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When the fighting between SAF and the RSF started in Khartoum on April 15, 2023, the
Sudanese were already divided along multiple lines, including political and ethnic.

Politically, the greatest divide is between pro-democracy groups and Islamists and former
regime allies. The pro-democracy group was instrumental in ousting the former regime and
supporting the path to democratic transition in Sudan. This group includes diverse entities,
including political parties, civil society, and trade unions, that came to be known collectively as
Forces for Freedom and Change. Some members (the Sudanese Communist Party, for
example) defected, leaving a core calling itself Forces for Freedom and Change-Central
Council (FFC-CC). This group negotiated with the military following the October 21, 2021,
military coup and signed the so-called Political Framework Agreement on December 5, 2022
with both SAF and RSF. After the signing, RSF aligned itself with the FFC-CC in opposition to
the SAF, whose position on transition to democracy has always been dodgy and ambiguous.

Opposing the pro-democracy group were the Islamists and former regime loyalists (disguised
under many names) and the Juba Peace Agreement signatories who allied with the Islamists.
These groups organized a sit-in at the Palace in early October 2021, calling for military
leadership and paving the way for the 21 October 2021 coup. This group opposed negotiations
and vowed to sabotage the December Framework Agreement. This group cynically renamed
itself the Forces for Freedom and Change-Democratic Block (FFC-DB) and tacitly aligned with
General Burhan, head of the Sovereign Council. This polarization contributed to the April 15
war.

The war has further divided society. The Islamists (accused of firing the first bullet and dragging
the SAF into this war) vehemently stood behind SAF. Ahmed Haroun, one of the key leaders
of the former regime, who is wanted by the ICC escaped from prison and on April 25, issued a
statement in support of SAF and the war. SAF distanced itself from the statement. Many
Sudanese support SAF, seeing it as the national army, while others look at SAF as nothing
more than a quasi-militia loyal to the Islamists. Over the past thirty years, only those whose
loyalty to the Islamist was guaranteed were allowed to enter the military college and graduate
as officers.

The FFC-CC has condemned the war and called for an immediate ceasefire, while the position
of members of the FFC-DB has been ambiguous: the Juba Peace Agreement signatories have
remained neutral while calling for stopping the war and commanding the negotiations taking
place in Jeddah between SAF and RSF mediated by Saudi Arabia and the United States. While
SAF and RSF are battling on the ground, the war on social and conventional media is between,
on the one hand, those who support SAF and those who support the RSF, and those who see
the war as something between criminals and that neither SAF nor RSF should be supported.

The anti-war front has a solid argument: since 1956 there has not been a single instance where
SAF militarily won over a rebel group. All wars in Sudan ended through negotiations. This one
will not be an exception. After four weeks of fighting, SAF and RSF seem to be at a balance:
neither is able to defeat the other or make significant advances in Khartoum.

SAF’s disappointing performance shocked its supporters and if the situation continues, will be
disastrous, perhaps resulting in the loss of the battle on the ground. SAF’s air power alone
cannot crush the RSF, whose soldiers infiltrated residential areas and entrenched themselves



in key strategic places including the palace, TV and radio stations, SAF headquarters and the
oil refinery in Khartoum North. SAF is also losing the battle on social media.

Hundreds of thousands were forced to flee their homes in Khartoum and West Darfur either as
internally displaced persons or refugees to Egypt, Chad, Ethiopia, and CAR. The longer the
war continues, the more complex it gets, and the more economic and humanitarian costs rise.

While communities in Darfur managed to stop the fighting between SAF and the RSF, the
region remains fragile and susceptible to violence given its history since 2003. While local
communities proved to be resilient, this resilience could be lost if the war continues in
Khartoum. The war in Khartoum affects all parts of the country since it has completely
paralyzed the federal government. States depend on Khartoum for fiscal matters including
salaries and other services that were already beleaguered even before the war of April 15.

The biggest risk is that the social and political polarization amplified by this war could be further
entrenched and might draw the civilian population into the civil war. The most dangerous
division is the one along ethnic and/or regional/tribal lines. Signs of this have already appeared:
fighting between ethnic groups happened in West Darfur, Kosti and White Nile State. In West
Darfur, the fighting was between the Masalit and Arab groups, while in Kosti it was between
the Nuba and Hausa. The Kosti clashes are new, and their dynamics are not well understood.
However, it is said that the Nuba who are involved were SAF soldiers redeployed from South
Kordofan to join the fight against the RSF but were defeated on the outskirts of Omdurman and
began fighting the Hausa in the course of their retreat. In current conditions, however, this
information is hard to verify.

Already on social media, there is this construction that portrays the RSF as a foreign body.
Part of this construction views the RSF as belonging to Darfur or, worse, as foreigners from
Chad, CAR, Niger, and Mali. There is also this narrative that the Arabs of Darfur, Chad, and
Niger are teaming up to establish a new country in Darfur. These types of constructions will
undoubtedly negatively feed into the already existing polarization in the society and will prolong
the war and certainly draw other peaceful parts into it.

While Darfur serves as a warning of the worst-case scenario, in which all of society is mobilized
on ethnic lines, as the Masalit and Arabs were in West Darfur, it also offers signs of hope. Local
communities in Darfur (native administration, academic institutions, and community-based
organizations) worked across ethnic lines to reach an agreement in West Darfur last week,
which stopped the fighting. In North, South, Central, and East Darfur States, these communities
succeeded in separating the SAF and RSF. So far, the truces seem to be holding, but the
situation is tense and there is no guarantee that they will continue to do so. The hope is that
this could be replicated in the White Nile before it spills into other parts of the country.

Is there any way out? The first step should be to stop the fighting. A credible and verifiable
ceasefire should be in place. Anything less than this is a waste of time and should not be
pursued. Regional and international pressure should be aggressively put on SAF and the RSF.

Strengthening the resilience of local-level community structures will contribute positively to
ending the fighting. We have already seen this in West Darfur, where local structures
succeeded in stopping the fighting. And we saw this in the rest of the four states of Darfur
where traditional leaders, academia and civil society succeeded in separating the SAF and the
RSF, hence sparing their societies the vagaries of war. These efforts could be replicated



elsewhere. Strengthening local level structures would not only contribute to stopping the
fighting but also resist polarization along ethnic lines. Ideally, this should be done by the
government and international partners but given their absence on the ground, creative
approaches are needed.

Local and historically entrenched wisdom is needed and should be used. While SAF and the
RSF continue this dogfight hoping to defeat each other militarily, local initiatives should go in
tandem with regional and international efforts to stop the war and save Sudan from descending
into chaos and disintegration.



