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ABSTRACT

Charting New Directions: Reflections on Women’s Political Activism in Sudan

In recent years, women’s lives in Sudan have been affected not only by the general
political and economic decline, civil war and displacement created by years of
dictatorship, but also by the violent ideological offensive directed at them by state-
sponsored Islamic fundamentalism. Calls for a return to traditional Muslim and family
values accompanied the seizure of power by the National [slamic Front in 1989. Northern
Sudanese women were io revert to their roles as guardians of the faith, family and

morality. Many of the gains of the previous years such as family benefits, labour and civil
rights were revoked.

A pattern of loss of status has affected women at the same time that complex and multiple
“woman” identities are emerging. [t is in this context that Sudanese women are building
on old and new traditions of social organisation and feminist mobilisation to protest legal
and constitutional arrangements intended to control and keep them in subordinate

positions, are initiating dialogue, and are developing channels that are critical to societal
renewal and democratic change.

The present conjuncture in which Sudanese women’s changing consciousness about their
status is unfolding contrasts markedly with the decline in their confidence in the
organised women’s movement. The author’s personal struggle with issues of women'’s
activism in earlier days and today is reflected in this exciting and challenging “transition”
where the boundaries between feminist and non-feminist groups are increasingly shifting.

Reflecting on this experience, its implications in challenging prevailing gender
arrangements in Sudan, and in developing a secular democratic feminist vision is the
central aim of this study. The study attempts to problematise and to identify some
theoretical insights gained from Sudanese women’s feminist tradition and practice, and to
engage in both a personal and political inquiry into its present dynamics. Particular
emphasis is devoted to aspects of feminist debates that are relevant to theorisation about
Sudanese women’s strategies to further their grip on agency and autonomy.
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Brief Chronology of Political Events

1821: Turco-Egyptian conquest of Sudan led to collapse of ancient
Sudanese Sultanates and independent states.

1885: The Mahdist Revolution (an indigenous religious-political
movement) brings an end to Turco-Egyptian rule.

1898: Britain and Egypt overthrow the Mahdist forces and establish an
Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, a joint colonialism, over Sudan.

1920-1930: Beginnings of anti-imperialist resistance and emergence of
the national liberation struggle.

1930-1940: Colonial state implements a policy of “closed districts”

(known as “Southern Policy”), separating Northern and Southern
Sudan.

1938: Formation of the Graduates’ General Congress. In 1942, the GGC
presents memorandum to Condominium powers demanding self-
determination for Sudan, abolition of divide and rule policy and
“Sudanisation” of civil service and army.

1943-1945: Formation of first political parties in North Sudan.

1946: Reversal of “Southern Policy”.

1947: At “Juba Conference” convened by colonial government,
Southern Sudanese leaders accept principle of unification of South and
North Sudan. However, issues of power-sharing and regional
development remain unresolved.

1948: Legislative Assembly elected representing North and South
Sudan.



1953: Condominium powers agree on a three-year transition period
from colonial rule to self-government. Elections for House of
Representatives held same year. Women graduates of secondary schools
obtain right to vote.

1955: Mutiny in Torit garrison in South Sudan’s Equatoria Province
attests to profound grievances across North-south divide, and ignites
first civil war.

1956: Sudan’s formal political independence is proclaimed on 1* of
January.

1958: Military takeover by Army High Command ousts parliamentary
democracy, dissolves political parties, institutes state of emergency,
escalates civil war.

1964: Popular discontent and opposition to war leads to general strike
and brings down military regime - “October Uprising”.

1965: Transitional civilian government formed, parliamentary elections
held, civil liberties restored. All women granted right to vote and stand
for election. “Round Table Conference” on “Southern Problem”
attempted but failed to institute peace-building confidence among
political elites. General elections are held in 1968.

1969-198S: Second military takeover (“May Regime”) by young army
officers. Regime establishes one-party rule, promulgates “Permanent
Constitution”, grants regional autonomy to Southern region. In 1983,
however, the South is re-divided into three regions and its regional
government abolished. In September 1983, having reconciled with the
extremist Muslim Brotherhood movement, the regime imposed strict
“sharia” laws throughout the country. Civil war resumes and mounting
opposition in the North while the western and eastern regions are in the
grips of severe famine.

1985-1989: March-April popular uprising led by a broad alliance of
professional trade unions, political parties, students, youth and women’s
organisations leads to the overthrow of the “May Regime”.
Parliamentary elections held in 1986. From 1986-1989, Trade Union
Alliance pursues dialogue with Southern People’s Liberation



Mouvement/Army (SPLM/A). Principles agreed upon are a “freeze” on
“sharia”, a ceasefire, lifting of the state of emergency Agreements
reached in 1986 and 1988 for peace and a constitutional conference are
finally underway in June 1989. They are opposed by the National
Islamic Front that rejects any compromise on “sharia” laws.

1989-2001: 30" June 1989, NIF-supported coup d’état ends Sudan’s
third parliamentary democracy, thwarts peace process. All political
parties, including independent women’s associations are banned.
Massive human rights violations by the regime on secular-thinking
citizens, displaced civilians and most of all women, continue.



An Introduction

In early 1992, I returned to Sudan after a long sojourn in France where I received my
Ph.D in Language Pedagogy and Educational Linguistics. In my dissertation I urged the
democratisation of the linguistic educational curriculum by introducing the vernacular
languages as a choice in school programs, diversifying the foreign language content (now
limited to English and French) to include the regional African languages of wider
communication. The focus of my work was a concern with the linguistic identitarian
problematics in our society. It was in this process of writing and reflection that I acquired
the sociological tools of analysis that enabled me to utilise the parameters of
interdisciplinary sources, both in relation to my field of study (language and/in
education), and in relation to the broader outlook in which [ view the many challenges
facing us as academics and activists. While I was not specifically aware of Women’s
Studies during that time, the similarities between the language issue and women'’s status
in Sudan’s laws crossed my mind. In our standing Constitution then, there was a
recognition of cultural-linguistic diversity and gender equality, but there was no support

in practice for affirmative actions in their favour either in politics or in the larger society.

Having followed political events in Sudan from my Parisian location, I nurtured no
illusions over the fact that the questions I addressed in my thesis were going to be the
immediate topical issues at home. The Islamist coup d’état in 1989 did, however, come
with a “civilisational” project. It involved, among other things, the arabicisation of the

educational system that went beyond past assimilationist cultural and linguistic policies



to include the Islamicisation of the various disciplines of knowledge and, indeed, of the
entire society. Identity politics, I was soon to find out, became a battlefield.

As I prepared to return home, [ was, therefore, acutely aware of the very real threat to my
professional “gagne pain” or career not only as a teacher of French as a second language
but also as an advocate of the democratisation of language policies. By then, already a
significant number of my colleagues in the French and other language departments had

left the country.

Strangely, I was only secondarily concerned about my identity as a female academic

arriving in a country now ruled by Islamic fundamentalists.

Nonetheless, before taking the plane home, [ agonised for a while over the ordeal of
having to cover my head in Islamic garb in order to *“land peacefully” at Khartoum
airport. In the end I decided to heed the advice of women friends and colleagues who
suggested that I do so to avoid unnecessary questioning. All went well.

After spending two emotional days with my husband and two daughters and my extended
family, all of whom I had not seen for some time, I prepared myself to recommence my
work at the University. That morning, after seeing my daughters off to school, I dressed
in my (usual) below the knee skirt and long sleeve blouse (I rolled them up because of the
heat), flung my (usual) bag (full of papers for the administration) on my shoulder, and
joined my husband (also a university professor) who was waiting for me to drive to the

University together.

[ 5]



As I approached him, my husband put down the newspaper he was reading and asked me
if I was going to work dressed like I was. I had not quite anticipated that the first
requirement for me to wear the veil would confront me from my own home even before I
set foot in the workplace. My discomfort at my husband’s remark was slightly appeased
by the fact that I was still fresh with the conciliatory spirit and, I must admit, the love and
yearning which so confound us when reuniting with loved ones after a long absence. He
had also been extremely generous and supportive in allowing me to pursue my post-
graduate studies while he “was home with the children”, an unconventional practice for
men in our society. Of course, in the real world where conventions remain unchanged,
our elder daughter had been living with my mother while our youngest was with her aunt,
a couple of neighbourhoods apart, yet tenderly nurtured by the hands of two great

women.

[ was also able to control the mounting temper I felt brewing because I had more or less
mentally prepared myself to observe and absorb how my close family, friends, comrades
and colleagues were coping with life and work under the Islamists, and to follow our
collective security precautions accordingly. [ had even more reason to be cautious
because my husband, a democrat and an active member of the Trade Union Alliance
banned by the regime, was among the people whose activities and movements were
closely monitored. In fact, shortly after, he was dismissed from his job, together with
three other academic colleagues, by presidential decree, and barred from employment in

other academic institutions and government departments.



It was therefore a combination of all these personal and political factors that made me
willing to negotiate the *“‘veiling” issue with my husband. He convincingly argued that the
universities in particular were being scrutinised by the security forces, that circulars were
being sent to faculty and departments about the dress code and public morality, and that
the regime was still weeding out democratic opponents. He ventured to add that female
academics were campaigning for women to wear the traditional Sudanese “‘tobe” to assert
their opposition to the imposed Islamic dress.

So, it did not take long for me to realise that my choices were indeed limited. The only
resistance [ could muster was to refuse to wear the “headscarf” and opted instead to wear
our customary, national dress (*“tobe™), which I had been accustomed to wearing

previously out of personal choice, but had never worn to work.

But it was a sentence my husband pronounced in between the rational political arguments
that he evoked and which we mostly shared, that kept lingering on my mind since then
and as I began to reflect on the present chapters. “We have enough worries as it is, he
said, so don’t make me face another fight with these people (the Islamists) over whether
you are appropriately dressed or not”. That single phrase resumes in my mind the
moment I experienced the first pangs of a new feminism: a feeling of utter aloneness and
incapacity. So much of what I later learned from feminist theory and analysis was
contained in that one phrase: the separation of spheres, the larger (them) versus lesser
(us) causes, the contradiction between doing and knowing, the separation of the personal

from the political.



Later, another personal encounter, this time with my old-time women’s group, produced
my second “click moment”. At an informal gathering with several veteran women
activists, one of my colleagues recounted that as she was leaving her house to join us, her
female neighbour, a supporter of the women’s movement, stopped to greet her, and asked
her if she had heard that “the martyr’s widow had remarried”. (The reference here is to
the summary execution by the military junta of a group of army officers for an alleged,
and never proven, coup attempt; these officers and patriots have become our Martyrs and
we call their relatives the “Martyrs’ Families™). Then, still addressing my friend, the
neighbour added “what is the purpose of your activism now when all these women are

just thinking about themselves?”

This story actually became the focus of our discussion. Almost unanimously, my
assembled friends criticised the martyr’s widow’s “act” as being in effect rather
“inappropriate”, “uncalled for under the circumstances” (the circumstances being the
resistance and general mobilisation against the regime), and a “deviation” from the “real
issues”. There we were in the Sudan of the 1990’s where Islamic fundamentalism was
suffocating our every individual liberty — from the imposition of a dress code to
curtailment of movement and association — debating a woman's personal choice to live
her life as she saw fit, and questioning that right which we so vehemently claim (or so I
insisted) as indivisible from other basic freedoms! Ironically, part of the patriarchal
privilege in our society’s behaviour patterns is that a widower would be exempted from

criticism for a similar “individual” deed, and most certainly would not be considered by

his peers as “betraying the cause” in the event.



The point here is this was no trivial gossip, and the widow in question was no ordinary
widow whose autonomy as a freely choosing individual we would not have discussed in
the first place. But why was it that we, left-wing women activists, were still caught in this
pitfall of upholding old roles and expectations and valuing the public more than the
private in women'’s everyday lives? Was it not privileging one dimension at the expense
of an equally important meaningful experience? Does personal autonomy need to be the

antithesis to pursuing collective struggles?

[ believe it was then that I began to sense a kind of shifting insider/outsider relationship
to our women's movement and party culture that ultimately led me to listen more
carefully to the wider critique being voiced by younger women activists in relation to the
conservatism of the Sudanese Women’s Union, its lack of empathy for subjective
experience, and more generally the difficulty of addressing new understandings of

oppression and liberation.

I grew up in an atmosphere of wide societal support for progressive social change. While
feminism as individual liberation was not infused in us, and we were constantly reminded
in our homes and families and later political parties and the women’s movement, to
respect custom, tradition and religion, there was no sword of Damocles pointed at our
heads when we ventured to negotiate, sometimes step out of those conventions. The
women’s movement had paved the way for us in many areas of law reform, in public
employment, in the struggle for democratic rights and values, in solidarity work, and

most of all in addressing the structures of inequality that shape our wider political and



economic environment. It was a movement anchored in the times: collective and
enlightened, and influenced by the political tradition of the Sudanese Left. Somewhere
along the way, however, part “custom” part “revolutionary” strategy, we were taught to
abstract our personal emotions and intuitions, and to remain focused on the broader
national struggle. One of the impacts of that upbringing which I discovered while writing
this thesis was how little accustomed [ was to putting myself into the account or to using

a more personalised voice.

By the late 1980’s the political stage was set for one of the most repressive periods in
Sudan’s recent history. Women'’s lives were affected not only by the general political and
economic decline, civil war and displacement created by years of dictatorship, but also by
the violent ideological offensive directed at us by state-sponsored Islamic
fundamentalism. Calls for a return to traditional Muslim and family values accompanied
the seizure of power by the National Islamic Front in 1989. Northern Sudanese women
were to revert to their role as guardians of the faith, family and morality. Many of the
gains of the previous years such as family benefits, labour and civil rights were revoked.
Whereas Islamist women activists proudly reclaimed their right to shape their lives by a
return to the faith, that choice was denied for Sudanese women who “begged to differ” on

the basis of a common citizenship not solely shaped by Islamic ideology.

A pattern of loss of status has affected women at the same time that complex and multiple
“woman” identities have emerged. Many women are increasingly becoming a key force

in resistance to the regime, at the same time that others are responding by a formidable



display of passive resistance. It is in this context that a new generation of young, urban,
educated and ethnically diverse Sudanese women has come of age, whose education and
professionalism (much to the dismay of the Islamists, the number of female graduates is

on the rise) is injecting new challenges to our feminist theorising and praxis.

Indeed, many Sudanese women appear to be travelling the road of an emerging feminist
activism. They have gone beyond waiting for the political parties to “resurface” (all,
including the Women’s Union were banned in 1989), to reach out to other women and to
build a grassroots social movement aimed to counter the Islamist onslaught, and to lay
the ground for a broader vision of societal change. In North Sudan, they are at the helm
of the popular climate against conscription and the militarisation of society. In the
liberated areas of Southern Sudan, they are creating peace demonstration centres in
villages, organising indigenous peace-building training and initiating small-scale local
development projects. Organisational activities in urban neighbourhood networks, in the
displaced camps, among refugees, are politicising the “‘everyday networks”. This is an
arena of struggle that has brought together Northern and Southern Sudanese women, and
is a highly significant development for our common and coming liberation struggle that

goes far beyond the outcome of the on-going tragic civil conflict.

Many of the talents and skills of today’s women organisers and grassroots activists can be
broadly traced back to a resilient culture and a tradition of pluralism in civil society,
which the [slamists have effectively eroded but have failed to replace completely. Yet,

Sudanese women's present activism appears to have largely eclipsed the pattern of



traditional and revolutionary political movements with which the older generation of the
organised women's movement identified or had to contend. By the 1980’s, talk of the
discrepancies in our older women’s movement began to unfold and to occupy centre
stage. As a result, not only is our once vibrant women's constiuency losing its potential
members and momentum, but the wake-up call for change came too late to arrest the
impending advance of an Islamist backlash which, since 1989, has effectively put a hait
to all previous women’s gains and hard-won equality rights. It appeared as though the
strategies that had enabled our earlier movement to survive were no longer adequate to
build a diverse women’s movement. At issue was not only the generational divide -
although a strong factor - but [ also sensed a deeper malaise in our feminist theorising and

practice in relation to our current historical and cultural moment.

If I were to use a metaphor, Antonio Gramsci’s marvelous line: “The old is dying, and the
new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear”
(Antonio Gramsci, 1971: 276) would probably best describe the struggle that Sudanese
feminist activists are currently living. The present regime’s exclusionary political system
has sparked women’s consciousness, but it has also heightened the contradictions in
women'’s roles: we are empowered at the same time that we are marginalised. While we
reject and oppose the Islamist predicament by our different means, women are also
divided in their responses as to why our older methods are not working. Those who are
inside Sudan sometimes view the now expanding diasporic women’s actions and

contributions from exile as *“soft” compared to what they are enduring on a daily basis.



Southern women are ambivalent between joining their oppositional voices to ours and

total separation.

All these difficult birth pains have in turn intensified the uneasy relationship between
women'’s groups and the male-dominated opposition forces, who, (despite promises to the
contrary), would as soon see us dissolve into oblivion rather than ensure that our voices
count in the project of transforming our country’s realities. Although women’s groups are
part of the opposition alliance (National Democratic Alliance), attempts to undervalue
our experiences and aspirations have ranged from the inclusion of a “notwithstanding”
clause in the opposition Charter (1995) that allows custom and religion to overrule our

human rights, to the delay in endorsing our representation in the NDA leadership.

The present is, therefore, an important and challenging moment for reflection and

analysis.

The reflections presented in this study are premised on my experience of activism in the
women’s movement in Sudan, and more recently, in the field of women’s advocacy. In
reflecting on this experience, I attempt to problematise and identify some theoretical
feminist insights gained from Sudanese feminist/women practices, and to engage in both
a personal and political inquiry into our heritage and its changing dynamics. I begin with
a critical examination of some of the salient controversies and concerns surrounding the
Sudanese Women'’s Union, the first largest democratic women’s organisation that

emerged with the struggle for national liberation. I will address the issues of agency and
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autonomy, organisation and theorising (Chapter One). Then I explore the state and
institutional interactions that occurred following a major split in the women’s movement,
between those who advocated autonomy from the state (a military dictatorship), and
those who opted for integration. My analysis will address the entrapments of state
feminism, its possibilities and potential in light of this experience (Chapter Two).
Finally, I will address the realities and implications of the current fundamentalist
backlash. (Chapter Three). In concluding, I shed some light on the moving boundaries of
feminist grassroots resistance and I attempt to extract some lessons to take on board

during the coming transition to democracy in Sudan.

My reasons for privileging the above themes are simple. They relate to the concerns most
frequently raised by young women activists in regard to the inadequacies or, as many
would insist, the failings of our progressive women’s movement. At issue here is the
circumscribed autonomy that defined the Women’s Union by virtue of our affiliation to
the Sudanese Communist Party. In turn, the Women’s Union experience served as it were
as a “blueprint” for the way other middle-class women began to organise from within
their diverse political parties. Over time, traditional networks and locations for women'’s
organising, the necessity of theory-building from our grounded feminist perspective were
either neglected or came to be considered as less immediate sources for political action
and struggle. Relatedly, the question as to whether women’s movements should attempt
to work with the state raises the ever present concern that the incorporation by the state

apparatus of some gender-specific demands “can threaten to “over-absorb” the dynamism

Il



of feminism, and women’s mobilisation in general, as forces for social change in civil

society” (Sonia Alvarez, 1990: 216 ).

As feminist politics in Sudan continues in the process of building coalitions and alliances,
the bases from which we can cooperate with other movements and organisations without
sacrificing our commitment to women or our resistance to the pervasive meanders of
male patriarchy, are, I believe, among the issues that we need to clearly address as part of
the immediate future we envision. However, I also argue that the re-vision of a more
independent path for feminist mobilisation, requires alternative organisational structures
and heightened collaboration, and a redefinition of politics wherein feminism can develop
as a perspective on the whole society, rather than a series of positions on separate

“women'’s issues” (A.Miles, 1996).

The ascendancy of Islamic fundamentalism in our state and society has brought the
backlash era for Sudanese women and for democracy and peace in the country full circle.
The pain and suffering that Islamism has inflicted on women'’s lives, and which continue
as [ write, is compounded by the fact that intellectual apologies for Islamic ideology’s
culwral “otherness” abound, even as it proves itself unbound by the ethics of a modern
humanity, feminist ideals, and essential human rights. These complexities, and Islamist
women'’s grave responsibility in perpetuating and maintaining the denial of Sudanese
women'’s independent agency and citizenship rights, are uncovered and analysed in my

final chapter.
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The above issues and problematic are I believe highly relevant to theorisation about our
Sudanese women’s movement’s strategies to further assert our grip in challenging
prevailing power arrangements. All the chapters constitute a reflective look to the future,
how we might modify past practices on the basis of further experience, a way of looking
forward toward the discovery of liberating alternatives and possibilities.

I am confidant, as the secondary sources that have enriched and inspired my discussion
will attest, that many of the issues I raise here have been tackled in varying respects by
both “confirmed” and “budding” Sudanese feminist academics, researchers and activists,
as well as scholars (Sudanists) in Sudanese and Women’s Studies.

My aim is to produce a politically useful feminist analysis from my location as a

participant in this struggle.

The ideas of this study are drawn from years of collaborative learning with women
communities, colleagues and sister travellers inside and outside Sudan. My membership
in Al-Manar Consultancy Group, a feminist advocacy organisation based in Khartoum,
has been an important site for my ongoing grassroots activism and scholarship. Many of
the concerns of the present chapters originated as [ read and edited drafts and shared
suggestions with our group, an intellectually challenging work that required negotiations
and rewrites of collectively analysed and collectively authored chronicles relating, among

other community projects, to violations of women’s human rights in Sudan.

My association with another Khartoum-based organisation, Women’s Action Group for

Peace and Development, whose motto is “the differences that unite us”, opened my eyes
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to resources for women's organising across the class, race and ethnic/cultural divide.
With sisters from Southern Sudan, uprooted by war, displacement and the ruthless
exclusionary practices of the regime, we practiced *listening sensitivity” sessions,
healing and spirituality. We compared our forms of humiliation as women, located
differently, but struggling to transform the structural realities of the African woman who
is “hungry and so are her children..., who is old beyond her years, (who) is half-naked,
her drooped and withered breasts well exposed, flies buzzing around the faces of her
children, and (she) has a permanent begging bowl in her hand...” (Ama Ata Aidoo, 1992:

322).

My ongoing Canadian sojourn provided me with the detachment needed to write down
these reflections, and with the opportunity to render accessible Sudanese women's
struggles and concerns to a Canadian audience. My enrollment in the Women'’s Studies
graduate program has been particularly influential in my developing a broader
understanding of feminism, which in turn, has further enhanced my own political
engagement. I have been most inspired by the way in which women can collaborate to
democratise the patriarchal stronghold that is the academy, and by the transformational
power of Women Studies. To indulge in a field of study in which we are at long last the
subjects of history and the “everyday” was a welcome challenge to addition to my

indigenous feminist tradition.
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Chapter One

Knowing Our Heritage: The Sudanese Women’s Union in Feminist Retrospective

In its larger sense of embracing both a movement for equality, emancipation and
struggles to reform traditional structures, feminism has been around in Sudan for some
time. A social movement for the organisation of women and their social betterment was
in progress since the 1940’s. It sought to increase access for women to society’s
resources and to improve the quality of women’s lives and their legal status. This
involved actions for better wages, work contracts and night schools for women, as well as
efforts to eradicate repugnant social practices such as female circumcision, polygamy and
child marriage. While several women'’s forums emerged, the most important mass
organisation of women was the “Sudanese Women’s Union” (henceforth WU or the
Union), founded in 1952. In the 1960s, the WU had an impressive 15,000 membership,
with branches in major towns of the country, and was rated among the largest women'’s
organisations in the continent. The circulation of the Union’s magazine, *“Voice of

Women” by the late 1960’s was estimated at 17,000.

As in other Third World countries of the Near East and Africa, the women’s movement
history and struggles were grounded in the general movement for independence from
colonial rule, and formed an essential part of the democratic struggles of the period. The
liberation struggle in Sudan did not entail armed resistance and was a “peaceful”

transition. The emerging bourgeoisie successfully negotiated a transfer of political power
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that left the existing structures of privilege unchanged. The Arab-Muslim Northern
Sudanese bourgeoisie played a progressive role and the women of this class together with
radical women of the urban middle and working class, joined the movement for equality
and legal reforms to redress the prevailing discrimination against women. The phase can
be said to have been one of concern with equal rights within the framework of the post-

colonial state in which the bourgeoisie held power.

In their advocacy of women'’s emancipation, Sudanese Northern women's attitudes
showed the influence of ideological heritages, namely socialism and an indigenous
Islamic tradition, which had an impact on the position and role of women as well as on
the mode and characteristics of their movement. Women who consciously strove to move
beyond the charitable associations network, and to take the nationalist struggle further,
became committed supporters of the Anti-Imperialist Front, precursor to the Sudanese
Communist Party (SCP) founded in 1946. At the time, the linkage with the SCP was
significant because while the liberation struggle was fought by many, it was the Sudanese
communists who sought both resistance and transformation. The SCP was, moreover, the
first political party to open its membership to women, and to establish their full social and
political equality as one of its goals. It was the first party to recruit members from the
Southern Sudan and edited a journal, “Advance”, destined to the Southern Sudanese
populations. It was also the only party to call for a separation of religion from state, and
for regional autonomy for the Southern Sudan.

In fact, the WU later became a democratic front associated with the SCP (1), a front that

also included trade and tenants unions, youth and students. It was these “modern forces”
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(2) as we called them in Sudan, a broad anti-establishment urban middle-class political
coalition representing the intelligentsia, workers, women, students (and later army
officers) who have invariably posed a serious challenge to the hegemonic tendencies of

the ruling circles.

The Islamic Charter founded in 1953 (the Muslim Brotherhood that was to become the
National Islamic Front in 1985, which rules the Sudan today), was, for the most part, a
marginal actor in the nationalist politics which helped to launch the main political
movements and parties. However, as the WU’s call for political participation intensified,
the earliest division in the women’s movement came as a result of the defection by some
Muslim Sisters in the 1950’s over the issue of whether granting women political rights
was in conformity with Islam. Indeed, among the conservative right and centre-right
political parties, there was a “general disinterest in organising women and addressing
their issues until after (the) success of the women'’s struggle to gain political rights in

1964”(3).

After independence in 1956, Sudanese women’s activism for liberating the country
gradually shifted to the struggle for their democratic rights to obtain the vote, education,
employment and political organisation. They started to recruit from the population at
large, mainly among lower level and middle-class high school female graduates. This
move, begun in 1952 even before women obtained suffrage, was prompted by a concern
to diversify and enlarge the membership which had until then been restricted to “literate”

women (teachers, nurses, midwives), and families or female supporters of SCP members.
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By opening the membership to “‘non-literate” women, and demanding full social,
economic and political rights on behalf of women in the whole of Sudan, the WU became
“the largest and most representative among the women'’s organisations of the time” (4).
The activities of the WU involved popular community-level politics, mass work carried
out in urban neighbourhoods, such as setting up of sewing workshops, literacy classes,
day-care centres, supporting traditional rotating credit associations, and creating
housewives’ organisations, which all increased women'’s visibility in society. The
affiliation with the SCP and the other sectors of organised civil society was no doubt also
an avenue for legitimating women’s participation in public life, which allowed them to
enjoy public acceptance of their activities. From early on, however, the WU'’s strategy
was, in the words of its leaders, “to seek a balance between revolutionary insight and

respect for tradition and, in this process, to win the confidence of the people” (5).

By 1955, the WU was actively mobilising for the first parliamentary elections leading to
full independence, as a consequence of which women obtained the right to vote in the
Graduates' Constituencies (6). This was an important prelude to obtaining full suffrage in
1964. The WU furthermore succeeded in placing one of its members, Thoraya El
Dirdeery, in the Constitutional Committee. In 1957, the WU held a major political
conference to which all the political parties were invited and put forward its
memorandum-programme for the improvement of the situation of women. This included
demands for political rights, right to work, equality in wages, family protection. All the
political parties agreed to the memorandum but rejected the demand for political rights. A

notable exception was the Anti-Imperialist Front whose members fully endorsed all the
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women’s demands (7). It was also during this period that the WU created solidarity links
with the Pan-African Women's Congress, the General Union of Arab Women and the

Women's International Democratic Federation (Berlin) (8).

These eventful debuts were brought to an abrupt halt in 1958 by a military takeover led
by the Army High Command (with the instigation of one of the leading conservative
parties). The coup marked the beginning of the Sudanese military’s history of deep
involvement in politics, which continues to this day. The military banned the
Constitution, dissolved all political parties, trade unions and organisations but
surprisingly, did not ban the WU or suppress the smaller women's organisations. This
was not to endure long, however, as the regime returned and outlawed the Union at a later
period, allegedly due to “irreconcilable divisions among the various women'’s
organisations” (9). The military government created instead a new umbrella organisation,
the “All-Sudan Women'’s Council”, which was to include all women's organisations and
to be registered under the “Charity Organisations Law”. This Law was intended to legally
restrict women'’s activities to charitable and/or religious concerns, and thus to prevent
them from joining or organising political associations. Between 1958 and 1962 before the
Law was to be fully ratified, the WU carried on its mobilisational and henceforth
oppositional work among working and unionised women, female students and
particularly housewives’ cooperatives. The latter were specially activated during this
period as reaching female audiences through housewives’ networks could not easily be
framed as “subversive (political) activity” according to the emergency laws in force at the

time. The WU’s magazine became a vehicle for lively criticism of the military (cartoons
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and humour were used to perfection), and “turned into one of the most effective weapons
in the struggle for democracy in addition to the advocacy of women’s rights” (10). This
led of course to the publication’s closure several times, but in the meantime, women

continued to campaign and organise.

In 1962, the WU together with other women'’s groups accepted an invitation by the
authorities to finalise the ratification of the government Law and its state-sanctioned
Women'’s Organisation. Prior to that, the Steering Committee of the **All-Sudan
Women’s Council” had convened a secret meeting for all women’s groups, in which the
WU's supporters won an overwhelming majority against accepting the regime’s new Law
on the grounds that it would undermine the women’s movement’'s autonomy and
integrity. The candidate nominated by the military to head the *All-Sudan Women’s
Council” (who turned out to be one of the early Muslim Sister defectors) was also

rejected. The WU was promptly outlawed.

In later years, this two-pronged strategy in relation to how to deal with military regimes,
-to judge them on the basis of their gender agenda, while maintaining the women’s
movement’s independence from the State- was to serve as a precedent for an even larger
spectrum of women supporting, and indeed holding executive office, in a military
dictatorship that lasted sixteen years (1969-1985). However, the necessary autonomy of
women’s organisations advocated and upheld by the WU, was sacrificed as women were
lured into the autocratic State’s one-party institution, leading as we shall see to dramatic

consequences for the democratic women’s movement.
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The period between 1964 and 1969 in which military rule was brought down by a
popular uprising with the active participation of women, brought in its wake a series of
gains for the women’s movement: major reforms in family laws, the vote and the election
in 1965 of Fatma Ahmed Ibrahim, the WU's president, as the first woman in the

Sudanese Parliament.

Nationalism, Socialism and Feminist Dilemmas.

With certain local specificities notwithstanding, the WU’s gradual integration into the
national political arena confirms a pattern not uncommon among Third World women’s
groups and organisations that joined the mixed-gender progressive struggle for national
liberation and equality rights. More often than not, a major result of such alliances is
that, once formal independence is obtained, they have tended to dilute the women'’s
movement potential commitment to women'’s issues and autonomy over their policies,
positions and development. Furthermore, the legacy of the democratic Sudanese women'’s
movement'’s ideological affiliation to the SCP highlights some of the dilemmas for
women’s autonomous agency and activism of organisations that mobilise or are
subsumed under a revolutionary vanguard (party). A similar, although qualitatively
different axis of this problem also concerns women'’s organisations in relation to the state
(which will be the focus of my discussion in the following chapter). However, while the

strategic importance of safeguarding the women’s movement’s autonomy from the state,



particularly in its militarist-autocratic forms, has been adamantly pursued in Sudan, the
alignment with political parties and trade unions has rarely been subjected to rigorous
analysis. This problematic is evident today from the polarisation along party lines, which
has divided the women’s movement and alienated the grassroots. It is also evident from
the difficulties presently encountered by women in their efforts to become full partners in
the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), the coalition of oppositional political forces

created in 1989 against the ruling Islamic fundamentalist regime in Sudan.

In recent years, a number of feminist, democratic concerns have been raised and
articulated in connection with the WU’s experience with the Sudanese Left (11), which
can be usefully applied to a general consideration of the challenges and strategies
confronting us in the present political conjuncture where male-dominated party politics is
still the rule. At the same time, many previously “unorganised” women are forming
women’s caucuses within traditional (sectarian) parties, and as some have advanced, (12),

are taking their inspiration from the experience of the WU’s strong alliance with the SCP.

While arguing in favour of linking our struggle against gender subordination to that
against other oppressions, my purpose in this chapter is to examine, in the light of the
local socialist heritage in which our consciousness matured, (and later in relation to the
state), the basis from which our women’s movement in Sudan can cooperate with other
movements for social change, political parties and organisations without sacrificing our
commitment to women, and our resistance to patriarchal dogma. Clearly, a basic tenet of

my thinking is that the issues of organisation and ideological autonomy are essential



components of a women’s movement’'s dynamism. Rather than seeking to debate the
dialogue between socialism and feminism in Sudan, my paramount concern here is to
identify and problematise some aspects of this relationship as they materialised in the

WU'’s feminist work and organising.

In reflecting on this ongoing experience, [ have taken issue with recent and not so recent
feminist insights and debates in conceptualising “feminism” and “‘feminists” as they are
thought out by women’s movements, particularly in the Third World. In her
“Engendering Democracy in Brazil”, Sonia Alvarez points out that *(F)eminism is itself,
(...), a highly contested concept. In terms of feminist praxis, little consensus exists as to
the causes and remedies for women’s oppression, the relationship of women's
subordination to other forms of exploitation and oppression (i.e., based on class, race,
sexuality), the nature of the “enemy” (i.e., patriarchy or capitalism or imperialism or all
of the above), and the appropriate arena of feminist struggle (i.e., the parliament or the
bedroom). “The fact that feminism is a partial ideology that can prove compatible with
liberal, conservative, radical, and socialist ideologies compounds the controversy over
which strategies would be most effective in combating women'’s oppression”(13).
Nevertheless, as noted by Gita Sen and Caren Grown, it is “this heterogeneity (that) gives
feminism its dynamism and makes it the most potentially powerful challenge to the status
quo” (14). This is so because feminism *allows the struggle against subordination to be
waged in all arenas - from relations in the home to relations between nations — and it
necessitates substantial change in cultural, economic, and political formations” (15).

Indeed, the evidence suggests that “in many instances gender equality must be
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accompanied by changes on these other fronts” (16). Yet, as Third World feminists
meeting in Bangalore, India, in 1984 concluded in anticipation of the United Nations
Decade for the Advancement of Women, “the struggle against gender subordination
cannot be compromised during the struggle against other forms of oppression, or be

relegated to a future when they may be wiped out” (17).

By looking into our women’s movement own trajectory my discussion will be informed
by the critique and vision of Sudanese women themselves - socialist feminists, grassroots
feminists and feminists “tout court” in which category I include “secular feminists” -
who over the years have resiliently challenged the politics of expediency underlying the
“woman question” approach to our subordination, as well as the version of African-elite
“state feminism” that we have known.

In this context, the story of the WU’s circumscribed autonomy in relation to the SCP

constitutes an illuminating point of departure.

The WU and the SCP

The democratic women’s movement in Sudan benefited from the organisational support
of the SCP and its progressive outlook. The WU’s development into a democratic front,
its connections with class struggle and the workers and trade unions provided it with a
popular and secure support base. Marxism, with its emphasis on the “view from below”
notwithstanding involved, as we now know, numerous contradictions for a full

emancipatory feminist politics. However, what emerged as problematic for Sudanese



feminist activists was the near “regimentation” of social and political conduct, and the
strict adherence of the democratic women’s movement to the Party line. Many of us
awakened to feminism as a result of not being treated as equals within the party

organisations.

The liberation of the female/woman we were told by our comrades in the struggle was
not the “primary contradiction”. Relegated to the status of *“second contradiction”, our
concerns were not to be explored until the primary contradiction within society as a
whole is resolved (18). Thus to raise specific feminist issues when the country was
undergoing liberation from class-based oppression and imperialist domination, or
building resistance against a dictatorial regime (a good part of our time since
independence), was tantamount to committing revolutionary sacrilege. But we were also
required to endure quietly and to tone down our demands (especially those pertaining to
sexual-social relations) because the milieu in which we live is “predominantly Muslim
and conservative” (19). This “progressive male” culture coming in the wake of the
distorted impact of modernisation/Westernisation in our societies produced, as Azizah
Al-Hibri argues, a “new blend of female oppression”, that was added and stirred with the

pre-existing forms of male dominance (20).

The SCP’s *“culture” indeed entailed * a veil of common morality expressed through
Islam” (21), a sensibility it shared with all the other parties in the Northern Sudanese
political arena. As many of us agonise today over where the nationalist-secularist

political formations failed us, it may not be an overstatement to view the current
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enchantment/confusion of many young women in our part of the world with Islamic
revival (fundamentalist discourse), as a reaction to these “double messages™ that we were
being given by the progressive and leftist forces. Of more concern to us here is the way in
which the “religious-cum-culture” matrix in combination with the implicit orthodox left’s
“woman question™ came to be internalised in the WU, and in fact has since taken on a
dynamic of its own. Presently, the WU’s struggles for equality within the framework of
Islam have made its fundamental premises unacceptable to large sectors of ethnically
diverse, disenfranchised Sudanese women and secular feminists. While the above “trend”
in the WU’s present realities may be understood as indicative of a “crisis-response”
attitude to the identity politics and militancy of Islamist women, my reflection leads me
to believe that the seeds of the WU's conservative penchant were sown a lot earlier and,
therefore, to search in our own (women’s) heritage and in the alliances that we made,
some of the fault-lines and lessons that remain pertinent and instructive as we re-envision

the future.

The Circumscribed Autonomy.

One of the aspects of feminist debates concerning the dialogue between socialism and
feminism focuses on the dilemmas for women’s autonomous agency and activism of
women’s movements that mobilise or are subsumed under a revolutionary vanguard
(party). Feminists have critiqued the fact that women’s goals are generally subordinated
to the goals of the party, that women are instrumentalised by the party organisation, and
that they have served as handmaidens, *“greek chorus” and culture bearers (22). In Third

World socialist countries, the unity of socialism and women'’s emancipation was often
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assumed, not incorrectly, to be a solid foundation for women’s alliance with the
organisation or party that advocated socialist transformation. In the Sudan, the WU’s
efforts to coalese with the Party were based more on the party’s progressive outlook

rather than strict adherence to Marxist ideology.

As Haideh Moghissi points out,“The socialist commitment to the liberation of women has
always been to educate the politically unconscious women to understand the larger,
longer-range impact of the socialist revolution in their lives, to incorporate women into
the economy, to protect women's labour in shops and factories, to promote maternity
legislation and to end prostitution” (23). Sondra Hale further elaborates that “privileging
women's interests is not an accepted maxim of most Marxist revolutionary movements:
the goal of most twentieth-century vanguard parties has been to liberate societies from
class-based oppression and imperialist domination, and then to protect what has been
won. Consequently, while struggling to attain power, vanguard parties have mostly muted
or marginalized women'’s strategic and practical gender interests; after seizing control of

the state other priorities and tasks commonly prevail”(24).

In the case of Iran, Moghissi indeed suggests a convergence between leftist populism and
Islamic populism in relation to gender ideology, which has deeply permeated the
women’s movement. This convergence is especially apparent in the fact that “while there
were differences between the religious forces and the secular left in terms of women’s
rights in “public” life, their views shared surprising similarities when it came to women’s
roles and responsibilities in the “private” life of the family” (25). In similar fashion, the

element distinguishing the SCP from other Soviet-style models was that it sought to co-
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exist with Islam, a position as Hale pointed out, which was not dissimilar to “the same
trepidation with regard to the relationship of revolutionary movements to the catholic
Church in Central America” (26). The SCP was careful to avoid actions that might cast
the Party in a role challenging culturo-religious structures such as the culturally-based

sexual division of labour.

Paradoxical as it may seem, this “patriarchal culture” was to a great extent welcomed by
the WU who considered “women’s position in the family and the relationship between
the sexes (...) to be a reflection of women’s oppressed position in the economy and the
sphere of production” (27). In a revealing statement during a televised interview in 1986,
the present leader of the WU indeed highlighted this thinking by declaring that “as the
attitudes of the Sudanese male were a consequence of years of conditioning, it was
perhaps too early to bring up controversial issues such as women and domestic labour”
(28). Such a position can only be comprehended as a reversed replica of “years of
conditioning”, and a huge understatement which does not do justice to the WU’s own
historic contributions in democratising social and political relations. In fact it was
through the agitation of the WU that a number of reforms in family and civil law were
effected during the 1960’s and 1970’s, which clearly showed that the so-called values of
the milieu are not immutable and can be changed to benefit women.

The recurrent failure of the WU to confront the female-male relations, typified in the
above familiar refrain (letting the men off the hook), has actually meant ignoring the
extent to which the economic crisis and the feminisation of poverty have increased the

burden of the extended family and its support structures to women (29). Domestic
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responsibility (which even among Party members is rarely shared) has increasingly led
women to shy away from formal political participation and even from local level politics
(30). This is indeed a major reason for the decline in women’s political participation in

Sudan.

The Puritanical Progressivism.

Through a subtle slippage from religiosity-culture to “moral rectitude”, the concern with
“upholding female virtue and correct behaviour”, not to “emulate Western women”, a
tune generally echoed by exploitative and conservative political leaders, found support
among many WU members and SCP supporters. Indeed, the WU Constitution stipulates
that *a member has to be of good moral repute””. Moreover, in the WU as well as in the
revolutionary SCP where the debates in all other fields of society went beyond bourgeois
democracy, feminist consciousness was discouraged for its “individualism” and
“divisiveness”, that is to say that it is meaningless unless social changes make
emancipation possible. (31). Equally harmful, as recalled elsewhere, was the political
name-calling or epithet “‘bourgeois” which was attached to women who tried to raise
women’s personal issues, and was effectively used to silence them (32). It is easy to see
how, in such a context, the expression of subjectivity in women’s lives and women’s
cross-cultural solidarity were often viewed as *“a retraction from class analysis” (33), and
hardly ever articulated as an equally important, if not a primary goal. In this way also
women'’s solidarty (until well into the 1980’s) came to be understood in a narrow

perspective, as being limited to like-minded women’s mass organisations, particularly
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those of the former Soviet block countries. Often it precluded any role for progressive
feminist voices and civil society networks in the West who opposed their governments’
policies vis-a-vis the Third World and Sudan and, in the long run “deprived the women's
masses of making fruitful alliances and strengthening each others’ knowledge, awareness

and activities” (34).

A*stoic morality”, almost akin to religious duty, was thus embedded in the
organisational culture of the WU’s norms, structures and practices. Until today, as El
Bakri notes “‘issues related to marriage, sexuality, virginity-of great importance to young
Sudanese women subject to far-reaching control- are not raised at all"(35). They are
rarely aired in debates or discussions. Although it is true that these are sensitive issues to
deal with in a culture that insists on extremes of sexual modesty, occurrences of abuse in
the public sphere, sexual harassment at work, teenage pregnancies, domestic violence and
mundane discriminations have become part of the lived realities of many women in
Sudan. That it is mainly poor women, displaced women and, in exceedingly higher
numbers, “black™ women from Southern and Western Sudan who bear the brunt of
today’s Islamist moral guards, is in itself a disquieting testimony to the extent to which
the WU has remained “frozen in time” (36), with its unmediated emphasis on (middle-
class) moral virtues.

The point to stress here is that the attention to “morals” and appropriate behaviour only
delays the work of challenging the public/private boundary, and the recognition that
women’s particular lives are significant political resources in the struggle against

patriarchal cultural norms. As Angela Miles and Nancy Hartsock have pointed out, the
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recognition of women’s personal struggle to revalue themselves, or what Miles describes
as the “personal-political strain”, is “a risky but necessary political effort” to complement

the collective struggle for change (37).

The Mode of Organisation and the Underground.

Although not all of the WU members or leaders were communists or members of the
SCP, from early on, in the 1940’s, as Haga Kashif Bedri recalls, “women communist
party members held secret societies for literacy, (and) developed women cadres for
public speaking and explaining and analysing (the) political situation” (38). But the WU
also inherited the Party’s formal structures and procedures, with decision-making
concentrated in a Central Committee. This hierarchical organisational structure
(described as “Stalinist” by many women Party members) precluded local flexibility and
ultimately the evolution of non-orthodox socialist ideas about gender arrangements.

In the long run, the rigid structures prevented women from fully assuming the task and
direction of theory-building to bring it in line with women’s evolving needs and
aspirations. It also had the effect of isolating women who either did not wish to be
politically identified with the SCP, or did not find the rigid centralised structures
particularly motivating for their feminist activism. This was particularly evident in the
lack of contact between activists who worked through the WU and Southern Sudanese
women who, together with rural women, remained at the periphery of the women’s

movement (39).
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In reality, the democratic women’s movement was unable to effectively penetrate the
rural areas and, more recently the masses of internally displaced women from the
southern and western regions of the country who, for economic or war-related reasons
were forced to move to the towns of North Sudan. The fact that the movement was
Northern, “literate” and urban-based, features which it shared with the powerful SCP
(40), was certainly as much of a prohibiting factor in reaching remote localities as was
the general prevalence of customary, tribal practices in the rural areas. Initially, however,
the task of creating regional branches for the Union was left to teachers, but the branches
ran out of energy each time the teachers moved to join posts elsewhere. To that extent, it
can be said that the WU lacked the credentials of a full-blown national women'’s
organisation representing all the regions of Sudan, although since 1952, it called for full
political and economic rights for all Sudanese women and did have branches in some

major towns.

Government repression was a constant factor in the WU’s work and activities. While the
SCP has always thrived underground and in crises for most of its political life, this
proved to be more problematic for women activists. During military dictatorships, house
searches were frequent and unannounced, many women'’s writings and personal archives
were lost or burnt by the women themselves as doing so was the only way to ensure their
families’ safety. But women also had to heed the SCP directives to limit their
movements, to avoid being seen unaccompanied in strange neighbourhoods after dark for
reasons both of security and decorum. Eventually, it was the women who, unable to

thrive underground became more vulnerable to state repression. Indeed, as Hale argues,
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the state “always managed to exert more control on the WU (than on the Party),
infiltrating it with state supporters, trying to influence or force the WU away from the

SCP” (41).

By 1971, the state (military dictatorship of Jaafar El Numeiry, 1969-1985) effectively
dislodged the WU and appropriated its cause and even its name by the co-optation of
many of its members to the state-run Sudan Women Union (SWU). The WU survived
“underground” from 1971 to 1985, but the severe curtailment on the range of its activities
and membership had taken its toll. By 1985 when a popular uprising in which the WU
had actively participated restored democratic rule, “the military regime'’s restrictions on
political action and organisation had already forcibly removed a whole generation of
women from the realm of politics.” (42). The void left by an incapacitated WU created
the conditions for the Islamists to mobilise an increasing proportion of politically
inexperienced secular women. Above all, the experience of surviving underground
proved an inadequate substitute for the day-to-day visibility and motion that are vital for

women'’s organisations.

Conflict of vision, dissension, and autonomy.

In 1969, the WU supported a left-leaning military coup led by young army officers,
which in its early days found large support among the general public and women. The
coup had been preceded by lively debates within the left-wing forces, who by then in

addition to the SCP had come to include various strands of Arab Socialism inspired by
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Nasser’s 1952 Free Officers Movement in Egypt (43). The debate revolved around the
concept of the “New (or Revolutionary) Democracy”, the question as to whether it is the
people or the army who should lead the (socialist) revolution in the Arab countries and
larger Third World. (44). The SCP’s position in the 1960’s had been swayed by the
Egyptian leader’s reformist and egalitarian agenda, his nationalisation of the Suez Canal
which led to the “Tripartite Agression” (Britain, France and Israel) from which Egypt
emerged victorious. Although the limitations (“petty-bourgeois” nature) of Nasser's
experience (notably his crackdown on democratic liberties), did not escape the SCP’s
strategic critique, the impact of the Egyptian Free Officers Movement had left its mark on
some members in the SCP Central Committee, and in the WU. This eventually led to
internal dissension within the Party. The divisions arose due to the insistence by some
members in the Central Committee to see the Sudanese left-wing Free Officers who
carried out the coup in 1969 as a “petty-bourgeois force™ which could be influenced in
radical directions. The Party leadership opposed this view proposing instead a popular

front government with communists participating as equal partners.

It was against the background of these tensions that the WU's support for the new regime
raised the angst of the Party (45). In justifying its position, the WU argued that the new
regime’s declared programme was similar to, if not identical with, the socialist ideals
advocated by the SCP. The new coup leader announced the establishment of a
“democratic republic” committed to advancing independent “Sudanese socialism”,
appointed several communists in his cabinet and proceeded to hastily nationalise a

number of foreign companies. Still, the WU decided to support the new officers on
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condition that the regime implement the Union’s demands. These were promptly
presented to the new military leader in a memorandum demanding full equality in wages,
pension rights, amelioration of women’s working conditions, and payments up to half of
aman’s svalary to support divorced wives and their children. The military leader pledged
to fulfill all of the women’s demands, in addition to abolishing the highly controversial
“bayt etta’’ (house of obedience) (46). These reforms in Muslim Family Law
represented the long-standing demands that Northern Sudanese women had tirelessly
struggled to obtain since independence. They were therefore, popularly received by
Northern Muslim Sudanese women, and the WU responded through public
demonstrations in support of the regime. It was a major victory since, for the first time in
the country’s independent history, state government had intervened and interfered with
the autonomy of the Shari’a” (Islamic jurisprudence) (47), to bring it in line with

women’s concerns.

This was to prove an ominous victory, however, as it was the same president Numeiry
who was to later impose the Shari’a on all the Sudanese people precisely by using the
coercive apparatus of the state. In fact even before the ink settled on the reformed laws,
the military ruler’s opening speech to the People’s Assembly attacked the WU for having
forced his hand on the adoption of what he referred to as “imported” laws (48). Conflicts
quickly ensued between Numeiry and the WU who continued agitating for women’s
issues in the face of an increasingly authoritarian military ruler (49). In May 1971,
Numeiry abolished the WU, but only after the later withdrew its support from the regime

for failing its promises to women.
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A month later 35 women representing various organisations (some of whom had been
founding members of the original WU in 1952) were summoned to the presidential
palace to prepare the ground for Sudan’s first encounter with state feminism Arab-

Socialist style.

In July of the same year, a “corrective” coup led by SCP dissenters in Numeiry’s cabinet
controlled state power for three days, until Numeiry’s supporters with the help of
Egyptian and Libyan intervention reinstated the ousted leader. The events that followed
ushered in dark days for the country (50). A vicious hunt for communists and democrats
that dictators manage only too well was unleashed on society. The SCP and the WU
returned underground, and with them many of the unfinished yearnings, passions and

debates with some of which we are here concerned.

Analysis and Discussion: Organisation and Resistance

Reflecting on, and attempting to draw some conclusions from the WU’s experience from
today’s perspective is not a simple task. This is in part because despite the tremendous
strides, the retreats have been overwhelming. Moreover, it is never easy for those of us
who have survived the transition from past to continuously present challenges, to hold in
constant humility and respect the everyday precepts and commitments that the early
women’s movement entitled us to pursue, think all over again when necessary and, in the

process, to leave no stone unturned. My personal feeling, to use a popular expression, is
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that as we embrace the new, we should also guard against throwing the (older) baby out

with the bath water.

In many ways, the experience of the WU broadly fits the description depicted by Maxine
Molyneux of the General Union of Yemeni Women in the former Popular Democratic
Republic of Yemen in the 1970’s: “It has above all, been a social and educational
organisation of a traditional women’s welfare kind, carrying out activities that were
certainly important, and which could substantially improve women's position, but not
mobilising women directly to confront prevailing male-female relations™ (51). It was, as
my colleague, Fatima Babiker Mahmoud, put it “‘a leadership of teachers” (52), in
reference to the fact that the majority of the early WU leadership came from a
background of teaching, nursing and midwifery, the earliest fields for Sudanese women’s
employment. Also, in the early days literacy had been a condition for membership, while

teachers and nurses unionised on their own.

Recalling the WU’s trajectory, an old-time veteran of those days reminds us : “(L)ooking
back in anger without considering the mitigating circumstances would be unfair because
sustainable participatory methods of organisation and institution building are not easy
even today (...) some training was required for those would-be animators and agents of
awareness and change, but at the time there were no UN agencies willing to operate
through or with NGO’s or any democratic organisations as they do nowadays” (53). The
above words serve as a timely reminder of, on the one hand, the dependent nature of our

Third World countries, and on the other, the extent to which the expansion of resources,
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choices and possibilities have provided important openings for women that were
unavailable to the older generation. Indeed, the comparison enables us to measure the

breadth of what was achieved by the WU in those heady *“Eisenhower Doctrine” days.

All this changed with the declaration of the UN Decade for Women in 1975 as “funds
started pouring in from international agencies to set up “women'’s projects”...” (54), a

story which we will pursue in the following chapter.

The WU’s struggle for reform in a milieu where religious doctrine and beliefs sustain
sexual inequalities was important for women’s political education, for raising
consciousness and most importantly, for demonstrating that democratic change is
possible (55). In the conditions of the Sudan, the WU'’s struggle for gradual, sometimes
radical (by the standards of the time), improvement of the laws was a necessary move
towards democracy, a means not an end. All of these gains had a measure of success in
enforcing the political participation of women and meant greater civil equality for women
and democratic rights. This was no small feat, as the following testimony written in 1996
recalls: “(O)f the 489 months of independence, we enjoyed democracy for 138 months
only and suffered 351 months of dictatorship so far. No democratic government during
the independence years lasted to complete its term and give the electorate a chance to
return it to office or to change it. This lack of a recurrent democratic electoral process
deprives people of the political education it generates and delays the maturation of

awareness among people generally and women in particular” (56).
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