring in 2011, was accompanied by a backlash in women’s human rights and a rise in sexual
violence and harassment. [10]

I started teaching about the Uprisings in North Africa (Arab Spring) as the protests were unfolding. As with Sudan,
women played a key role in the 2010 and 2011 protests. Initially, Egyptian feminists described Tahrir Square, where
Egyptians camped, as a “utopia” where sexual harassment against women in public spaces, for example,
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disappeared. [11] Unfortunately, women later faced various forms of sexual violence and harassment in the streets.
The government also attacked women’s organisations. [12]

Leaders in Egypt’s women’s movement continue to face arrest and detainment. The director of Nazra for women’s
studies, Mozan Hassan, was unable to travel to New York to attend the United Nations’ Commission on the Status of
Women this year because of a government-imposed travel ban.

It is possible, however, to also learn from partial successes in post-conflict countries on the continent. These include
Rwanda and Liberia.

Rwanda has one of the highest number of women legislators in the world. The country has also introduced several
laws that promote women’s rights. [13]

In Liberia, a broad and vibrant women’s peace movement played a key role in resisting the oppressive government of
Charles Taylor. [14] This ended war and paved the way for Liberia to elect the first woman president in an African
country. Former president Ellen J Sirleaf introduced important laws and policies to safeguard women’s rights during
her presidency.

The way forward
As Sudan mourns for those who have lost their lives in recent crackdowns and massacres, there is an urgent need
for immediate action – in the form of independent investigations – against human rights violations. [15] These are
crucial for accountability.

Looking to the future, as I argue in my book “Gender, Race, and Sudan’s Exile Politics: Do We All Belong to this
Country?”, Sudan needs to build a strong and independent women’s movement that reflects the diverse priorities,
realities, and visions of Sudanese women. [16]

And as the country looks to a possible transition, the ruling transitional council must hand power over to a civilian-led
government with at least 40% representation of women. It is crucial to ensure that women have meaningful
participation at all levels, and that commitments to gender equality and women’s human rights permeate
constitutional, legal and policy reform.

The Conversation

PS:

If you like this article or have found it useful, please consider donating towards the work of International Viewpoint. Simply follow this link: Donate

then enter an amount of your choice. One-off donations are very welcome. But regular donations by standing order are also vital to our continuing

functioning. See the last paragraph of this article for our bank account details and take out a standing order. Thanks.

[1] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bj81G9u0Cho&feature=youtu.be.

[2] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bj81G9u0Cho&feature=youtu.be.
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[3] http://africanhistory.yolasite.com/resources/Nubian%20Queens.pdf.

[4] 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=WAs7lGNkVBkC&pg=PA294&lpg=PA294&dq=mihera+Sudan&source=bl&ots=cK4KsE01SM&sig=ACfU3U1

7-XafQmXpY9NRytfR4kyrIsCXeQ&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=mihera%20Sudan&f=false.

[5] https://www.peaceinsight.org/conflicts/sudan/peacebuilding-organisations/no-to-womens-oppression-initiative/.

[6] https://www.msf.org/crushing-burden-rape-sexual-violence-darfur https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4qMQ22lLoCY.

[7] https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781498500517/Gender-Race-and-Sudan%27s-Exile-Politics-Do-We-All-Belong-to-This-Country.

[8] 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/african-studies-review/article/sudanese-womens-groups-on-facebook-and-civildisobedience-nairat-or-thai

ratradiant-or-revolutionary/BC66DCA737353C5C6BB9154279E2A50A.

[9] https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/06/sudan-violence-40-bodies-pulled-nile-190605180916444.html.

[10] https://www.nazra.org/en/2012/06/testimonies-recent-sexual-assaults-tahrir-square-vicinity.

[11] https://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/egypt-protests-sexual-harrassment-women-drops-witnesses/story?id=12804636.

[12] https://www.nazra.org/en/2012/06/testimonies-recent-sexual-assaults-tahrir-square-vicinity.

[13] http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2018/8/feature-rwanda-women-in-parliament.

[14] https://theconversation.com/how-women-bring-about-peace-and-change-in-liberia-86670.

[15] https://www.scmp.com/news/world/africa/article/3012974/bloody-massacre-sudan-security-forces-crush-pro-democracy-camp.

[16] 

https://www.amazon.com/Gender-Race-Sudans-Exile-Politics-ebook-dp-B011ND7QVI/dp/B011ND7QVI/ref=mt_kindle?_encoding=UTF8&me=&qi

d=.
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