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Mahmood Mamdani is a political scientist and an anthropologist. He is Herbert Lehman Professor of Government in the Departments of Middle Eastern, South Asian and African Studies, Anthropology, and the School of Public and International Affairs, Columbia University. He was President of the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (1999-2003) and also a founding Director of the Centre for Basic Research in Kampala, Uganda’s first non-governmental research organization. He has taught at the University of Dar es Salaam (1973-79), Makerere University in Kampala (1980-93), the University of Cape Town (1996-99), and Princeton University (1995-96). His previous books include Good Muslim, Bad Muslim; Citizen and Subject (winner of the Herskovits Prize of the African Studies Association of the United States); and When Victims Become Killers.



    Abstract


    In Saviors and Survivors, Mahmood Mamdani explains how the conflict in Darfur began as a civil war (1987-89) between nomadic and peasant tribes over fertile land in the south, triggered by a severe drought that had expanded the Sahara Desert by more than sixty miles in forty years; how British colonial officials had artificially tribalized Darfur, dividing its population into « native » and « settler » tribes and-creating homelands for the former at the expense of the latter; how the war intensified in the 1990s when the Sudanese government tried unsuccessfully to address the problem by creating homelands for tribes without any. The involvement of opposition parties gave rise in 2003 to two rebel movements, leading to a brutal insurgency and a horrific counterinsurgency - but not to genocide, as the West has declared.


    Mamdani also explains how the Cold War exacerbated the twenty-year civil war in neighboring Chad, creating a confrontation between Libya’s Muammar al-Qaddafi (with Soviet support) and the Reagan administration (allied with France and Israel) that spilled over into Darfur and militarized the fighting. By 2003, the war involved national, regional and global forces, including the powerful Western lobby, who now saw it as part of the War on Terror and called for a military invasion dressed up as « humanitarian intervention. »


    « Mamdani traces the path to the Darfur tragedy through its historical and colonial roots to the current situation, where drought and desertification have led to conflict over land among local tribes, rebellion, and finally to the brutal involvement of the forces of the state and to the efforts of the United Nations and others to help the victims and stop the violence. His radical réévaluation of the Darfur problem is a major contribution to understanding and, it is to be hoped, to ending a shocking human disaster. »


    — Sir Brian Urquhart 
Former Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations


    « There are three reasons why this book's perspective on the Sudan-Darfur conflict may be of considerable value to readers interested in African politics and international relations. First, Saviors and Survivors is unique in that it presents an African-centered perspective on the Sudan-Darfur crisis in the context of the study of international relations, geopolitics and the War on Terror. Second, it draws attention to African regional, epistemological and ideological perspectives on the crisis. Third, it tackles the bogeyman of African politics—the national-ethnic question in the context of cultural pluralism... Hidden in the middle of Saviors and Survivors' controversial thesis critiquing international interventionism is Mamdani s scholarly genius. The book scrutinizes, critically analyzes, deconstructs and reconstructs the deep historical transformations that constitute the underbelly of the continents post-colonial citizenship structures. »


    — African Affairs (London)


    Epigraph


    « Say « Darfur » and horrific images leap to mind: Janjaweed, rape, genocide. But most of us would be hard-pressed to explain the violence there, beyond the popular notion that it’s ethnic cleansing of Africans by Arabs. Columbia University scholar Mahmood Mamdani’s brilliant new book, Saviors and Survivors, explains why this assumption is faulty, and why it’s foiling peace efforts. »


    — Katie Baker, Newsweek



    « Very few books on the Darfur crisis have provided such a good analysis of what is happening in the region and very few voices have attempted to understand the crisis in its local, regional, and international context. Very few books have attempted to discuss the crisis in its historical and geopolitical context. In reality, discovering such an insightful book is like finding a needle in the sea. »


    — Al-Quds al-Arabi (London)



    « Mamdani’s book is by far the most exhaustive study of the conflict and is carried out with an impressive display of investigative prowess and referencing... This study is reassuring in its learned dependence on a great variety of sources and an admirable depth of research. Indeed, the reader will discover that Darfur is not quite the mysterious and unknown place that we have tended to imagine... It is to be hoped that this book is widely read and debated. »


    — John C. Caldwell, 
Population and Development Review



    « Mahmood Mamdani... demonstrates just how politically charged the word « genocide » has become, and how many shady agendas it can serve, even among those purporting to act in the name of universal values... His extensively documented study of the political and media circus that came to surround the hitherto uncelebrated province of Darfur is a vivid demonstration of the predictably calamitous results of outsiders meddling in places whose history, politics, and culture they can hardly be bothered to read up on. »


    — Benjamin Moser, Harper’s Magazine



    « [A] sweeping history of Darfur... Mamdani argues that calling the events in Darfur genocide is inaccurate and irresponsible... He believes that the West’s concern with Darfur is a preferred distraction from the failed U.S. occupation in Iraq, offering Western citizens a means to reclaim the moral high ground ... [P]rovide[s] valuable historical and cultural background to recent events in Darfur and the sure-to-continue scholarly debate on genocide. »


    — Veronica Arellano, Library Journal



    « Mahmood Mamdani has turned his fearless independence of mind on Darfur, Sudan, and the so-called « War on Terror », producing a book that is as passionate and well- informed as it is intelligent and (for those used only to surface orthodoxies) challenging. »


    — Conor Gearty, Director 
Centre for the Study of Human Rights at the London School of Economics


    « An incisive and challenging analysis. Framing both Darfur’s war and the ‘Save Darfur’ movement within the paradigm of the West’s historic colonial encounter with Africa, Mahmood Mamdani challenges the reader to reconsider whether Darfur’s crisis is ‘genocide’ warranting foreign military intervention. »


    — Alex de Waal, Fellow, 
Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government and author of War in Darfur



    « Whatever one thinks about Saviors and Survivors, the study and practice of contemporary Sudanese politics, humanitarian concerns, peace-making and peace keeping has received a jolt to the present paradigms that may get us all thinking at a new level of depth. Let’s hope that it will be lessons learned, and not repeated and congratulations to Dr. Mamdani for the clarity and courage to challenge conventional « wisdom ». »


    — Richard Lobban, 
Bulletin of the Sudan Studies Association of the USA



    « A brilliantly argued and profoundly challenging critique of liberal support for humanitarian intervention in Darfur. Beyond this, Mamdani sets forth an alternative approach to such catastrophic situations. This book should be required reading for the Obama foreign policy team. »


    — Richard Falk, United Nations Special 
Rapporteur and Professor Emeritus, Princeton University


    « A necessary contribution to the literature surrounding both humanitarian aid and African geopolitics »


    — Kirkus Reviews



    « Mahmood Mamdani... is one of the most penetrating analysts of African affairs. In Saviors and Survivors: Darfur, Politics, and the War on Terror, he has written a learned book that reintroduces history into the discussion of the Darfur crisis and questions the logic and even the good faith of those who seek to place it at the pinnacle of Africa’s recent troubles ... [An] important book ... »


    — Howard W. French, The New York Times
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    Introduction


    The Save Darfur movement claims to have learned from Rwanda. But what is the lesson of Rwanda? For many of those mobilized to save Darfur, the lesson is to rescue before it is too late, to act before seeking to understand. Though it is never explicitly stated, Rwanda is recalled as a time when we thought we needed to know more; we waited to find out, to learn the difference between Tutsi and Hutu, and why one was killing the other, but it was too late. Needing to know turned into an excuse for doing nothing. What is new about Darfur, human rights interventionists will tell you, is the realization that sometimes we must respond ethically and not wait. That time is when genocide is occurring.


    But how do we know it is genocide? Because we are told it is. This is why the battle for naming turns out to be all-important : Once Darfur is named as the site of genocide, people recognize something they have already seen elsewhere and conclude that what they know is enough to call for action. They need to know no more in order to act. But killing is not what defines genocide. Killing happens in war, in insurgency and counterinsurgency. It is killing with intent to eliminate an entire group—a race, for example—that is genocide.


    Those who prioritize doing over-knowing assume that genocide is the name of a consequence, and not its context or cause. But how do we decipher « intent » except by focusing on both context and consequence? The connection between the two is the only clue to naming an action.


    We shall see that the violence in Darfur was driven by two issues : one local, the other national. The local grievance focused on land and had a double background; its deep background was a colonial legacy of parceling Darfur between tribes, with some given homelands and others not; its immediate background was a four-decades-long process of drought and desertification that exacerbated the conflict between tribes with land and those without. The national context was a rebellion that brought the state into an ongoing civil (tribal) war.


    The conflict in Darfur began as a localized civil war (1987-89) and turned into a rebellion (beginning in 2003). That Darfur was the site of genocide was the view of one side in the civil war—the tribes with land who sought to keep out landless or land-poor tribes fleeing the advancing drought and desert. As early as the 1989 reconciliation conference in Darfur, that side was already using the language of « genocide »—and indeed « holocaust. » But that charge was made against the coalition of tribes they fought, and not against the government of Sudan. In spite of this important difference, that language has come to inform the view of those who blew the whistle—genocide—at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in 2004 and was translated into a unanimous resolution of both houses of the U.S. Congress that year.


    Observers noted the exceptional brutality with which both sides fought the civil war. This derived in part from the zero-sum nature of the conflict : the land conflict was about group survival. If the stakes were already high, the lethal means to wage this bitter conflict were provided by external powers. In the opening phase, these deadly weapons came from adversaries in the Cold War over Chad : Colonel Muammar al-Quaddafi of Libya and the anti-Libyan triad (Reaganite America, France, and Israel); with the onset of rebellion, the government of Sudan stepped in to wage a brutal counterinsurgency, just as the managers of the War on Terror set about framing the government as genocidaire while shielding the insurgents in the name of justice.


    There have been two international reports on the post-2003 violence in Darfur. The first was by the U.N. Commission on Darfur (2005) and the second from the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (2008). Neither paid attention to the land question that has fueled the two-decades- long civil war in Darfur. Instead, they focused on those who had contributed to further militarizing the conflict. But even that focus was partial, limited to the government of Sudan; it was silent about the role of regional and international powers in exacerbating and militarizing the conflict over the Cold War and the subsequent War on Terror.


    The U.N. Commission concluded « that the Government of Sudan has not pursued a policy of genocide, » for the element of « genocidal intent » was missing. It derived the government’s lack of genocidal intent from the context of the violence : « it would seem that those who planned and organized attacks on villages pursued the intent to drive the victims from their homes, primarily for purposes of counter-insurgency warfare. »1 In contrast, when the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court charged the president of Sudan, Omar Hasan Ahmad al-Bashir, with genocide, he focused on the consequences of the violence, not its context.



    Let us compare deaths related to violence in two places : Darfur and Iraq. The Darfur insurgency began in 2003, the same year as the United States invaded Iraq. I discuss estimates of the number of « excess deaths » (that is, deaths beyond what would ordinarily be expected) in Darfur in chapter 1, but, briefly, the estimates for the period during which the violence was horrendous (2003-4) range from 70,000 to 400,000. Compare this with three available estimates of excess deaths in Iraq following the U.S. invasion in 2003.2 The lowest comprehensive estimate, from the Iraqi Health Ministry survey, published in The New England Journal of Medicine, is of 400,000 Iraqi deaths, of which 151,000 are said to be « violent deaths. » A middling estimate is from the British medical journal The Lancet : an estimated 654,965 excess deaths, of which 601,027 are said to be violent. The highest estimate comes from a survey by Opinion Research Business, an independent polling agency located in London : 1,033,000 violent deaths as a result of the conflict. The first two estimates cover the period from the 2003 invasion to June 2006. The third survey extends to August 2007.3



    Not only are the figures for Iraq far higher than those for Darfur, ranging from a low of 400,000 to a high of 1,033,000, but the proportion of violent deaths in relation to the total excess mortality is also far higher in Iraq than in Darfur : 38 percent to nearly 92 percent in Iraq, but 20 to 30 percent in Darfur. So why do we call the killing in Darfur genocide but not that in Iraq? Is it because, despite the wide disparity in the number of excess deaths, whether violence-related or violent, victims and perpetrators belong to different races in Darfur but not in Iraq? That is what many assume, but the facts do not bear this out.


    Those who blew the whistle on Darfur in 2004 have continued to argue, for almost four years, that the violence in Darfur is racially motivated, perpetrated by « light-skinned Arabs » on « black Africans. » In the chapters that follow, I suggest that this kind of framing of the violence continues the error that came out of the colonial tradition of racializing the peoples of Sudan.


    This book invites the reader to rethink Rwanda in the light of Darfur. Rather than a call to act in the face of moral certainty, it is an argument against those who substitute moral certainty for knowledge, and who feel virtuous even when acting on the basis of total ignorance.


    Indeed, the lesson of Darfur is a warning to those who would act first and understand later. Only those possessed of disproportionate power can afford to assume that knowing is irrelevant, thereby caring little about the consequences of their actions. Not only is this mindset the driving force behind the War on Terror, it also provides the self-indulgent motto of the human rights interventionist recruited into the ranks of the terror warriors. This feel-good imperative can be summed up as follows : as long as I feel good, nothing else matters. It is this shared mindset that has turned the movement to Save Darfur into the humanitarian face of the War on Terror.


    In contrast to those who suggest that we act the minute the whistle blows, I suggest that, even before the whistle blows, we ceaselessly try to know the world in which we live—and act. Even if we must act on imperfect knowledge, we must never act as if knowing is no longer relevant.


    Save Darfur activists combine a contemptuous attitude toward knowing with an imperative to act. Trying hard not to be « good Germans, » they employ techniques of protest politics against their own government—and now the government of China—and turn a deaf ear to experts who they claim only complicate the story with so many details as to miss the main point. Instead, they rely on the evidence of their eyes and avoid any discussion of context. But by letting pictures and interviews do the talking, they have opened an entire movement to « the CNN effect. » If « good Germans » were taught to trust their leaders first and ask questions later, the good souls mobilized to save Darfur are taught to trust pictures above all else and ask questions later. Above all, they strip Darfur—and the violence in Darfur—of context.


    I put Darfur as well as Rwanda in a national, African and global context, which over the past century has been one of colonialism, the Cold War, and the War on Terror.4 In 2001, I wrote a book on the Rwanda genocide in which I warned against conferring an ethic of impunity on those who resist genocide. Such impunity led to the killing of some of the millions who died in Congo between 1998 and 2002. Equally, I warned against turning Nuremberg into a paradigm for victors’ justice and employing it as a response to the Rwanda genocide. For a continent where a relentless pursuit of justice in the post-independence period had all too often turned into vengeance, a more relevant paradigm would be that of survivors’ justice. Based on South Africa’s transition to a post-apartheid society, it would seek to reconcile rather than to punish, to look forward rather than backward. Calling the violence in Darfur genocide has had three consequences. First, it has postponed any discussion of context while imposing the view of one party in the 1987-89 civil war in the name of stopping the « genocide. » Second, it has conferred impunity on these same partisans by casting them as resisters to genocide. Finally, the description of the violence as genocide—racial killing—has served to further racialize the conflict and give legitimacy to those who seek to punish rather than to reconcile.


    Thus, the movement to save Darfur, which initially had the salutary effect of directing world attention to the horrendous violence in Darfur in 20034, must now bear some of the blame for delaying reconciliation by focusing on a single-minded pursuit of revenge as punishment.


    There is an important difference between Rwanda and Darfur. Rwanda was the site of genocide. Darfur is not. It is, rather, the site where the language of genocide has been turned into an instrument. It is where genocide has become ideological.


    Contemporary Sudan is Africa’s largest country, with a land area roughly the size of western Europe. This vast colony was first put together in the early nineteenth century under Turco-Egyptian rule. The Turkiyya, as the colonial administration was called, brought three different territories under its control : The first two were the Sultanate of Funj in central Sudan and that of Dar Fur to its west, and the third was the southern periphery, which both sultanates had over the centuries turned into a reserve for the capture of prized booty, mainly slaves and ivory.


    The two sultanates — Funj and Dar Fur — make up the bulk of northern Sudan and encompass its two major ecological zones. Central Sudan is watered by the Nile River year-round and, for that reason, is known as riverine Sudan. The river’s two main tributaries, the Blue and White Nile, flow into Sudan from Ethiopia and Uganda, respectively, and meet in Khartoum (a word that means « the elephant’s trunk ») before flowing north into Egypt. Despite the Nile, this country comprises two halves, one desert or semidesert and the other (except for 1 percent mountainous terrain) savanna with varying degrees of rainfall.5



    In contrast to riverine Sudan, the provinces to the west (Darfur and Kordofan) depend exclusively on rains for their supply of water. Though Darfur is a part of Sudan politically, its geography is similar to that of its three neighbors : Chad, Libya and the Central African Republic. A shared geography has also made for a common way of life and history, particularly with Chad.


    Darfur, the westernmost province of Sudan, is roughly the size of France. The historical memory of the Darfuris is anchored in the Sultanate of Dar Fur. Created in 1650, this sultanate remained an independent power until its colonization by the Turkiyya for a decade toward the end of the nineteenth century and then by Britain in the early twentieth century. British colonization took place in two stages. In the first phase, starting in 1898, Darfur remained a nominally independent state; in reality, though, it was a semi-dependency of Britain. Full colonization followed in 1922, when Darfur was incorporated into the Anglo-Egyptian colony of Sudan. Historians distinguish between the sultanate and the province that became part of colonial Sudan, the former being the Sultanate of Dar Fur and the latter the province of Darfur.


    If the Nile is the lifeblood of central Sudan, the heart of Darfur is the striking and verdant Jebel Marra mountain range (jebel means « mountain »). Consisting of a series of extinct volcanoes, the range is about seventy miles long and thirty miles wide and rises as high as ten thousand feet, splitting the province on roughly a north-south line into almost equal halves. Historically, the Jebel Marra marked the limit of cultural influence from the Nile in the east and provided the base from which the sultans of Dar Fur spread their rule to the west. In the 1940s, when the Sahelian drought hit the region and the desert began to move southward, a full one hundred kilometers in four decades, many of the inhabitants of the Sahel — nomads and settled peoples — began to move, some south, others east, all in the direction of the Jebel Marra, which is flanked on its southern side by the Al-Arab River (itself a tributary of the White Nile) and is thus the one certain source of sustenance in an increasingly arid land. Just as the drought knew no borders, those affected by it also shed their sense of borders, whether between countries or between tribal homelands, as they groped for ways to survive.6



    The province of Darfur is made up of three geographic zones, ranging from the tropical green of Jebel Marra to the arid desert in the far north. Centered on the main crater in the southwest comer of Jebel Marra, where there are two lakes — one of salt water and the other of freshwater — is among the most lush vegetation in Sudan. Here, temperate crops, such as apples, grapes, strawberries, and sweet oranges, abound. Rainfall is heavy, and there is little danger of crop loss through drought. A number of great wadis (seasonal streams) drain from the watershed of the mountain range on its western side. The wadis provide a steady water supply, encouraging permanent settlement and continuous development. Though these streams are periodic, their beds supply water year-round to areas cultivated after floods and to lands that draw water from surrounding wells. Regular floods deposit rich alluvial soil on terraced banks of major wadis, such as Wadi Azum to the southwest and Wadi Barei to the west, making them ideal for agriculture. No wonder the areas around Jebel Marra and in Dar Massalit in the western region of Darfur, between the highlands and the border with Chad, are among the richest agricultural lands in Sudan, where farmers grow grains for domestic use and fruits (mangoes, oranges) for markets. The second geographic zone in the province is the qoz, or the southern savanna region. This vast flat and sandy region of dunes extending across central and southern Darfur and neighboring Kordofan supports a wide variety of vegetation, from grass to trees, and many food crops, both rainwater-fed and irrigated, from citrus trees to bulrush millet, tobacco and cotton, and even tomatoes and melons. The rainfall in the central qoz is sufficient to support agriculture through the runoff that collects in transient surface drainage systems. With a relatively regular rainfall and seasonal watercourses, the qoz is home to both permanent settlement and cattle herding.7



    To the far north lies the waterless desert. It accounts for fully one-third of Darfur’s territory. Only the southern fringe of the desert enjoys periodic rains. In this transition zone between savanna and the desert lies a third zone of sparse and variable rainfall. This is the Sahel, which extends from Senegal eastward to Sudan, forming a narrow transitional band between the arid Sahara to the north and the humid savanna to the south. The ecology of this semiarid zone is marked by a prolonged dry spell, of from eight to eleven months every year. This is an important browsing and grazing area for both camels and sheep and is the home of nomadic camel pastoralism. For as long as its inhabitants can remember, the Sahelian belt has been spotted with baobab and acacia trees and sparse grass cover. But since the late twentieth century, it has been subjected to desertification and soil erosion caused by a combination of natural climate change and human activity.8



    Corresponding to this natural habitat — highlands, savanna, and the Sahel9 — are distinctive ways of life. Rain-watered hand-hoe agriculture is practiced in the central highlands; cattle nomadism prevails in the southern savanna and camel nomadism in the northern and northeastern parts of the province.10 Camels and cattle occupy different ecological zones. Camels will not survive in land that is wet or muddy or where they may fall prey to biting flies. Thus, the nomads of Darfur have lived in two different belts : the camel belt up north on the edge of the Sahara and the cattle belt to the south on the edge of the rain-watered equator. One single fact illustrates the difference between cattle and camel nomadism : Cattle graze, but camels browse. Unlike cattle, which usually feed on grasses and harvest remnants, camels largely look to trees for nourishment. Unlike cattle nomads, camel nomads are constantly on the move and establish their camps far from villages, preferring to exploit the extended tree bands in lowland areas. From the viewpoint of farmers, camel breeders tend to practice overcutting while grazing. All in all, cattle nomads typically have a symbiotic relationship with sedentary farmers, whereas relations between camel nomads and sedentary groups are likely to be more strained.11



    Until the Sahelian drought of the 1960s, each nomadic group had its own discrete cycle of movement, either within the belt that borders mud and flies in the south or along the semidesert in the north. The need to access different types of land in different seasons dictated the nature of water, grazing and cultivation rights, with joint rights over grazing and surface water but individual ownership of gardens and wells. Constant movement made for a constantly fluctuating relation to political power, leading to a process that involved splitting, migrating and resettling both among and within kin-based groups. This is why close kinship relations did not necessarily translate into close political alliances, whether at the highest or lowest levels.


    The Baggara (which means « cattlepeople » in Arabic) are Arabic- speaking cattle nomads who live in both Sudan and Chad.12 The « Baggara belt » extends from the White Nile in the east to Lake Chad in the west, lying just south of the old sultanates of Funj, Dar Fur, Wadai, Baguirmi, and Bornu. Centered on the tenth parallel north, the belt consists of broadly similar weather, soil, and vegetation features and is particularly suited to nomadic cattle keeping. The area is inhabited by many groups, Arab and non-Arab, pastoral and agricultural, but the Baggara are characteristic of it and the most numerous. In contrast, the camel nomads of the north are known as the Abbala.


    The countries of the Sahel zone suffered devastating drought and famine in the early 1970s and then again in the 1980s. In Sudan, the worst impact was felt in the central and northern states, particularly in Northern Kordofan, Northern state, North Darfur and West Darfur, and the Red Sea and White Nile states. The most severe drought occurred in 1980-84 and was accompanied by widespread displacement and localized famine. A comparison of different parts of the African Sahel confirms that drought did not automatically translate into famine. Similarly, a comparison of the worst-affected parts of northern Sudan—such as Kordofan and Darfur— confirms that famine, too, did not inevitably lead to armed conflicts. The ecological crisis is an important backdrop in understanding the ethnicized conflict in Darfur, but it cannot by itself explain this tragic outcome. To understand such an outcome, we need to focus on the institutions and forces through which power and people—in Darfur, Sudan, the Sahelian region, and the international community (a post-Cold War nom de guerre for the Western powers)—intervened in response to the crisis. There is no doubt that several tensions underlie the spiraling conflict in Darfur. Together, they spread out like ripples : from the local to the national, to the regional, to the global. Local tensions arise from the colonial system and the nationalist failure to reform it; regional and global tensions arise from the Cold War and the War on Terror.


    I first went to Sudan in the mid-1970s, when I was a young lecturer at the University of Dar es Salaam and one of the Eritrean rebel movements invited a comrade and me to visit their bases. Sudan was but a way station on this journey : We flew from Dar es Salaam to Khartoum; rode in a creaky, dust-filled bus from the capital to the border town of Kassala; and then took a Toyota Land Cruiser—which had already become the favorite transport of rebels in semiarid zones—across the border to the vicinity of Agordat in Eritrea. I recall marveling that although we could see no road, the driver of the Land Cruiser found his way across the desert like the captain of a ship navigating at sea.


    My next trips to Sudan were not until 2003, the year the armed insurgency in Darfur began raging full-force. I spent the first of my two visits that year meeting Sudanese intellectuals, both within and outside the university, hoping to map the outlines of the Sudanese debate on Sudan. During the second visit, I shifted my attention from intellectuals to political parties and rebel groups.


    My preoccupation with Sudan has intensified since 2003 and has involved more visits to Sudan and to Darfur. Three different sponsorships have helped make these visits possible : the Ford and Guggenheim Foundations and the African Union. I was a recipient of a Ford Foundation research grant in 2003-5 and a Guggenheim grant during 2007-8. The Ford grant made possible earlier visits and the Guggenheim additional visits to Sudan and the United Kingdom for archival work (at the National Archives in Khartoum and the Sudan Archive at Durham University in the United Kingdom) and to Darfur for interviews. It was during one such visit in 2006 that I made contact with the Darfur-Darfur Dialogue and Consultation (DDDC) office in the African Union. The DDDC had been set up as a result of a provision in the Abuja agreement that mandated it to promote consultation with and among different groups in Darfur so as to nurture an internal reflection on how to move beyond a conflict-ridden present. The opening phase involved meetings in three states of Darfur : West Darfur (Zalingei), South Darfur (Nyala) and North Darfur (El Fasher). In each of these locations, separate day-long meetings were held with representatives of five different groups : traditional leaders (consisting of the hierarchy of chiefs in the native administration), political parties (both government and opposition), representatives of IDPs (internally displaced persons) from different camps, local community-based organizations, and academics and intellectuals (each of the three states of Darfur has a university with a center that specializes in conflict resolution). The leadership of the DDDC asked me to act as a consultant to the process. My job was to read background documents, attend the meetings, listen to the proceedings, and point out which issues and which points of view had been left out of the discussion or needed fuller articulation. It was a job ideally suited to thinking through the Darfur crisis from multiple vantage points.


    The more I focused on contemporary issues, the more I became conscious of key assumptions that underlie contemporary discussions on Darfur, and the more I was led to think through—academics would say, problematize—these assumptions. My way of examining an assumption was to unravel its genealogy : When and in what context did it come into being, and how does it facilitate or obscure an understanding of contemporary realities? Over time, this reflection gave my exploration an increasingly historical character.


    The historical part of this book is an attempt to think through four key assumptions—regarding tradition, tribe, race and locality. In Chapter 3 (« Writing Race into History »), I point out the key assumption that drove colonial history-writing : that the people of Sudan are best identified as members of different races, termed « Arab » and « Zurga » (« black ») earlier and « Arab » and « African » more recently. I examine the remarkable continuity between two kinds of historiographies—colonial and nationalist—both of which see Sudan’s history as an interaction between Negroid « natives » and Arab « settlers. » This process, known as « Arabization, » is said to have produced a hybrid race—the Arabs of Sudan—and civilized it. To show the limitations of this—official— history, I lean on local histories, mostly done by historically inclined anthropologists and political scientists. They suggest an opposite conclusion—that there is no single history of « Arabization » or Arabs in Sudan. Even the Arabs of riverine Sudan—of the Funj Sultanate—came from multiple places : Some were immigrant Arabs, but most were locals; some were slave masters, and many were former slaves. In Dar Fur, however, the sultanate was not an Arab power, and slavery was not an Arab institution. If anything, slavery in Dar Fur was a Fur-driven institution in which the Baggara, the cattle nomads of the south, were junior partners; the northern camel nomads (the Abbala), however, who would later provide part of the fodder for the Janjawiid-led counterinsurgency in the 2003-4 conflict, had no part in it. If many former slaves in riverine Sudan later assumed the identity of their former masters, becoming Arabs, most former slaves in Darfur became Fur. The contrast between the Arabs of the riverine north and the Arabs of Darfur is, however, even sharper. To appreciate the great gulf that separates the settled riverine Arabs from the nomadic Arabs of western Sudan (Kordofan and Darfur) is to understand a cardinal political fact of Darfur : If Darfur was marginal in Sudan, the Arabs of Darfur were marginal in Darfur. In other words, the Arabs of Darfur were doubly marginalized.


    A widespread assumption among historians of Sudan/Darfur and its political class is that the colonial period benignly reproduced the key ingredient in the tradition of Darfur—tribal identity—by reproducing a tribal system of property (dar) and a tribal system of governance (native administration). In Chapter 4 on the Sultanate of Dar Fur and Chapter 5 on the colonial period, I show that the sultanate was actually moving away from tribal forms of property and governance and that the thrust of colonial policy was to abort this movement and retribalize Darfuri society.


    In Chapter 6 (« Building Nation and State in Independent Sudan »), I bring together the discussion of both tradition and race to drive home a single conclusion : At the heart of the crisis of Sudanese nationalism has been the failure to think through the colonially crafted divide, at once conceptual and institutional, that counterposes modernity to tradition and racializes the discussion of (tribal) identity.


    It is unfortunate that the assumptions built into the « official » historiography, both colonial and nationalist, have been uncritically reproduced in much of the current literature on the conflict in Darfur. These works thus present the history of both Sudan and Darfur as one of settler rule over natives.13 I point out that neither the Sultanate of Funj nor that of Dar Fur was a settler state. Even the Funj « Arabs » the combination of merchants and religious leaders who subordinated the royalty to regents they appointed in the late eighteenth century, and proclaimed themselves « Arabs » — were not settlers. As native as the rest of the population, they were first categorized as a settler race in the twentieth century through a British colonial census.


    The final issue to be examined concerns locality. It arises from the assumption that local problems have exclusively or even mainly local origins. I argue otherwise : The political tensions that produced the civil war starting in 1987 and rapidly militarized its conduct were the product of a regional and global dynamic that calls for a regional solution and a global acknowledgment of responsibility. This regional dynamic was set in motion by the Cold War and is currently being reinforced by the attempt to insert Africa into the War on Terror. As I show in Chapter 7 (« The Cold War and Its Aftermath »), the most intractable conflicts in Africa today — those in the Great Lakes region or the Mano River complex — are similarly embedded in a regional dynamic and call for a regional solution.


    It is after rethinking key assumptions — about tradition, race, tribe, and locality — that I return to the core concern of this book : political violence in Darfur. The big difference between violence in Darfur and in the south of Sudan in an earlier era is that the conflict in Darfur began as a civil war in which the government was originally not involved. The war began as an internal Darfuri affair in 1987-89; the government got involved only after the Islamist coup of 1989, and the national opposition parties joined the fray in 2002-3. Despite the racialized ideology that drove the civil war in its opening phase, the mobilization for and conduct of the civil war took place through tribal institutions. Apart from government forces, the war has all along been fought by tribal militias and tribally mobilized rebel movements. At no point has this been a war between « Africans » and « Arabs. » As I show in part three (« Rethinking the Darfur Crisis »), the effect of the drought was filtered through colonially crafted institutions, which divided Darfuri society into two groups : tribes with dars (tribal homelands) and tribes without. The more drought and desertification devastated entire groups, the greater was the tendency for tribes without homelands to be set against those with homelands.


    The conflict unfolded along two axes. Each pit tribes looking for land (a homeland) against those with land. The difference was that whereas the adversary tribes along the north-south axis were usually « Arab » and « non- Arab, » those along the south-south axis were « Arab » on both sides. The work of the Save Darfur movement—and the media in its wake—has had the effect of obscuring the south-south axis in the conflict so as to present the violence as genocide unleashed by « Arab » perpetrators against « African » victims.


    The conclusion returns to the discussion in chapter 1 : the many ways in which the mobilization around Darfur (« save Darfur ») has sought to reinforce the War on Terror. One needs to bear in mind that the movement to save Darfur—like the War on Terror—is not a peace movement : it calls for a military intervention rather than political reconciliation, punishment rather than peace.


    In the final analysis, the problem of Darfur calls for a triple solution : a regionally negotiated peace, reform of power in the nation-state of Sudan, and reform of land and governance systems within Darfur.
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    Part I 
The save Darfur movement and the global war on terror


    1 
Globalizing Darfur


    War may be serious business, but you would never know it from the casual manner in which African wars tend to be reported in the Western media. Africa is usually the entry point for a novice reporter on the international desk, a learning laboratory where he or she is expected to gain experience. Reporting from Africa is a low-risk job : Not only are mistakes expected and tolerated, but often they are not even noticed. When it comes to mainstream media, there are no Africa specialists.


    As a rule, African tragedies happen in isolation and silence, under the cover of night. This was true of the Angolan war, which ended in 2002, and it remains true of the continuing wars in eastern Congo. When corporate media does focus on Africa, it seeks the dramatic, which is why media silence on Africa is often punctuated by high drama and why the reportage on African wars is more superficial than indepth. The same media that downplays the specificity of each African war is often interested in covering only war, thereby continually misrepresenting the African continent. Without regard to context, war is presented as the camera sees it, as a contest between brutes. No wonder those who rely on the media for their knowledge of Africa come to think of Africans as peculiarly given to fighting over no discernible issue and why the standard remedy for internal conflicts in Africa is not to focus on issues but to get adversaries to « reconcile, » regardless of the issues involved.


    From silent slaughter to an epic tragedy


    A British author and journalist has written of her failed attempts to publicize the human slaughter that accompanied the renewed fighting in Angola in November 1998.1 Known as Angola’s fourth war, it was said to be « more brutal than any phase in the country’s conflict history since 1975 » : There were reports of « mass graves, » of « the Angolan army using napalm, » and of « hundreds of thousands of people » dying of hunger. Human Rights Watch estimated that, in the two years that followed October 1992, 3 percent of the Angolan population—about 300,000 people—died as a direct result of the conflict. Then the United Nations reported that up to 1,000 people were dying every day in Angola between May and October 1993, « more than in any conflict in the world. »2



    Another example of silent death is the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). In 2006, UNICEF issued a « child alert » on the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The report documented that « 1200 people die each day in the DRC » due to the conflict and that « over half of them are children. » On the basis of four mortality surveys conducted between 1998 and 2004, the International Rescue Committee estimated that « about 3.9 million people have died as a result of the conflict between August, 1998 and April, 2004. » If the statistics seem convenient, easy to remember—1,200 die each day, 4 million in eight years—it is surely because they are rounded off for easy recall. Those who gather statistics on emergency situations will tell you that the numbers should not be relied on for mathematical accuracy but should merely be regarded as indicators of the scale of the disaster. Their object is to wake up, even to alarm, those used to being assailed by advertising and news media—constantly breaking news—on a daily basis. For that reason, the UNICEF report tried to compare the Congo tragedy to contexts more familiar to its readers. At least two comparisons stand out. The first was a parallel with the tsunami : « Put differently, the number of dead every six months was equivalent to the toll exacted by the 2004 Indian tsunami. » The second was a comparison with the world’s most populous country, China, and an entire continent, Latin America : « Each year, more children under five die in DRC than in China (a country with 23 times the population) or in all the countries of Latin America combined. » According to UNICEF, « The DRC is currently witnessing the world’s deadliest humanitarian crisis since World War II. »3 Congo, like Angola, is the norm. Darfur is the exception. With Darfur, media reports on Africa entered the arena of grand narratives. What used to be seen as meaningless anarchy—in which men, sometimes women, and increasingly, children, fight without aim or memory; in which wars can go on endlessly, even for decades; in which there are no clear stakes and no discernible outcomes; and in which it is difficult even to distinguish among protagonists—has now become invested with an epic significance. Why the contrast between the relative silence that greets most African wars and the global publicity boom around the carnage in Darfur?


    Those disturbed by evidence of silent slaughter around Africa, such as the English journalist Lara Pawson, have focused on silence as the price exacted by Western corporations with an interest in these locations.4 Paw- son points out that about 8 percent of U.S. oil imports have come from Angola, before and after 2002. The war may have led to the death of 3 percent of Angola’s population, but it did not halt the flow of oil to the United States, even if the oil fields in question had to be protected by Cuban soldiers. She points to Congo, where a U.N. panel of experts highlighted the role of up to eighteen British-based companies in the plundering of Congo’s minerals, the revenue from which fueled the conflict in the eastern part of the country. The U.N. Security Council advised governments to follow up investigations into the biggest of these companies, such as Anglo American and Barclays Bank, advice the British government continues to ignore, citing a lack of adequate evidence. A 2005 Human Rights Watch report alleged that Anglo Gold Ashanti, part of the mining giant Anglo American, had developed links with mercenaries and warlords in order to gain access to goldrich mining areas in eastern Congo. These accusations notwithstanding, Lara Pawson reminds us, Anglo American’s chairman, Sir Mark Moody-Stuart, was invited to join U.K. prime minister Tony Blair’s Commission for Africa and played a leading role on it.


    Interest in oil is also an important dimension of U.S. involvement in the Darfur-Chad region and U.S.-China contention in Sudan. U.S. oil exploitation in the southern Doba region of Chad had begun in June 2000 when Exxon Mobil Corporation led a consortium in a $3.7-billion project that began exporting oil in October 2003 via a one thousand-kilometer-long buried pipeline through Cameroon to Kibri, on the Gulf of Guinea.5



    The World Bank provided loans with the proviso that local use of oil revenue be monitored internationally. In December 2005, the Chadian parliament modified the law, calling for a relaxation in the international monitoring of local oil revenue. Under instructions from its new president, Paul Wolfowitz, who was eager to endorse U.S. policy in Darfur no matter the cost, the World Bank had no hesitation about reaching an accommodating new agreement in June 2006.


    The economic factor may explain the silence of power in the face of some human catastrophes (Congo, Angola, Uganda) but cannot by itself explain the opposite phenomenon : popular outrage, as in the case of Darfur. The most important factor that distinguishes Darfur from any other African tragedy—Congo, malaria, AIDS—is that Darfur has become the core concern of a domestic social and political movement in the United States, one whose scale recalls the antiwar movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Spearheaded by an army of college and high school students, the Save Darfur movement has evolved into an internal American phenomenon. At the heart of this remarkably successful campaign is one interreligious umbrella organization, the Save Darfur Coalition (SDC).


    On February 26, 2003, some three hundred insurgents calling themselves the Darfur Liberation Front (DLF) seized the town of Gulu, capital of Jebel Marra Province in the state of West Darfur. The government’s response was a brutal counterinsurgency. Seventeen months later, Darfur exploded into the global media when the U.S. Congress passed a resolution declaring that the government of Sudan had committed genocide in Darfur.


    The chain of events leading to the congressional proclamation began with a « genocide alert » from the management committee of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in Washington, D.C.; according to The Jerusalem Post, the alert was « the first ever of its kind, issued by the U.S. Holocaust Museum. »6 The point is worth stressing : not Rwanda but Darfur was the subject of the museum’s first alert. The meeting that laid the foundation for the Save Darfur Coalition took place on July 14, 2004, at the City University of New York (CUNY). It was organized by Jerry Fowler, then director of the Committee on Conscience at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, and Ruth Messinger of American Jewish World Service (AJWS), the two organizations whose joint efforts created the Save Darfur Coalition.7 This is how the Save Darfur Coalition described that meeting and its subsequent phenomenal growth in a 2007 search letter for a new executive director : « Following an impassioned speech by Nobel Laureate Elie Wiesel, participating organizations signed a Unity Statement and Call to Action. Since then, the growth of the Coalition has been extraordinary. In three years, the name, « Save Darfur, » has become the brand for the Darfur anti-genocide movement. » By 2007, the coalition had grown into an alliance of « more than 180 faith-based, advocacy and humanitarian organizations » claiming a « 130 million person network » with « a rapidly growing activist list of nearly 1 million concerned citizens. » Armed with an e-mail subscriber list of more than 1 million addresses and « an annual budget of approximately $14 million... derived primarily from foundation grants and individual contributions, » SDC claimed to work « every week » through 30,000 key activists spread « over one thousand community coalitions. »8 Save Darfur claims to be an advocacy group, very much in the manner of the nineteenth-century Anti-slavery League. Like the Anti-slavery League, Save Darfur’s object is also to shape (U.S. and Western) government policy through public pressure, which is presumably why no meaningful part of its annual budget goes to help the needy in Darfur. Save Darfur employs a staff of more than thirty, but its publicity campaign is really guided by an advertising agency hired for that purpose. The ad agency was M + R Services, based in Washington, D.C. The importance of the agency for the work of SDC can be gauged from a single fact : after the SDC board fired its executive director, David Rubenstein in spring 2007, and before it appointed Jerry Fowler in mid-January 2008, the president of M + R Services, Bill Wasserman, served as interim executive director of SDC.9



    On June 24, 2004, Representative Donald Payne, a Democrat and a leading member of the Congressional Black Caucus, and Senator Sam Brownback, a conservative Republican, introduced concurrent resolutions in the House and Senate declaring that genocide was occurring in Darfur. In less than a month, on July 22, 2004, the House and Senate passed their respective resolutions unanimously.


    Somewhat reluctant to fall in line was Colin Powell, the U.S. secretary of state; five days after the resolution on genocide was introduced in Congress, on June 30, Powell was in Khartoum, returning from Darfur, and was interviewed by Michele Norris on National Public Radio :


    MS. NORRIS :	Why is the Administration reluctant to call this genocide?


    SECRETARY POWELL :	Well, why would we call it genocide when the genocide definition has to meet certain legal tests? It is a legal determination. And based on what we have seen, there were some indicators but there was certainly no full accounting of all indicators that lead to a legal indication of genocide, in accordance with the term of the genocidal treaties. That is the advice of my lawyers.


    	…


    MS. NORRIS :	... And for some, the reluctance to label this a genocide hearkens back to Rwanda.


    SECRETARY POWELL :	It isn’t a reluctance. It isn’t a reluctance that, based on the evidence that is available, it doesn’t meet the tests of the evidence of genocide. It isn’t reluctance. I can assure you that if all the indicators lined up and said this meets what the treaty test of genocide is, I would have no reluctance to call it that. And the fact that we have not called it—have not called it that—is not based on reluctance. This is not Rwanda ten years ago; it is Sudan now.10



    But in the days that followed, Powell obliged, presumably under pressure. Darfur was one of two pivotal presentations that Colin Powell would make on critical issues of war and peace during his tenure as secretary of state. The other was on Iraq. Testifying before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on September 9, 2004, Powell claimed that « genocide has been committed in Darfur and that the Government of Sudan and the Jingaweit [Janjawiid] bear responsibility—and... genocide may still be occurring. »11 Could it be that in Darfur too - as indeed in Iraq - his judgment was shaped more by the force of the pressure brought to bear on him than the weight of the evidence before him? Darfur was one of the rare issues on which the U.S. Congress and the executive branch were able to achieve a unanimity of views. It was also the first time one government had accused another of genocide.


    The numbers debate


    Soon after the vote in the U.S. Congress, in August 2004, the World Health Organization (WHO) released its findings on levels of mortality in Darfur. The figures presented a direct challenge to the official U.S. line. First, WHO estimated the mortality level in Darfur at 50,000 in the eighteen months of the crisis beginning in February 2003. Although it later revised the figure to 70,000, the figure was nonetheless far lower than in several other contemporary crises. This is how the International Rescue Committee compared mortality figures for different post-World War II catastrophes in its 2006 article on deaths from violence in the Congo conflict : « These data show that the Congolese conflict has been the world’s most deadly since the end of World War II and that the death toll far exceeds those of other recent crises, including those in Bosnia (estimated 250,000 dead), Rwanda (800,000), Kosovo (12,000) and Darfur in Sudan (70,000). »12 Second, WHO argued that most of the dead were not direct victims of violence. Death due to violence was marked within one specific age group— « among adults between 15 to 49 years of age »—but not across age groups. This finding alone challenged the hypothesis of genocide. In fact, the study noted that « the main cause of death reported during the survey was diarrhea, » reflecting « poor environmental sanitation. »13 From this followed the main recommendation of the study : « Additional efforts are needed to improve environmental health (access to clean water and latrines). »14 This is not to claim that there was no relationship between the violence and deaths from diarrhea. Given that fighting certainly delayed and sometimes deliberately obstructed the provision of emergency relief, many of these deaths could be attributed indirectly to violence—but not all; as the United Nations’ own environmental agency would later point out, the drought had preceded the violence by decades. Overall, the findings suggested that the high level of mortality in Darfur was the result of two separate if connected causes : rapid environmental degradation and political violence.


    Around the time Congress unanimously resolved that « genocide » was occurring in Darfur - in July/August 2004 - the Department of State put together a research team comprising officials from State and USAID, and members of the CIJ [Coalition for International Justice] and the American Bar Association, to conduct interviews in refugee camps in Chad. Circumstantial evidence points to the conclusion that the U.S. government’s decision to launch an alternative study was politically motivated. Its executors seemed to be in such haste that they did not even wait for the findings of the WHO study, even though its findings were far more representative than data CIJ gathered from refugee camps in Chad.15 In addition, the very language used to describe the CIJ study suggested that it was politically charged and driven : The study group was called the « Atrocity Mission, » and its findings were termed « Atrocity Statistics. »


    The Bush administration based its declaration of genocide on these findings. The same findings, which claimed that 396,563 people had died in Darfur since the conflict began, were later published by CIJ in April 2005. It was a figure both the U.S. State Department and most humanitarian and human rights groups would seize upon to underscore the urgency of an international response.16 WHO issued an updated estimate the following month : This put total deaths for the six-month period from March through September 2004 at between 45,000 and 80,000; and excess deaths between 35,000 and 70,000. A WHO affiliate, the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), calculated the number of excess deaths from September 2003 through January 2005 at 118,142. Apparently not satisfied with the accuracy of the CIJ-released figures from the Chad study it had financed, the State Department compiled its own estimate, « for internal policymakers, » of excess deaths. Covering a slightly longer period, from March 2003 through January 2005, it estimated excess deaths of between 63,000	to 146,000.17 This revised estimate continued to define the low end of how many had died in Darfur in the phase of the conflict that began in February 2003.


    It is not the State Department’s low-end internal estimate but the high-end findings from its earlier study that have provided the baseline for most international reporting in the West, from the March 2005 British parliamentary estimate of 300,000 dead18 to the September 21, 2006 U.N. News Service report that « UN officials estimate over 400,000 people have lost their lives. »19 The number 400,000 soon became the official U.N. figure.20 One notable source, however, took pains to navigate a middle ground between the two extremes. This was the new U.S. deputy secretary of state for Africa, Robert Zoellick. During his trip to Sudan in 2005, Zoellick put the State Department’s estimate of deaths in Darfur at between 60,000 and 160,000. We shall soon see that this reflected estimates from the Department of State’s own internal study. Outraged that this « dramatically understates the true scale of the killing, » a Washington Post editorial traced this revised estimate to the original WHO study. It then proceeded to question the credibility of the WHO study, repeating CIJ claims, in effect, point by point : « Last year it [the WHO] reported that 70,000 people had died… WHO’s estimate referred only to deaths during a 7-month phase of a crisis that has now been going on for 26 months. It referred only to deaths from malnutrition and disease, excluding deaths from violence. And it referred only to deaths in areas to which WHO had access, excluding deaths among refugees in Chad and deaths in remote rural areas. » The Post was wrong on all counts : WHO estimates were based on a six-month period but were not limited to it; the estimates did not exclude deaths from violence; and finally, they were not limited to test sites but extrapolated from these to the entire country. The Washington Post then offered the alternative CIJ estimate of « closer to 400,000 » as being nearer to the truth. The Post went on to point out the real damage done by Zoellick’s low estimates : « International partners are likely to drag their feet unless they are forced to confront the full horror of the killings. » And for that reason, it advised : « Next time he should cite better numbers. » The editorial left little doubt as to what it meant by « better numbers. »21



    These « better numbers » have come from various individual human rights entrepreneurs. One of them is Professor John Hagan of Northwestern University, one of the two lead authors of the CIJ study. When The Washington Post criticized low figures from Zoellick, it cited as evidence Hagan’s estimate that 140,000 people had died violently or gone missing since the start of the conflict, with another 250,000 people having died of malnutrition and disease, putting the total of violent and nonviolent deaths at 390,000.22



    If Hagan was the most authoritative of the individual entrepreneurs, Dr. Eric Reeves, a professor of literature at Smith College, was the most prolific. Reeves gave a running tally of the dead in Darfur in his blog, usually on a weekly basis but sometimes several times a week. Just consider his tally for the years 2004, 2005, and 2006. Reeves provided a steadily climbing body count for the year 2004 : from 10,000 on February l23 to 30,000 four days later (February 5),24 to 50,000 three months later (May 12),25 to 80,000 in another month (June 11).26 His mortality estimates for the second half of 2004 were even more dramatic : 100,000 (June 28),27 120,000 (July 6),28 150,000 (July 21),29 180,000 (August 13),30 200,000 (August 27),31 300,000 (October 12),32 335,000 (November 16),33 370,000 (December 12),34 and 400,000 on December 29.35



    Inexplicably, Dr. Reeves began to lower his estimate of the number of dead in 2005. Having announced that the level of mortality in Darfur had reached 340,000 on February 10,36 he then lowered it to 300,000 a week later (February 17).37 On July 14, Dr. Reeves grudgingly admitted that his lower figure was a response to lower estimates released by WHO.38



    Dr. Reeves began the year 2006 with a mortality estimate of 400,000 (January 14),39 which he upped to 450,000 (May 20)40 and then to 500,000 (June 24).41 This figure was repeated— »some 500,000 » (November 26)— five months later, but with no discussion of whether the more or less constant figure over five months meant that violence-related deaths had more or less ceased.42 Then followed a second drop in estimates, to 400,000 (May 11).43 This time, Reeves provided no explanation for why his estimate of the deaths had gone down by a fifth in a year, from « as many as 500,000 » on June 24, 2006, to 400,000 on May 2, 2007. We shall soon see that this drop followed a sharp criticism of Reeves, Hagan, and the Save Darfur Coalition by a U.S. government agency for using sloppy methods and releasing unreliable data.


    Another seemingly indefatigable crusader on Darfur was New York Times op-ed columnist Nicholas Kristof. At last count, Nick Kristof had written more than thirty columns about Darfur; for his continuing and relentless coverage of Darfur, he eventually received a Pulitzer Prize. Kristof made six highly publicized trips to Darfur, the first in March 2004 and the sixth two years later. Anyone keeping a tally of the death toll in Darfur as reported in the Kristof columns would find their rise, fall, and rise again truly bewildering : Starting with a projection of 320,000 dead (June 16, 2004), the estimate was scaled down to between 70,000 and 220,000 (February 23, 2005), then upped to « nearly 400,000 » (May 3, 2005), only to come down yet again to 300,000 (April 23, 2006).44 If rising numbers reflected rising mortality levels, what could possibly explain declining numbers? The fact that the figures were given each time with equal confidence but with no attempt to explain their basis was even more puzzling. Was Kristof, like Reeves, experiencing a stiff learning curve, or was he simply making adjustments in response to the changing mood internationally? Perhaps it was both, as became clear when the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) intervened in the numbers debate.


    In 2006, the Government Accountability Office, a U.S. Government agency whose mandate is to audit other government agencies—one may say, keep them honest (its « core values » are « accountability, integrity and reliability »)— undertook a review of six sources of data on mortality in Darfur. These comprised sources of three low-end estimates (WHO; a Belgium-based WHO- affiliated research organization called Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters, or CRED; and an internal study by the Department of State) and three high-end studies (the Atrocities Documentation Team study led by Hagan, estimates by Reeves writing in his blog, and a third set of figures by a European human rights activist named Jan Coebergh). The GAO convened twelve experts in collaboration with the National Academy of Sciences and asked them to assess the scientific validity of each study. GAO reported these findings to Congress in November 2006. To begin with, it cast doubt on the reliability of the Atrocities Documentation findings : « A number of experts noted problems in the design, sampling, and data collection in the Atrocities Documentation Team’s survey of Chad refugees. »45



    It then proceeded to question the validity of all three high-end studies : « Most of the experts reported the least confidence in three estimates that reported the highest number of deaths. » It explained that these experts « cited several methodological shortcomings... including the use of problematic data and application of unrealistic assumptions about the levels of mortality over time and affected populations. »46 The GAO proceeded to give a devastating critique of assumptions, source data, and extrapolations behind the findings of the two most prolific high-end researchers associated with Save Darfur : Hagan and Reeves. Nine of the experts found Hagan’s source data « generally » or « definitely » unsound, the number of experts registering this view being ten in the case of Reeves. Ten said Hagan’s assumptions were « somewhat » or « very unreasonable, » and eleven said so with regard to Reeves. Eleven said Hagan’s extrapolations were « somewhat » or « very inappropriate, » and all twelve said so in reference to Reeves.47



    In contrast, the experts declared the highest confidence in the study by the Belgium-based WHO affiliate, the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters. CRED estimated 118,142 « excess deaths » which it « attributed to violence, disease and malnutrition because of the conflict during this period » (September 2003 to January 2005). Of these, 35,000 were « deaths due to violence ». Given that desertification and drought preceded the conflict, the report left unanswered an important question : how many deaths from disease and malnutrition were due to drought and how many were due to the conflict? GAO’s concluding recommendation could not have been more critical of the high-end studies : « To safeguard the U.S. government’s credibility as a source of reliable death estimates, GAO recommends ensuring greater transparency regarding the data and methods used for such estimates. »48 When asked to comment on the GAO’s findings and recommendations, the Department of State agreed wholeheartedly : « The Department of State endorses these recommendations and supports efforts to increase transparency, address gaps in data, and improve the quality of further death estimates. »49



    The difference between both Houses of Congress passing the genocide resolution - unanimously - on July 22, even before the Atrocities Documentation Team had gathered data, and Secretary Powell’s testimony on September 9 and President Bush’s statement that same day was that the latter were evidence driven. But now that the GAO had brought into question the Team’s methods used by the Atrocities Documentation Team, and made clear that the results of the State Department’s internal study - « to provide information for internal policymakers » - sharply contradicted all high-end mortality claims in the public domain,50 every branch of the US Government seemed to have fallen in line in the short space of two months. Still, differences remained : if Congress was the most open to Save Darfur lobbying, the State Department resisted it.


    What impact did the GAO’s verdict and the improving situation in Darfur have on Save Darfur campaigners? In a review of studies of mortality in Darfur, one that he copublished with Alberto Palloni in the journal Science,51 Hagan revised his estimates of mortality in Darfur sharply downward, from around 400,000 to a range between 170,000 and 255,000. But even these figures were claims about total deaths, not excess deaths over what would normally be expected.52 In contrast to John Hagan, Eric Reeves showed evidence of no more than a hiccup, continuing to give mortality estimates of 400,000 and higher in his blog. There has been no further field study in Darfur of the type that WHO carried out in September 2004 (and the follow-up study after that). This means there is no basis for comprehensive mortality estimates for Darfur after June 2005. But there are field reports from U.N. agencies, including WHO. When I asked Fabienne Hara, director of political affairs at the U.N. mission in Khartoum, Sudan, about the validity of post-2005 mortality figures on Darfur, she replied :


    There was a dispute in the U.N. system whether or not to publish numbers. A decision was taken in 2005 not to publish numbers. Pronk [Jan Pronk, U.N. special representative of the secretary-general in Sudan] was not sure of their validity. We have seen how numbers got politicized. In Congo, the ratio of those who died of violence was 10 percent of the 4 million dead in four years. We may find a similar case here. There was not so much direct combat, not the kind of massive killing on the scale claimed by [the] Save Darfur Coalition.... Some embassies estimate the numbers killed at 60,000 to 70,000, no more.53



    Ramesh Rajasingham, head of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) in Sudan, agreed : « No NGO has [the] capacity to give a global figure. If an NGO gives a figure for Darfur, it is a political figure. Save Darfur Coalition has no understanding of the situation on the ground.... We never give out a figure. Jan Egeland [head of UNOCHA] did; his figures, too, were politically motivated. » The only agency in a position to give a global figure, he thought, was USAID, which has its « own figures and has a capacity to analyze data and to gather it on the ground. »54 Interestingly, as we have seen, USAID kept its own internal tally of mortality in Darfur; meant « for internal policymakers, » it was not only separate but it was also significantly lower than the findings of the atrocities mission it had earlier financed.


    For precisely these reasons, there is no single publicly available and reliable global estimate of the numbers who have died since the dip in the level of fighting in early 2005. The best one can get are impressionistic responses from those whose work is to monitor the situation on the ground over the long term. When I asked Immanual de Solva, humanitarian coordinator for Sudan, also assistant secretary-general and head of the World Food Programme, to estimate the number of violent deaths after mid-2005, his response was nine thousand per year.55 Asked the same question, Ramesh Rajasingham of UN-OCHA responded, « The excess death is ten thousand. »56 He was referring to the overall figure, and not just per year.


    All agree that there has been a dramatic drop in mortality rates in Darfur starting in 2005. These reports point to the development of political violence in Darfur in two phases. The first phase was from February 2003 to the end of 2004, a time when Darfur was the site of a brutal counterinsurgency. Whatever estimates we accept of the level of deaths in that period, there is no doubt that the numbers of dead were far too high, unnecessary, and unjustifiable—whether from a military or a moral point of view. The second phase began in 2005, when mortality rates began to decline dramatically. Professor Debarati Guha-Sapir, director of CRED, wrote a letter to the editor of the Financial Times (London) that « during 2006, mortality in Darfur decreased below emergency levels. »57 Julie Flint of the London- based Independent gathered field reports from U.N. agencies for an overview of mortality figures for 2005-6, reporting that U.N. sources in Sudan regarded the mortality rate as having dipped so low in 2005 that the figures no longer justified considering the situation in Darfur an emergency; they also estimated civilian deaths in the last half of 2006 to average two hundred per month. Alex de Waal, who runs a blog on Darfur for the Social Science Research Council of New York, concluded in a recently coauthored book : « From February 2005, known violent deaths ran at approximately a hundred a month, increasing to between two and three hundred in 2006 and 2007. »58 As Julie Flint of The Independent pointed out, « The Darfur of 2007 is not the Darfur of 2004. » She reported that « mortality levels among those reached by relief are marginally better than they were before the war and, remarkably, lower than they are in the suburbs of Khartoum, » even lower than in southern Sudan, where « children have higher death rates and lower school enrollment » than they do in Darfur.59 When fighting erupted between government of Sudan forces and JEM (Justice and Equality Movement) insurgents in Jebel Moon in early 2008, the London-based Guardian reported this as the first upsurge in violence « in more than eighteen months. »60



    Ironically, the first international outcry arose at almost the same time as the dramatic reduction in the level of fatalities. Though the number of deaths fluctuated from month to month and place to place, the general level of fatalities remained low. Yet international media reports did not acknowledge this development, and the international outcry did not subside. To get a sense of the gulf between ground-level reports and claims made by the Save Darfur campaign, one need only recall that Eric Reeves was writing of a mortality rate « very likely more than 10,000 conflict-related deaths per month » on September 29, 2006, just when U.N. sources in Darfur were estimating civilian deaths at an average of 200 a month, no longer an emergency.61



    The rhetoric of the Save Darfur movement in the United States escalated as the level of mortality in Darfur declined. When Senator Hillary Clinton called for a « no flight zone that is militarily enforced over Darfur, » English journalist Julie Flint wrote in a New York Times op-ed that « Mrs. Clinton is reading from an outdated script » : « During the height of the conflict in 2003-04, the worst violence in Darfur was caused by coordinated ground and air attacks against villages accused of supporting the rebels. But this year it has been caused by battles on the ground between Arab militias fighting one another over land and by attacks by rebels now aligned with the government. Not once this year has there been aerial bombing « before, during and after » these offensives, as Mrs. Clinton claimed. Today, stopping military flights wouldn’t make much of a difference to the Darfurian people. »62 The escalating rhetoric was followed by U.S. sanctions and the introduction of U.N. troops. A growing chorus of voices under the Save Darfur umbrella called for more international sanctions and a no-fly zone over Darfur.


    How does one explain a situation in which mortality figures in Darfur had dipped below emergency levels but the campaign for a military intervention to save Darfur was getting shriller and louder by the day— and continuing to mobilize increasing public support? An important part of the explanation lies in the fact that the press followed the lead of the powerful Save Darfur movement, failing in its duty to inform the public of matters of vital public interest. In particular, the press failed to probe the validity of the designation of genocide for the violence in Darfur and to provide space for a debate on it. There was, in fact, more of a debate on the question in U.S. government circles than in the press. This much became clear in the exchange that followed the testimony of the president’s special envoy to Sudan, Andrew S. Natsios, to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which held a hearing on Darfur on April 11, 2007.


    Natsios began his testimony by warning against the growing infatuation with a military solution to the conflict in Darfur : « We believe the only way to deal with this is ultimately a negotiated settlement, because over the long term, we have to have some kind of an agreement between the people who live there, who have been at war with each other,... one side with support of the government of Sudan, for the economy and the social structure and the social fabric of the province to be put back together again. » Natsios then went on to disabuse his audience of the simplistic notion that this was a race war, with Arab perpetrators targeting African victims :

OEBPS/Images/Saviors_and_survivors-1-1.jpg
Yug) sg?
NORTHERN STWTE V84N Y0E

RED SEA

2
H
3
P
e
H
2

Jabel
DARFUR AT

ORTHERN
/ komooFAN






OEBPS/Images/Logo-couleurs.jpg
NouVELLES
EoiTions

NUME=RIQUES
AF=jicAINES






OEBPS/Images/SaviorsAndSurvivors.1.01.1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CouvertureSaviorsAndSurvivors.jpg
Saviors and Survivors

Darfur, Politics, and the War on Terror

Mahmood Mamdani






