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SUMMARY
Sudan has a long history of war and civil unrest, with multiple conflicts involving various actors and regions, 
underpinned by ethnic and religious tensions, as well as power struggles over resources in the oil rich country. Several 
groups based on ethnicity, religion and geographical location have been systematically marginalised and excluded 
from the social, economic, cultural and political life of the country. This trend has continued since the colonial period 
and is accentuated by post-independence authoritarian Islamist governments that are centralised in the capital, 
Khartoum. Persistent marginalisation has led to decades of civil war and the secession of South Sudan, as well as 
confl ict and violence in Darfur, Eastern Sudan and in Abeyi, Kordofan/Nuba Mountains and Blue Nile states.  The 
ongoing confl icts throughout Sudan are characterised by widespread human rights violations, including allegations 
of ethnic cleansing and genocide, systematic perpetration of sexual violence, murder, dispossession and targeting 
of Christian and African communities. The role of Sudanese women in the myriad of different peace processes varies 
by region. However key women leaders and women’s organisations have played important roles, both formally and 
informally, consistently transcending confl ict divides. However, though women are not homogenous, with multiple 
ethnic, religious, tribal, regional and language-based identities, Sudanese women’s participation is commonly 
constrained and discriminated by patriarchal structures regardless of these different identities.

WOMEN’S 
PARTICIPATION: 
KEY CONSTRAINTS 
AND ENABLERS
CONSTRAINTS
1. Continued confl ict and violence
2.  Patriarchal and religious social, 

political and economic structures, 
practices and laws (Shari’a, Family, 
and Criminal Laws)

3. Infl uence of Islamic fundamentalism
4.  Harassment of women’s 

organisations and abuse of women’s 
human rights defenders

ENABLERS
1. Grassroots women peacemakers
2.  Increased space for civic mobilisation 

and activism
3. Strength of women’s movement

STRENGTH OF GENDER PROVISIONS

Doha Document for Peace in Darfur 2011

0 
None

1 
Weakest

2 3 4 5
Strongest

Human Rights ✓
Development ✓
Post-Confl ict 
Issues ✓

Violence Against 
Women ✓

Participation ✓
General ✓

Ceasefi re Agreement between the Government of Sudan and 
the Justice and Equality Movement-Sudan 2013

0 
None

1 
Weakest

2 3 4 5
Strongest

Human Rights ✓
Development ✓
Post-Confl ict 
Issues ✓

Violence Against 
Women ✓

Participation ✓
General ✓

Darfur Peace Agreement 2006

0 
None

1 
Weakest

2 3 4 5
Strongest

Human Rights ✓
Development ✓
Post-Confl ict 
Issues ✓

Violence Against 
Women ✓

Participation ✓

General ✓
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 BACKGROUND TO THE 
CONFLICT
Uneven development and growth between the 
northern and southern regions of colonial and post-
colonial Sudan led to patterns of economic and 
political inequality that directly impacted the access 
and exercise of state power and socio-economic 
resources. This was accentuated by the ethnic, tribal, 
geographical and religious heterogeneous makeup 
of Sudan that heightened divisions and tensions 
between groups (Nascimento 2017: 58).

In 1956, Britain granted independence to Sudan 
and handed power over to Khartoum-based 
northern elites. Within this context, the southern 
region of Sudan (post-2011 South Sudan) also 
claimed independence, but was refused this and 
thus it became the basis of the eventual rebellion 
against the North (Nascimento 2017: 63). Since 
independence Sudan has experienced various 
military rulers, successive coups, and unstable 
governments characterised by aggressive policies 
of Arabisation and Islamisation of the whole country, 
including non-Arab areas such as the South 
(Nascimento 2017: 63). 

In 1978, Chevron oil company discovered 
extensive oil reserves in southern Sudan which the 
centralised government in Khartoum was determined 
to control and eventually commandeered (Dorward 
2012). Shari’a law was imposed in 1983 and Arabic 
was declared the official national language. The 
exclusion and silencing of South Sudanese and 
non-Arab peoples culminated in the creation 
of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/
Army (SPLM/A) led by John Garang and 
underpinned emancipation for social, economic 
and political equality. 

One day before SPLM/A and the then President 
of Sudan, Gaafar Nimeiri, were to sign a peace 
agreement to suspend Shari’a law in the South, 
General Omar Hasan Ahmed al-Bashir led 
a bloodless coup in 1989 and established a 
fundamentalist Islamic and authoritarian regime 

Though women contributed 
prominently to peacebuilding, 
they were excluded from both 
the North-South and Darfur 
peace negotiations.

(Nascimento 2017: 65). This eventually led to the 
reigniting of the North/South war and led to one of 
Africa’s longest and most intractable conflicts. Bashir 
and his party, the National Congress Party (NCP), 
remain in power today. 

Since 2003, Sudan has also experienced ongoing 
violence in the Darfur region between the central 
government and government backed militias 
(Janjaweed) and different ethnic groups. The 
confl ict in Darfur is characterised by widespread 
human rights violations, murder, systematic 
perpetration of sexual violence, and abduction, 
killing more than 300,000 people and displacing 
over 2.7 million people, mainly women and children 
(De La Puente 2011: 366). This gave rise to the 
brutal oppression of Africans, surmounting to 
allegations of crimes against humanity, war crimes 
and genocide. In 2009, the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) issued an arrest warrant for President 
Bashir regarding these crimes.
  
Similarly, in 2011 conflict broke out between the 
Government of Sudan (GoS) and SPLM-N (the 
northern affiliate of SPLM in South Sudan) in South 
Kordofan and Blue Nile states. These regions were 
excluded from the deal brokered that led to the 
secession of South Sudan despite being a SPLM/A 
stronghold (Pantuliano 2011). Tens of thousands of 
people have been killed with hundreds of thousands 
displaced, which human rights groups believe is an 
attempt to ethnically cleanse the Nuba people from 
the area (IRIN 2015). Pro-Bashir Arab militias and 
paramilitaries were incorporated into the Popular 
Defense Forces, which perpetrated a systematic 
campaign of murder, indiscriminate bombing, mass 
rape and resettlement, forcing the Christian and 
animist Nuba ethnic groups into ‘peace camps’ and 
forcing women and girls to become temporary wives 
for pro-Bashir fighter (IRIN 2015). The six year-long 
obstruction to aid and humanitarian assistance in 
the affected areas has had devastating impacts on 
communities, especially women.

During 40 years of war that has plagued Sudan, 
there have been multiple peace processes and a 
patchwork of peace agreements. There are three 
notable peace processes: (1) peace negotiations 
between the GoS and SPLM/A that contained 
the Machakos (2002) and Naivasha (2005) 
negotiations that led to the 2005 Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement and eventual referendum and 
secession of South Sudan; (2) the Darfur peace 
process and the 2006 Darfur Peace Agreement 
and the 2011 Doha Document for Peace; and 
(3) negotiations concerning the ongoing confl icts 
regarding unresolved issues around borders and 
control of oil in the regions bordering South Sudan 
including Abeyi, Kordofan/Nuba Mountains and 
Blue Nile states.
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WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN THE 
PEACE PROCESS
The role of Sudanese women varies in the different peace 
processes, including grassroots dialogue, and national 
and international mediation. Many key women leaders 
and women’s organisations had important roles, both 
formally and informally, in the myriad of peace processes, 
consistently transcending confl ict divides (International 
Crisis Group 2006: 2). 

Though women contributed prominently to peacebuilding, 
they were excluded from both the North-South and Darfur 
peace negotiations. Women were active participants in the 
confl ict, whether joining the southern liberation struggle, as 
northern women contributing gold to support Khartoum, or 
as women from the Nuba mountains and southern Blue Nile 
state contributing food and encouraging their sons to join 
the confl ict (Itto 2006: 56).  On the other hand, women were 
active grassroots peacemakers by encouraging dialogue 
between men, travelling across enemy lines to reconcile 
warring parties, and defying and opposing decisions made 
by male members of the community to go to war (Itto 
2010: 57). For example, women from different communities 
in southern Sudan threatened to withhold sex from their 
husbands, or alternatively expose their nakedness, a curse in 
most Sudanese customary beliefs (Itto 2010: 57). Moreover, 
women from across political divides joined together despite 
ethnic, religious and tribal differences, to advocate peace 
and address the social and economic problems of the 
war, organising themselves into networks and travelling 
internationally to draw attention to the protracted confl ict (Itto 
2010: 58). It was not for a lack of capacity or experience that 
women were excluded from formal negotiations.

From the outset of the Machakos and Naivasha peace 
negotiations (2002-2005), northern and southern Sudanese 
women’s groups crossed divides to present a united bloc 
for women’s rights in the agreement, including a quota 
(Abbas 2010: 103). Most notable was the Sudanese 
Women’s Empowerment for Peace (SuWEP) group, an 
alliance of northern and southern women activists (El Sawi 
2011). In one instance, during the Machakos negotiations, 
SuWEP attempted to send ten people from a range of 
different groups to represent them. They were denied 
participation in the negotiations as the men were adamant 
that it was a men’s affair (El Sawi 2011: 11). Women were 
faced with several obstacles to their participation. For 
example, women who wanted to be involved in peace 
issues faced harassment, were followed by security 
agents, and even barred from travelling (El Sawi 2011: 5). 
Furthermore, southern Sudanese women were conscious 
that any agreement signed by the SPLM would contain a 
large degree of autonomy for southern Sudan and agitated 
for a similar representation in the expected autonomous 
government (Abbas 2010: 103).

However, the negotiations between the GoS and SPLM/A 
was primarily concerned with resolving confl ict around 

Any inclusion of gender or women 
was tokenistic and a superfi cial 
gesture to inclusiveness. Women’s 
experiences of the confl ict, 
peacebuilding and negotiations 
were not acknowleged or taken 
advantage of.

power-sharing and divvying up resources between 
political forces and regional interests. The mediators and 
drafters directed little attention towards other aspects of 
the confl ict, like gender. The SPLM/A was an exception, 
where three women were nominated as members of the 
peace delegation. This was a result of John Garang’s 
leadership in the SPLM/A, which instituted its own party 
gender quotas and included a women’s secretariat 
in its civil structures (Itto 2006). However, this female 
minority were often co-opted, had little time to prepare 
for negotiations, thus hindering their ability to collaborate 
with each other to present a common women’s agenda. 
These female delegates were often beholden to the party 
line, where seasoned politicians frequently ridiculed or 
intimidated anyone who spent time on gender issues (Itto 
2006: 58). 

As Dr Anne Itto (2006: 58), a female delegate for the 
SPLM/A stated:

“During the negotiations SPLM/A women proposed a 
minimum quota of 25 per cent for the representation 
of women in the civil service, legislative and executive 
at all levels of government, as provided for by the 
SPLM/A constitution. One senior male member of 
the SPLM/A delegation laughed and asked me where 
the women would be found to fi ll these positions. 
The 25 per cent quota was eventually accepted in 
the larger group, where there were at least three 
women, but then the all-male SPLM/A drafting 
committee reduced this fi gure to 5 per cent. The 
SPLM/A Chairman raised this to 10 per cent as a 
compromise. Later on, we learned that it had been 
dropped altogether when government [of Sudan] 
negotiators refused a quota for women in power 
sharing on the grounds that they had not been 
fi ghting women.”

As Itto concludes, any inclusion of gender or women 
was tokenistic and a superfi cial gesture to inclusiveness. 
Women’s experiences of the confl ict, peacebuilding 
and negotiations were not acknowledged or taken 
advantage of. Women’s roles in the confl ict were based 
on assumptions and stereotypes of women as victims of 
war, not as active political players (Abbas 2010: 103; Itto 
2006: 59). 
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The period following the CPA and the subsequent 
drafting period for the interim constitution of Sudan saw 
women demanding greater representation, most notably 
the Political Party Women’s Forum which mobilised 
around the quota (Abbas 2010: 104). Women engaged 
the media, held protests and demonstrations, and 
submitted recommendations to the constitutional review 
panel (Tripp 2015: 252). The recommended 25 per cent 
quota was once again not included. Nevertheless, the 
Constitution ultimately led to affi rmative action policies 
for women that resulted in the 2008 Electoral Act 
affording women descriptive representation. Likewise, 
Southern Sudanese women pushed for representation in 
the drafting of the South Sudanese Interim Constitution. 
They were more successful than their northern 
counterparts, gaining a 25 per cent quota in legislative 
and executive bodies (Abbas 2010: 104). 

During the 2006 Abuja negotiations, Darfurian women 
aware of women’s experiences during the North-
South peace process, quickly consolidated a strategy 
to infl uence the peace process. However, they were 
excluded for the fi rst six rounds of negotiations. For the 
last round with the support from international partners, 
women formed a Gender Expert Support Team. This 
was led by Safaa Elagib Adam who was the Secretary 
General of the Community Development Association, 
an NGO working to build peace in Darfur (ICG 2006:6). 
The team gathered women from various tribal and 
ethnic backgrounds from all three Darfurian states to 
present a unifi ed women’s platform to assert women’s 
priorities and gender issues, and press for participation 
in the peace process (ICG 2006: 6). As a result, 11 
out of 132 delegates to the Abuja negotiations were 
women.  The United Nations Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM) also seconded a gender expert to the 
mediation team, which helped consolidate a common 
gender platform that was largely incorporated into the 
agreement (UN Women 2012: 10). Furthermore, the 
African Union delegation to the peace process included 
women. Again, with the support of international donors, 
women were present at the 2005 and 2008 Oslo Donor 
Conferences where women participated from both 
South Sudan and Sudan, and NCP and SPLM parties, 
as well as from civil society (NORAD 2011: 14).

Fifteen sets of intermittent talks have been held between 
GoS and SPLM/A-N concerning the ongoing confl ict in 
South Kordofan and Blue Nile. Only three women have 

been present in these negotiations, which have failed 
to produce a lasting ceasefi re, unobstructed access 
for humanitarian agencies, and peace (HRW 2017: 
15, 26). Women are hindered from participating in the 
peace process due to disempowerment embedded in 
traditional gendered roles that marginalise women in 
the political sphere. This is despite women constituting 
the support base of the SPLM/A-N and ultimately, 
the rebels survival (The Sudan Consortium African 
and International Civil Society Action for Sudan 2016: 
17). Neither the CPA nor the Darfur Peace Agreement 
provide guarantees for women’s participation in the 
implementation processes. The CPA contains a 
collection of agreements and protocols between North 
and South Sudan signed between 2002-2005 regarding 
power sharing, the divisions of wealth and economic 
resources, security arrangements, implementation, and 
the resolution of confl icts in Abeyi, Southern Kordofan 
and Blue Nile states. It predominately focuses on the 
divvying up of political power and economic resources, 
specifi cally land and oil. The CPA lacks clear gender 
targets or timelines for the parties to meet, limiting the 
effective utilisation of women’s experiences, expertise 
and perspectives in decision-making in the post confl ict 
period (Itto 2006: 59). The CPA states that women shall 
have equal enjoyment of rights set forth in the ICCPR 
and ICESCR and not be discriminated against based on 
sex. It also bars discrimination based on gender in all 
levels of government. It provides for the DDR process 
to be gender-sensitive and shall encourage participation 
from communities and civil society organisations 
(CSOs). However, the key milestones the CPA outlined 
for peace – namely constitutional reform and the right to 
self-determination– gave activists an opening to push for 
greater women’s rights and inclusion (Abbas 2010: 104).

The 2005 National Interim Constitution of Sudan (north 
Sudan) does not necessarily expand on the CPA, 
though it does provide for gender representation without 
specifying a quota. Interestingly, it stipulates in Article 
15 on Family, Women and Marriage that ‘the State shall 
emancipate women from injustice, promote gender 
equality and encourage the role of women in family and 
public life’ and in Article 32 on the Equal Rights of Men 
and Women that ‘the equal rights of men and women 
to the enjoyment of all civil and political rights and all 
social, cultural and economic rights, including the right 
of equal pay for equal work, shall be ensured.’ However, 
as Liv Tønnessen (2011: 51-52) argues, there is a range 

The Darfur Peace Agreement has over 70 sections in the agreement 
that refer to women. It recognises that women are under-represented in 
government institutions and decision-making structures... it states that 
all people are equal before the law regardless of gender.
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of Shari’a laws in place in Sudan which contradict the 
equality stipulations contained in the Interim Constitution 
such as those related to the Muslim Family Law (1991) 
and Criminal Law (1991) that discriminate against women 
and girls’ social and civil rights. 

The Darfur Peace Agreement has over 70 sections 
in the agreement that refer to women (Itto 2006: 58). 
It recognises that women are under-represented in 
government institutions and decision-making structures. 
Thus, there is a need for special measure to ensure 
women’s equal and effective participation in decision-
making at all levels of government and throughout 
implementation mechanisms. It states that all people 
are equal before the law regardless of gender. The DPA 
requests the state to combat harmful customs and 
traditions that undermine the dignity and the status of 
women; provide maternity childcare and healthcare; and 
education regardless of gender. It recognises women’s 
critical role in the agricultural economy, and the impacts 
of the confl ict on women and their livelihoods, specifi cally 
mentioning female heads of households, internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees, requesting specifi c 
integration programs for women, particularly widows of 
former combatants. It sets up the Darfur Reconstruction 
Fund to address the needs of women including, inter alia, 
investment opportunities, enhancement of productive 
capacities, provision of credit, and capacity building 
for women. It provides for women and girls’ access to 
personal documents issued in their own name. It has 
strong provisions on protection from SGBV, particularly for 
IDPs, and requests greater participation of women in the 
security sector. Likewise, the Doha Document for Peace 
in Darfur has numerous gender provisions regarding 
women’s representation and participation, women’s 
roles in recovery, reconstruction and the implementation 
of the agreement, prohibition of SGBV and protection 
for women, especially IDPs, refugees and all victims of 
confl ict with special needs including female heads of 
household, expectant mothers, and mothers with young 
children. It also bars amnesty for perpetrators of sexual 
violence and refers to UNSCR1325. 

South Sudan has passed two constitutions, the Interim 
Constitution (2005) to govern the transition period 
between the CPA and the referendum period, and the 
Transitional Constitution (2011) after secession (as well 
as an amendment in 2013). The Interim Constitution 
established boundary lines between the North and South 
as they stood in 1956 and an autonomous government. 
Among other gender provisions, it outlines women’s 
right to work and equal pay, property and inheritance 
rights, and to promote women’s representation and 
participation in the legislative and executive organs by 
at least 25 per cent ‘as an affi rmative action to redress 
imbalances created by history, customs and traditions’ 
(Article 20(4.a)). The Transitional Constitution (2011) 
has similar provisions granting women equal citizenship 
rights, affi rmative action measures for women’s 
participation, employment rights, equality and non-

discrimination, reproductive healthcare, property and 
inheritance rights, and protection from violence and 
efforts to combat harmful traditions that undermine the 
dignity and status of women.

  WOMEN’S POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, DURING 
AND AFTER CONFLICT
Women in Sudan are often stereotyped as weak, and 
without power or infl uence in the community and inter-
community affairs. During the confl ict, systems of kinship 
had been replaced by civic organisations which excluded 
female representation (El Sawi 2011: 5). Women struggled 
to break through and access political power, marginalised 
by historical patterns of male domination that have 
excluded them from the political arena (Abbas 2010: 10). 
Since the fi rst parliamentary elections in 1996 and prior to 
the signing of the CPA in 2005, women’s representation in 
the legislature had been between four per cent and nine 
per cent (Tønnessen and al-Nagar 2013:125). As part of 
the CPA framework, women’s representation increased 
to 18 per cent, where women were appointed to 81 of 
450 seats in the transitional parliament. However, these 
women were mostly beholden to the NCP ruling party 
as the party had appointed them and only a few were 
appointed from the SPLM (Abbas 2010: 102).

During the post-CPA period, a quota became the 
focal point of mobilisation among women leaders. The 
quota is a standout legislative accomplishment, partly 
because women mobilised across party and ideological 
divides, and partly because the initiative was not met 
with backlash and counter-mobilisation by religious 
conservative elements (Tønnessen and al-Nagar 2013: 
122). The quota was introduced in 2008 and implemented 
during the 2010 elections, where 60 per cent of 
voters were women (NORAD 2011: 12). Out of 450 
parliamentarians, 112 women were elected (25 per cent) 
(Abbas 2010). The ruling NCP won almost all the seats, 
and most of the opposition, including SPLM/A, boycotted 
the elections due to national and international observers 
declaring it not free and fair (Tønnessen 2011: 51). 

Currently, 11.4  per cent of ministerial positions are fi lled by 
women and women constitute 30.5 per cent of the national 
parliament (World Bank 2017). Women in parliament have 
not been able to bridge the political, ethnic and religious 
divides or set aside competing agendas to stand together 
as women to address this gap. The issue stems from what 
some women refer to as the “correct” interpretation of Islam 
and how it relates to gender equality (Sherwood 2012: 81). 
Due to the boycotting of the election by opposition parties 
as well as feminist activists, more liberal interpretations 
of gender equality are not represented in the current 
parliament. This consolidated NCPs authoritarian rule 
(Tønnessen 2011: 58). 
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There is little space to criticise laws that discriminate 
against women and push through gender-sensitive 
legislation and reform, as gender issues are deemed 
too sensitive (Tønnessen 2011: 58-59). However, when 
Sudan’s National Child Welfare Council began drafting 
a new National Child Act, female genital mutilation/
cutting (FGM/C) was brought into the public discourse. 
Women’s activists and organisations successfully 
lobbied the National Council of Child Welfare and 
necessary committees to insert an article (Article 
13) criminalising FGM/C in the 2009 draft Child Act. 
However, religious leaders convinced President Bashir 
that criminalising the Sunna version of FGM/C, the least 
extensive form that typically involves partial or total 
removal of the clitoris, is contradictory to Shari’a and 
Islam, and he subsequently ordered its removal. This 
was a disappointing defeat for the women’s movement, 
and some Islamist women in the parliament support 
Sunna FGM/C (Tønnessen 2011: 60). 

The General Directorate for Women Affairs under the 
Ministry for Social Affairs is the primary policy machinery 
responsible for implementing women’s rights and the 
Beijing National Action Plan on Gender. Furthermore, all 
government ministries have a gender focal point, though 
this system is relatively weak, and implementation of 
UNSCR1325 has been minimal (NORAD 2011: 13).

 WOMEN’S ECONOMIC 
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, 
DURING AND AFTER CONFLICT
In 2010, Sudan was considered as the 17th fastest 
growing economy in the world. This was largely derived 
from oil profi ts, despite international sanctions that were 
then lifted under the Obama administration. However, 
the secession of South Sudan in 2011, where 80 per 
cent of Sudan’s oil fi elds formerly existed, and falling 
prices of oil have gravely affected Sudan’s economy 
(UNDP 2017). Sudan’s GDP in 2016 was 95.5 billion 
USD (World Bank 2017). Women’s labour market 
participation was 25.6 per cent in 2016. In 2011, 
women constituted 60.7 per cent of the agricultural 
workforce (World Bank 2017). Rural women and girls 
contribute more than half of Sudan’s export orientated 
labour and make up over 60 per cent of Sudan’s 
vulnerable poor (UN Women 2016: 14). 

96 per cent of women spend over 
40 hours per week on unpaid, 
reproductive care and domestic 
responsibilities.

In a project conducted by UN Women in South Kordofan, 
researchers found that 96 per cent of women said 
that they spend over 40 hours per week on unpaid 
reproductive, care and domestic responsibilities, where 
46 per cent said they spend 80 hour per week on unpaid 
activities (UN Women, 2016: 22). In the same study, 34 
per cent of women said that they were more satisfi ed 
with their ability to infl uence economic decision-making 
in the household than in the community, suggesting that 
households are important sites for economic participation 
(UN Women 2016: 23). Women’s collectives and mixed-
gender farming cooperatives were an important site 
for women’s economic participation were 74 per cent 
stated that they have gained access to land through 
memberships in women’s groups, collectives and/or 
mixed-gender farming cooperatives (UN Women 2016: 
23). Farming serves as both paid and unpaid labour in 
terms of subsistence farming and cash crops for income 
where agriculture, horticulture and livestock make up 
over 90 per cent of local subsistence activities (UN 
Women 2016: 26).  Women’s land rights are moderated 
through traditional and customary law, where women’s 
indirect access to land is derived through their father 
and then husband, and activities on the land are limited. 
Furthermore, according to customary law, women have 
no right to inherit land (FAO 2017).  Women must provide 
a death certifi cate to qualify for land under a leasehold, a 
diffi culty for many female headed households, especially 
for IDPs and refugees.

After the diffi cult confl ict in Sudan, particularly 
between North and South, women faced specifi c 
gendered, economic challenges including increased 
burdens on female heads of households, little access 
to basic services such as healthcare or education, 
and very few economic opportunities, especially 
during return and resettlement for IDPs and refugees 
(Nascimento 2017: 103).

 

  WOMEN’S CIVIL SOCIETY 
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, 
DURING AND AFTER CONFLICT
The women’s movement in Sudan has a long history 
prior to independence. However, there have been 
tensions and deep religious, ethnic and ideological 
divides between women leaders (Tønnessen and 
al-Nagar 2013: 125). Tønnessen and al-Nagar (2013: 
129) demonstrate the tension between women activists 
and women’s representatives who are part of the 
ruling NCP, where civil society seek not to legitimise a 
regime by working with those who participate in it. This 
has severely weakened the opportunities for a strong 
women’s movement, a crucial aspect for pushing 
through post-confl ict women’s rights legislation 
and advocating for women’s participation in peace 
processes and gender provisions in peace agreements. 
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The polarisation stems from the meanings of gender 
equality and gender equity, where Islamist women 
perceive gender equality as a Western concept and 
contrary to Islam. As a result, there are different and 
divisive stances on efforts to criminalise FGM, and laws 
and legislation around polygamy, child marriage and 
inheritance rights. This limits civil society’s and women’s 
activists’ capacity to negotiate with the state, and 
female representatives, to put pressure on legislating 
women’s rights reforms.  

Since the end of the conflict between North and 
South, there has been an explosion of NGOs 
working in the field of gender and women’s rights. 
The women’s movement is generally dominated by 
educated women in the capital of Khartoum, with
little participation of rural, uneducated women 
(Sherwood 2012: 79). The peace agreement created 
space for increased civic mobilisation and engagement 
supported by the international community. This 
provided Sudanese activists with capacity building 
and funding to establish NGOs and run programs. 
This in turn exposed Sudanese civil society activists 
to transnational networks and the global civil society 
to gain skills and knowledge to better the situation 
of women in Sudan and combat gender inequality 
(Tønnessen and al-Nagar 2013: 124). Interestingly, 
Tønnessen and al-Nagar also illustrate how the 
post-agreement phase also saw the emergence of 
other forces that seek to limit women’s rights and 
participation. For instance, Salafism, a prominent 
and conservative Wahhabi inspired Islamic trend 
emphasises religious piety and public morality, which 
has been successful in counter-mobilising against 
reforms such as those seeking to criminalise FGM/C 
(Tonnessen and al-Nagar 2013). 

Space for civil society is rapidly shrinking where 
activist roles are now feared and often times 
violently silenced by central authorities in Sudan. 
This has been amplified with the rise of Islam, 
and the secretive military and National Intelligence 
and Security Services (NISS) (HRW 2016). For 
example, in 2014 NISS raided and shut down 
Salmmah, a feminist organisation (Hale 2015). 
Harassment of women’s organisations and abuse 
of women’s human rights defenders by government 
security agents is common, from the perpetration of 
sexual violence to the deliberate efforts by security 
personnel to tarnish their reputations in ways that 
can cause lasting social and professional harm (HRW 
2016: 1).

The government does not allow women’s organisations 
to register as NGOs. To circumvent state controls, 
women’s organisations often register as business 
associations. Women’s unions and organisations not 
sanctioned by the regime are suppressed, but those 
that are such as the Sudan Women’s General Union 
(SWGU) are tolerated (Sherwood 2012: 80).
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