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			Dedication

			
		
    To the 30.4 million Sudanese people who endure unimaginable sufferingin the world's largest humanitarian crisis,

To the 12 million displaced soulswho have lost their homes but not their hope,

To the 16 million childrenwhose futures hang in the balance,

To the resilient women and girlswho face unspeakable violence yet continue to resist,

To the humanitarian workerswho risk their lives daily to deliver aid,

To the journalists and activistswho refuse to let this crisis be forgotten,

And to all those who have perishedin this brutal conflict—

May your voices never be silenced.May your suffering move the world to action.May justice prevail, and may peace return to Sudan.

"The world's silence is complicity.This book breaks that silence."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the heart of Africa, a nation burns while the world looks away. But silence is not neutrality—it is complicity. To document this crisis is to resist erasure. To name the victims is to honor their humanity. To identify the perpetrators is to demand justice. To propose solutions is to affirm that despair is not destiny.

Sudan's tragedy exposes the deepest failures of our international order: the selective application of humanitarian principles, the weaponization of aid, the impunity granted to warlords, and the casual abandonment of millions to starvation and slaughter. Yet within this darkness, the resilience of the Sudanese people illuminates a path forward—if only we have the courage to walk it.

This book is written in defiance of forgetting, in service of truth, and in hope of redemption. For every life lost represents a universe of possibilities extinguished. For every child starving is an indictment of our collective conscience. For every woman violated is a stain on our shared humanity.

We stand at a crossroads. One path leads to continued catastrophe, regional destabilization, and the normalization of mass atrocity. The other requires unprecedented international solidarity, genuine commitment to civilian protection, and the courage to confront powerful interests that profit from Sudan's misery.

May this work serve not as a eulogy for a dying nation, but as a catalyst for its resurrection. May it transform indifference into action, despair into determination, and silence into a chorus of voices demanding peace with justice.

The choice is ours. History is watching."
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Why This Book, Why Now

In late October 2025, as I completed the final revisions of this manuscript, news broke that the strategic city of El Fasher—the last major urban center in Darfur outside RSF control—had fallen after an 18-month siege. Within hours, satellite imagery from Yale's Humanitarian Research Lab revealed clusters of objects consistent with human bodies scattered across the city. Eyewitness accounts documented systematic executions, the targeting of patients in hospitals, and mass displacement into the desert. At least 1,500 civilians were killed in just three days, in what the Sudan Doctors Network described as "a true genocide." The world barely noticed.

This moment crystallizes why this book exists. Sudan's civil war—now the world's largest humanitarian crisis, affecting over 30 million people—unfolds in near-total media silence. While international attention focuses elsewhere, 12 million Sudanese have been displaced, famine grips multiple states, and systematic atrocities continue with impunity. The United Nations' $4.2 billion humanitarian appeal for 2025 remains critically underfunded at just 27%, despite half of Sudan's population requiring urgent assistance. This is not merely a humanitarian emergency; it is a moral catastrophe enabled by global indifference.

The Genesis of This Project

My connection to Sudan began long before this war erupted. In 2018, I conducted fieldwork in Darfur's displacement camps, documenting the enduring trauma of the 2003 genocide and the fragile hopes for transitional justice. I witnessed communities rebuilding amid scarcity, women-led peace committees mediating resource conflicts, and young activists organizing for democracy. When mass protests toppled Omar al-Bashir in 2019, I dared to hope that Sudan might escape the cycle of military rule and ethnic violence that had defined its modern history.

The outbreak of fighting between the Sudanese Armed Forces and the Rapid Support Forces on April 15, 2023, shattered those hopes. As the conflict escalated, I watched in horror as the international community's attention remained fixed on other crises. Major news outlets devoted minimal coverage to Sudan's catastrophe; humanitarian appeals went largely unheeded; diplomatic interventions faltered amid great-power politics. The pattern was familiar: when African lives are at stake, when powerful geopolitical interests are absent, when media narratives prove complex—the world looks away.

By early 2024, it became clear that Sudan risked becoming not just a humanitarian disaster but a forgotten one. The death toll—estimated by some researchers at over 150,000—dwarfed many conflicts receiving far more attention. The displacement crisis surpassed all previous records. Famine conditions emerged despite ample early warning. Sexual violence reached epidemic proportions. Yet Sudan remained absent from headlines, excluded from high-level diplomatic summits, and marginal to public consciousness.

This book is my attempt to resist that erasure.

Ethical Commitments and Methodological Approach

From the outset, I committed to centering Sudanese voices rather than imposing external narratives. Western coverage of African conflicts too often reduces complex political struggles to simplistic tribal warfare, strips agency from local actors, and privileges international humanitarian perspectives over lived experiences. This book deliberately inverts that hierarchy.

Throughout these pages, readers will encounter anonymized testimonies from Sudanese survivors, analyses from Sudanese scholars and activists, and evidence of remarkable resilience despite unimaginable suffering. These accounts come from multiple sources: interviews I conducted with refugees in Chad and Egypt; social media posts by Sudanese journalists documenting the war in real-time; reports compiled by local mutual aid networks; and testimony collected by Sudanese human rights organizations. Every effort has been made to verify these accounts against satellite imagery, UN documentation, and corroborating evidence. Where security concerns necessitate anonymization, I have provided contextual information to establish credibility without compromising safety.

The research methodology integrates multiple evidence streams. Primary sources include UN OCHA's 2025 Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan, reports from Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, Security Council briefings, and datasets from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED). Secondary sources encompass journalism from Al Jazeera, the BBC, The Guardian, and specialized outlets; analyses from the Council on Foreign Relations, International Crisis Group, and academic institutions; and books by scholars including Gérard Prunier, Suliman Baldo, and Alex de Waal.

I have prioritized verifiable data over speculation, original sources over aggregated summaries, and recent information over dated analyses. All claims are footnoted using the Chicago Manual of Style (18th edition), enabling readers to trace evidence chains and assess credibility. Where uncertainty exists—as with casualty figures in active conflict zones—I have noted limitations explicitly rather than projecting false certainty.

Structure and Scope

This book is organized into four parts, moving from documentation to analysis to prescription:

Part I: The Fractured Heartland chronicles Sudan's current situation through 2025, from the April 2023 spark to the October 2025 fall of El Fasher. It traces the war's evolution from Khartoum's urban warfare to Darfur's ethnic cleansing, documenting both military developments and human consequences. This section provides essential context for readers unfamiliar with Sudan's history while avoiding the trap of treating historical grievances as explanations for present atrocities.

Part II: Echoes of Survival quantifies Sudanese needs across hunger, health, displacement, education, protection, and livelihoods. Drawing heavily on UN data and humanitarian assessments, it translates statistics into human stories—the 16 million children affected, the 12.1 million people requiring protection services, the 24.6 million facing acute food insecurity. This section deliberately emphasizes agency alongside victimhood, highlighting Sudanese-led coping mechanisms and grassroots resilience.

Part III: Walls of Impunity analyzes the multifaceted barriers to peace: internal fractures between SAF and RSF, ethnic federalism debates, civilian exclusion from negotiations; external meddling by UAE, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Russia; global indifference manifested in funding shortfalls, media neglect, and diplomatic failures; and systemic issues including climate change, economic collapse, and the weaponization of humanitarian aid. This analytical framework avoids simplistic blame while identifying concrete obstacles requiring specific interventions.

Part IV: Dawn's Blueprint presents evidence-based solutions organized by urgency: immediate ceasefire mechanisms, transitional governance models, justice and accountability frameworks, and long-term recovery strategies. Rather than idealistic prescriptions detached from political realities, these proposals build on existing initiatives, lessons from comparable contexts, and recommendations from Sudanese civil society organizations.

What This Book Is Not

This is not an exhaustive history of Sudan—readers seeking comprehensive accounts of pre-2023 events should consult the excellent works of scholars like de Waal, Prunier, and Jok Madut Jok. Nor is this a neutral academic exercise—I write from an explicit commitment to civilian protection, humanitarian principles, and accountability for mass atrocities. The magnitude of suffering documented in these pages does not permit false equivalence between parties or detached scholarly distance.

This is also not a book written from comfortable distance. Multiple collaborators who contributed testimonies, translations, and verification remain in Sudan or in precarious refugee situations. Several have lost family members since we began this project. One journalist who shared photographs from El Fasher has since gone missing. Another collaborator narrowly escaped an RSF checkpoint where others were executed. These realities inform every page and underscore the stakes of this work.

A Note on Terminology and Sourcing

Throughout this book, I use "Sudanese Armed Forces" (SAF) and "Rapid Support Forces" (RSF) rather than more colloquial designations. While the RSF emerged from the Janjaweed militia responsible for the Darfur genocide, and while many observers describe it as a continuation of that force, I employ the official designations to maintain analytical precision. Similarly, I describe specific ethnic groups—Masalit, Fur, Zaghawa, Arab militias—when relevant to understanding targeting patterns, while resisting reductive "Arab versus African" framings that obscure complex alliances and identities.

On sourcing: given Sudan's information environment—with internet blackouts, journalist targeting, and propaganda from all sides—no source is completely reliable. I have corroborated claims across multiple independent sources wherever possible. Where only single-source verification exists, I have noted this limitation. Social media posts, particularly from X (formerly Twitter), provide crucial real-time documentation but require careful evaluation; I have prioritized accounts with established credibility and cross-referenced posts against other evidence.

The data cutoff for this book is November 2, 2025, though I have attempted to reference the most recent available statistics throughout. Sudan's crisis evolves rapidly; readers should consult organizations like UN OCHA, Human Rights Watch, and the International Rescue Committee for current updates.

Acknowledgments and Collaborations

This book would not exist without numerous individuals who cannot be named for security reasons. Sudanese journalists documenting the war at tremendous personal risk. Translators converting Arabic testimonies into English. Humanitarian workers sharing off-the-record assessments of access constraints. Diaspora activists compiling evidence of atrocities. Survivors willing to recount traumatic experiences in service of historical record. To all of you: your courage shames the world's indifference.

I am grateful to colleagues at Yale's Humanitarian Research Lab for satellite imagery analysis, to UN OCHA staff for clarifying humanitarian data, and to researchers at the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project for maintaining crucial documentation. Several academic peers provided critical feedback on draft chapters; their insights strengthened the analysis while any errors remain my responsibility alone.

Financial support for this project came from [institutional affiliations to be added], enabling travel to refugee camps in Chad and Egypt, translation services, and independent verification of claims. No funding came from parties with stakes in Sudan's conflict.

A Personal Reflection

Writing about mass atrocity from a position of safety carries inherent contradictions. I complete this manuscript in comfortable circumstances while Sudanese families flee into deserts, children starve in besieged cities, and women face systematic sexual violence. The testimonies collected here represent universes of suffering I can only approximate through language. No research methodology, however rigorous, can fully capture the weight of 150,000 deaths or 12 million displaced lives.

Yet I proceed with the conviction that documentation matters. That naming perpetrators serves justice. That quantifying needs enables response. That analyzing failures informs future prevention. That proposing solutions, however imperfect, beats resignation to inevitability. If this book contributes even marginally to sustained international attention, increased humanitarian funding, accountability for war crimes, or progress toward peace—it will have served its purpose.

The Urgency of This Moment

Sudan stands at a precipice. The October 2025 fall of El Fasher marks a potential turning point toward total RSF control of Darfur, emboldening further ethnic cleansing and mass atrocities. Famine conditions continue spreading as warring parties weaponize humanitarian access. The international community's attention drifts elsewhere while preventable deaths mount daily. Peace talks remain stalled amid diverging great-power interests. Each passing week without decisive action normalizes mass atrocity and erodes prospects for eventual stability.

But this moment also presents opportunity. Global awareness of Sudan's crisis, though inadequate, has grown modestly. New diplomatic initiatives, including the Quad mediation framework, offer potential pathways toward negotiation. Civil society organizations maintain resilience despite violent repression. The African Union and Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) retain convening power and regional legitimacy. Humanitarian organizations possess expertise and local partnerships enabling rapid scale-up if funding materializes. The tools for response exist; what lacks is political will.

This book aims to generate that will. By documenting the crisis comprehensively, by centering Sudanese voices, by exposing failures and proposing remedies, by refusing to accept "forgotten war" as inevitable—it challenges readers to reject comfortable indifference. Sudan's tragedy tests fundamental questions about international solidarity, humanitarian principles, and commitment to civilian protection. How we respond reveals who we are.

The choice remains ours, but time is short. As I write, children starve, women are violated, civilians flee into deserts where many will perish from thirst and exposure, and the international humanitarian order faces its gravest test since Rwanda and Srebrenica. History will judge this generation by whether we rose to meet this moment or looked away as another genocide unfolded.

May this book serve as catalyst, not eulogy.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

PDS&CE

November 2025



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part I: 

The Fractured Heartland—Sudan's Current Situation
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Chapter 1

Roots Of Ruin—The 2023 Spark And 2024 Stalemate
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On the morning of April 15, 2023, during the final ten nights of Ramadan, explosions shattered the fragile peace of Khartoum. Heavy gunfire erupted across Sudan's capital as two rival military factions—the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) led by General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan and the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF) commanded by General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemedti—turned their weapons on each other in a brutal contest for power.¹ What began as sporadic clashes at strategic sites quickly metastasized into full-scale urban warfare that would engulf Africa's third-largest nation and trigger what the United Nations would call "the world's largest humanitarian crisis."²

The violence was not sudden but rather the explosive culmination of decades of authoritarian rule, failed transitions, and unresolved tensions rooted in Sudan's complex history of military coups, civil wars, and genocide. To understand the inferno of 2023 and the grinding stalemate of 2024, one must first examine the toxic legacies of Omar al-Bashir's regime and the fundamental contradictions embedded in Sudan's post-revolutionary order.

The April 2023 Coup and Power Vacuum˙

Bashir's Bloody Legacy

The seeds of Sudan's current catastrophe were planted long before April 2023. For three decades, from 1989 to 2019, Omar al-Bashir ruled Sudan with an iron fist, enforcing strict sharia law while orchestrating campaigns of violence that would earn him an International Criminal Court indictment for genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity.³ During his reign, Bashir faced two devastating civil wars between the central government and southern regions that killed 1.5 million people and ultimately led to South Sudan's independence in 2011.⁴

But it was in Darfur where Bashir's regime committed its most heinous crimes. Beginning in 2003, when rebel groups in western Sudan attacked government installations protesting marginalization and resource disputes, Bashir unleashed a counterinsurgency campaign of unprecedented brutality.⁵ Rather than relying solely on his national army, Bashir armed and organized predominantly Arab nomadic militias known as the Janjaweed—a name derived from Arabic words meaning "devils on horseback"—to crush the rebellion and terrorize civilian populations.⁶The Janjaweed campaign in Darfur between 2003 and 2008 killed an estimated 200,000 to 400,000 civilians, displaced millions, and destroyed entire communities of the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa peoples in what U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell formally designated as genocide in 2004.⁷ The militias burned villages, conducted mass rapes as a weapon of war, and systematically targeted non-Arab ethnic groups in what observers described as an Arab supremacist ideology.⁸

The Birth of the RSF

As Bashir's regime faced mounting threats from both insurgencies and pro-democracy movements in the 2010s, the dictator formalized his relationship with the Janjaweed, restructuring them into an official paramilitary force. In August 2013, following joint attacks by rebel groups in South Kordofan and Blue Nile states, Bashir selected Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, an Abbala Arab camel herder turned militia commander, to lead the newly formed Rapid Support Forces.⁹ The RSF was initially placed under the authority of Sudan's National Intelligence and Security Service and deployed as border guards and counter-insurgency troops.¹⁰

The creation of the RSF served multiple purposes for Bashir's survival strategy. First, it provided him with a loyal force to combat rebels in Darfur, Kordofan, and Blue Nile. Second, the RSF could be used to suppress popular protests demanding democracy and economic reforms. Third, and perhaps most cynically, elevating the RSF as a parallel military structure weakened the regular armed forces, reducing the risk of a coup by mid-ranking army officers—a common threat in Sudanese politics, which has experienced twenty military coup attempts since independence in 1956, more than any other African nation.¹¹

Hemedti's RSF grew rapidly in power and wealth. The paramilitary force seized control of Sudan's lucrative gold mining operations in Darfur, generating enormous revenues that bypassed state coffers.¹² The RSF also provided mercenaries to the Saudi-led coalition fighting in Yemen, reportedly funded by the United Arab Emirates, creating another substantial income stream for Hemedti and his forces.¹³ By the late 2010s, Hemedti had become one of Sudan's wealthiest and most powerful men, commanding a force that some estimates placed at 100,000 fighters—rivals in strength to the national army itself.¹⁴

The 2019 Revolution and Its Betrayal

In December 2018, protests erupted across Sudan, initially triggered by economic hardships including bread price increases and fuel shortages, but quickly evolving into a full-scale uprising demanding Bashir's removal.¹⁵ For months, pro-democracy demonstrators, led by youth activists, women's groups, and professional associations organized into neighborhood resistance committees, occupied streets and held massive sit-ins outside military headquarters in Khartoum. The revolution's iconic symbol became Sudanese women dressed in white traditional dress leading chants for freedom and democracy.¹⁶

On April 11, 2019, after six months of sustained protests, the military—led jointly by SAF's Burhan and RSF's Hemedti—finally removed Bashir from power in a coup.¹⁷ The dictator who had terrorized Sudan for three decades was arrested and imprisoned. Jubilant crowds celebrated what they believed was Sudan's democratic dawn.

But the celebration was premature and tragically short-lived. Rather than immediately transferring power to civilians as protesters demanded, Burhan and Hemedti established a Transitional Military Council to govern Sudan.¹⁸ When pro-democracy demonstrators continued their sit-in demanding civilian rule, the military struck back with savage violence. On June 3, 2019, RSF forces and other security personnel violently dispersed the sit-in in Khartoum, killing at least 120 protesters, raping women, and dumping bodies in the Nile River with cement blocks tied to them to prevent discovery—an atrocity that became known as the Khartoum Massacre.¹⁹

Under intense domestic and international pressure, the military junta eventually agreed to a power-sharing arrangement with civilian forces represented by the Forces for Freedom and Change (FFC) coalition. In August 2019, both sides signed a constitutional charter establishing a joint military-civilian transitional government intended to govern for three years until elections could be held.²⁰ Abdalla Hamdok, a respected economist, became prime minister. The Transitional Sovereignty Council was created with rotating leadership—first under Burhan, then meant to transfer to civilian control.

This fragile compromise, however, was built on fundamental contradictions. The military retained ultimate control of the security forces, while civilians were tasked with managing the economy and bureaucracy. More critically, the power-sharing deal never resolved the core question: what would happen to the RSF? As part of the transition framework, there were vague agreements that the RSF would eventually be integrated into the regular armed forces under civilian oversight, but no clear timeline or mechanism was established.²¹ This ambiguity would prove fatal.

The October 2021 Coup

The hybrid military-civilian arrangement lasted barely two years before collapsing. On October 25, 2021, Burhan and Hemedti jointly staged another coup, dissolving the transitional government, arresting Prime Minister Hamdok and other civilian officials, and reasserting full military control.²² The coup d'état came after months of tension as the military resisted civilian oversight and as the December 2022 deadline approached for transferring the Sovereignty Council's leadership from military to civilian hands.²³

Although Hamdok was released and briefly reinstated in November 2021 under a new agreement, he resigned weeks later in January 2022, recognizing that genuine civilian governance was impossible under military dominance.²⁴ Street protests against military rule continued throughout 2022, with security forces killing hundreds of demonstrators, but the generals maintained their grip on power.

By early 2023, under pressure from Western governments, the African Union, and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), Sudan's military rulers agreed to negotiate a new Framework Agreement that would ostensibly restore civilian-led transition.²⁵ Signed in December 2022, this agreement was brokered by the Quad (Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, and United States), along with Egypt, and aimed to provide a pathway for all major stakeholders—military, paramilitary, and civilian—to share power until democratic elections.²⁶

But the Framework Agreement explicitly called for the integration of the RSF into the Sudanese Armed Forces—a provision that brought the simmering rivalry between Burhan and Hemedti to a boiling point.²⁷ While both military leaders could agree on maintaining their monopoly over political power against civilians, they could not agree on how that power would be divided between them. The fundamental question was: under whose command would a unified military operate, and over what timeline would integration occur?

Burhan, representing the established military hierarchy, wanted rapid integration of the RSF into SAF command structures, which would effectively subordinate Hemedti and end the RSF's independent power base.²⁸ Hemedti, having built a formidable paramilitary empire complete with gold mines, foreign mercenary contracts, and autonomous command structures, fiercely resisted absorption into the regular army, fearing loss of autonomy, wealth, and influence.²⁹ His resistance was not merely about military hierarchy—it was about survival. Integration meant the end of the RSF as an independent force and potentially Hemedti's prosecution for war crimes in Darfur.

As negotiations dragged through March 2023, tensions escalated. The original April 1, 2023 deadline for finalizing the Framework Agreement passed without resolution.³⁰ By mid-April, both forces had mobilized troops throughout Sudan, occupying strategic positions in Khartoum and other cities. SAF accused the RSF of unauthorized deployments; RSF claimed it was defending against a planned SAF attack.³¹

On April 13 and 14, 2023, RSF forces moved to occupy key installations across Sudan, including near Khartoum International Airport and military bases.³² The SAF issued warnings that confrontation was imminent. Mediation attempts failed to defuse the crisis. Both sides accused each other of preparing to strike first, creating a security dilemma that made conflict nearly inevitable.

The Eruption: April 15, 2023

At approximately 9:00 AM on April 15, 2023, the first explosions thundered across Khartoum. Eyewitnesses reported seeing RSF forces assault the Presidential Palace, Khartoum International Airport, the Army Headquarters, and other strategic sites throughout the capital and its sister cities of Omdurman and Bahri (Khartoum North).³³ Each side immediately accused the other of firing first. SAF claimed the RSF had launched an unprovoked attack aimed at seizing power in a coup attempt. RSF countered that SAF had tried to eliminate them preemptively, forcing them to defend themselves.³⁴

Within hours, fighting spread from military installations into residential neighborhoods as RSF pickup trucks mounted with heavy machine guns—the same vehicles used in the Darfur genocide—engaged with SAF tanks, artillery, and airstrikes. The capital's tri-city area became a battleground, with civilians trapped in their homes as bullets and shells tore through streets, markets, and apartment buildings.³⁵

By the end of the first week, the conflict's geography became clear. RSF forces, demonstrating superior mobility and tactical skill in urban warfare, seized control of most of central Khartoum including the Presidential Palace, the Republican Palace, key bridges over the Nile, and large swaths of the capital's neighborhoods.³⁶ The SAF maintained control of its military headquarters—where Burhan remained besieged—the airport (though it was rendered inoperable by fighting), and portions of Omdurman and Bahri. With Burhan trapped in Khartoum, effective command of the SAF government fell to Malik Agar, a former rebel leader and Sovereignty Council member, who assumed responsibility for international diplomacy and day-to-day governance from the Red Sea port city of Port Sudan, where the military relocated its de facto capital.³⁷

The initial violence was catastrophic. In the first month alone, more than 600 people were killed, thousands wounded, and 300,000 fled Khartoum.³⁸ Hospitals were damaged or forced to close as medical staff fled and supplies ran out. Water and electricity were cut in many neighborhoods. Foreign embassies scrambled to evacuate their citizens, with dramatic airlift operations drawing international attention but little substantive action to stop the fighting.

International mediation efforts began almost immediately. On May 21, 2023, representatives of the SAF and RSF gathered in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, for talks mediated by the United States and Saudi Arabia, resulting in the Jeddah Declaration of Commitment to Protect the Civilians of Sudan.³⁹ Both sides pledged to protect civilians, allow humanitarian access, and work toward a ceasefire. Multiple ceasefires were declared over the following months—and all were violated within hours.⁴⁰ The pattern became grimly predictable: announce a truce, observe a brief lull, then resume fighting. Neither side was winning decisively, but neither was willing to negotiate seriously while believing military victory was still possible.

What had begun as a power struggle between two generals over integration timelines had unleashed Sudan's worst nightmare: a full-scale civil war pitting the remnants of the old military regime against each other, with civilians caught in between and the country's democratic dreams shattered.

Urban Warfare in Khartoum and Omdurman

The Battle for the Capital

From April through December 2023, the battle for Khartoum evolved into a grinding urban conflict unprecedented in Sudan's modern history. The capital region—comprising Khartoum, Omdurman, and Bahri—is home to over five million people, making it one of Africa's largest metropolitan areas.⁴¹ As fighting intensified, these densely populated cities became labyrinths of violence where neither side could achieve decisive victory.

The RSF's strength lay in its guerrilla-style urban warfare tactics. Having operated for years as a mobile counter-insurgency force, RSF fighters excelled at using pickup trucks mounted with anti-aircraft guns and heavy machine guns to strike quickly and melt back into civilian areas.⁴² They occupied residential neighborhoods, using homes as fighting positions and human shields, making it difficult for the SAF to use its superior firepower—tanks, artillery, and airstrikes—without causing massive civilian casualties.⁴³

By contrast, the SAF found its conventional military advantages largely neutralized in close-quarters urban combat. Heavy armor proved cumbersome in narrow streets; airstrikes, while devastating, often hit civilian areas along with military targets; and infantry advances were repeatedly stymied by RSF snipers and ambushes.⁴⁴ The result was a brutal stalemate where territory changed hands block by block, week by week, with neither side able to expel the other from the capital.

Throughout 2023 and into early 2024, this pattern persisted with terrible consequences. When SAF forces tried to advance using artillery barrages and airstrikes, entire neighborhoods were reduced to rubble. When RSF fighters retreated from one area, they often torched buildings and looted systematically before withdrawing. Khartoum's once-bustling Souq Omdurman market—a sprawling commercial hub—was left a charred skeleton of shattered storefronts and burned merchandise.⁴⁵

The Displacement Crisis

The urban warfare triggered a massive displacement crisis. By June 2023, just two months into the conflict, approximately 1.2 million people had been displaced from Khartoum and surrounding areas.⁴⁶ By the end of 2023, that number had swelled to 2.5 million internally displaced persons from the capital region alone—representing nearly half the city's pre-war population.⁴⁷ Families fled with whatever they could carry, often just the clothes on their backs, escaping on foot, in overcrowded buses, or in donkey carts through active combat zones.

Those who managed to escape Khartoum faced grim choices. Some sought refuge with relatives in other Sudanese states, only to find that fighting had spread there too. Others attempted the dangerous journey to neighboring countries—Egypt to the north, Chad to the west, South Sudan and Ethiopia to the south and east—joining a growing exodus of Sudanese refugees that would eventually exceed three million people, creating what the International Organization for Migration called "the world's worst displacement crisis."⁴⁸

For the hundreds of thousands who remained trapped in Khartoum through 2023 and early 2024, daily life became a desperate struggle for survival. Food prices skyrocketed as supply chains collapsed. Water and electricity became sporadic or disappeared entirely in combat zones. Medical care became nearly impossible to access—by late 2023, approximately 70 percent of Khartoum's hospitals and health facilities were either destroyed, damaged, or forced to close due to fighting, lack of supplies, or staff evacuation.⁴⁹

Humanitarian organizations attempting to deliver aid faced immense obstacles. Both SAF and RSF erected bureaucratic barriers, denied travel permits, and restricted access to areas under their control.⁵⁰ Aid convoys that did reach the city were frequently looted by fighters from both sides. Medical facilities became targets; multiple hospitals were shelled, and in some cases, forcibly occupied by armed groups seeking defensive positions or medical treatment for their wounded while denying care to civilians.⁵¹

The 2024 Stalemate Begins to Break

By January 2024, the military situation began to shift. The SAF, having spent months largely on the defensive and losing territory, adopted a new offensive strategy focused on Omdurman, the historic city across the Nile from Khartoum. Starting in late January, SAF forces launched sustained operations to relieve their besieged garrison at the Engineers Corps base in southern Omdurman, which had been surrounded by RSF forces for ten months.⁵²

The operation succeeded. On February 16, 2024, SAF troops broke the siege, linking up their forces in northern and southern Omdurman and seizing control of the historic Old Omdurman neighborhoods from the RSF.⁵³ This represented the first major SAF offensive success of the war and demonstrated that the tide might be turning. The RSF, having dispersed forces across multiple fronts in Darfur, Kordofan, and Gezira states, found itself overextended and unable to hold all positions.

Throughout February and March 2024, the SAF continued pressing its advantage in Omdurman. On March 12, 2024, SAF forces captured the Sudan National Broadcasting Corporation headquarters, a symbolically important site, and repelled RSF counterattacks.⁵⁴ The RSF retreated from many Omdurman neighborhoods, withdrawing toward the Nile River and RSF-controlled areas in western Omdurman and central Khartoum.⁵⁵

However, the SAF's gains in Omdurman did not translate to decisive victory. The RSF maintained control over large portions of central Khartoum and Bahri, and fierce fighting continued in contested areas. Moreover, the SAF's offensive operations came at enormous cost. Artillery barrages and airstrikes demolished entire neighborhoods. According to the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), between April 15, 2023 and April 5, 2024, Khartoum state recorded over 3,660 political violence events resulting in more than 7,050 reported fatalities—a conservative estimate given the challenges of real-time reporting in active conflict zones.⁵⁶ Targeted violence against civilians was particularly severe, with more than 650 incidents causing at least 1,470 civilian deaths in Khartoum state alone.⁵⁷

The urban warfare left Khartoum and Omdurman devastated. A journalist visiting Omdurman in September 2024 described a landscape of ruins: "The call to prayer echoed through the battered streets of Old Omdurman...through emptied brightly colored homes, schools and hospitals. Shoes, toys, diaries, photographs and other intimate personal belongings lay in heaps of rubble, scattered out in the open...Felled battle tanks sit along the eerie streets."⁵⁸

Yet amid the destruction, some pockets of life persisted. Markets reopened in SAF-controlled areas. Restaurants and tea shops served customers under trees. Medical workers at Al-Buluk pediatric hospital, the only specialized children's hospital still functioning in Khartoum state and supported by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), continued treating malnourished children despite lacking basic supplies like medical gloves, syringes, and even anesthetics.⁵⁹

By March 2025, after nearly two years of grinding urban combat, the SAF had regained control over most of Khartoum, including the Presidential Palace and the airport, forcing the RSF into a defensive posture in the capital.⁶⁰ But this military success came at catastrophic humanitarian cost and did little to bring peace to Sudan as a whole. As the battle for Khartoum slowly turned in SAF's favor, an even more horrific chapter of the war was unfolding 850 kilometers to the west, in Darfur—where the RSF's campaign of ethnic cleansing would shock the world and draw uncomfortable parallels to the genocide of two decades earlier.

Darfur's Shadow War

While international attention focused on the battle for Khartoum, Sudan's western Darfur region experienced violence that human rights organizations, genocide scholars, and eventually the United States government would formally characterize as ethnic cleansing and genocide.⁶¹ The atrocities committed by the RSF and allied Arab militias in Darfur during 2023 and 2024 were not spontaneous outbursts of wartime violence but systematic campaigns targeting specific ethnic groups with the apparent intent to permanently remove them from their ancestral lands.

El Geneina: Genocide Returns to Darfur

The city of El Geneina, capital of West Darfur state and historical center of the Dar Masalit sultanate, became the epicenter of this renewed genocide. With a pre-war population of approximately 540,000, El Geneina was home to a majority Masalit population—a non-Arab, predominantly agricultural ethnic group that had been targeted during the 2003-2008 Darfur genocide and again faced extinction in 2023.⁶²

Tensions in El Geneina were already high before April 15, 2023. In late March and early April, clashes between Arab nomadic groups and non-Arab farming communities had prompted West Darfur governor Khamis Abakar, himself an ethnic Masalit, to declare a state of emergency and impose a nighttime curfew on April 10.⁶³ When the SAF-RSF war erupted on April 15, these local tensions exploded into full-scale ethnic violence.

Within days, the conflict in El Geneina devolved along ethnic lines. RSF forces and allied Arab militias—including the Janjaweed fighters who had never truly been disarmed after the 2003-2008 genocide—began systematically attacking Masalit neighborhoods and displacement camps.⁶⁴ What emerged was not simply urban combat between military factions but a coordinated campaign of ethnic cleansing with horrifying echoes of the past.

Human Rights Watch documented the atrocities through interviews with more than 220 survivors who had fled to Chad, as well as analysis of photographs, videos, satellite imagery, and documents from humanitarian organizations.⁶⁵ The pattern was consistent and deliberate: RSF and allied militias would surround Masalit neighborhoods, shell them with artillery, then move in with ground forces conducting house-to-house clearances. They killed indiscriminately—men, women, children, and the elderly—often using racial slurs and explicitly stating their intent to eliminate "Black" populations from Darfur.⁶⁶

The violence unfolded in waves. From late April through May 2023, attacks intensified. By mid-June, the situation reached its peak of horror. On June 13, 2023, Sudanese Red Crescent workers reported finding 2,000 bodies lying in the streets of El Geneina before being overwhelmed by the numbers and ceasing their count.⁶⁷ The dead included entire families killed in their homes, patients executed in clinics, and civilians gunned down while attempting to flee.

On June 14, 2023, the violence reached a critical turning point with the assassination of Governor Khamis Abakar. Hours before his death, Abakar had given a televised interview to Al Hadath in which he directly accused the RSF of committing genocide against the Masalit people and called for international intervention.⁶⁸ "The entire city is under the RSF and the [Arab] militias cooperate with them," Abakar declared. "Today, all of el-Geneina is destroyed. There is no protection for us whether from the central government or from the regional government."⁶⁹ Later that day, armed men abducted and killed him.⁷⁰

Abakar's assassination signaled to the Masalit community that no one was safe—not even the region's highest official. What followed was an intensification of the massacres. Between June 14 and June 22, thousands of Masalit civilians were slaughtered in El Geneina.⁷¹ RSF fighters and Arab militias specifically targeted community leaders, including tribal chiefs, human rights lawyers, doctors, and humanitarian workers—systematically eliminating anyone who might document atrocities or organize resistance.⁷²

Among those killed was Emir Badawi Masri Balhredin, cousin of the Dar Masalit sultan, murdered on June 19.⁷³ Also killed that day were Sadig Haroun, Commissioner of Humanitarian Aid for the city, along with several mayors and imams.⁷⁴ The Darfur Bar Association reported that refugee camps in Kreinik and Sirba were besieged, with all makeshift shelters burned to the ground by June 20.⁷⁵ The Grand Market of El Geneina and the palace of the Masalit Sultanate—symbols of Masalit cultural identity—were deliberately destroyed.⁷⁶

The Dar Masalit Sultanate released a statement on June 22 claiming more than 5,000 civilians had been killed between April 24 and June 24, 2023, the majority non-Arabs, and explicitly calling the situation "genocide."⁷⁷ Videos circulated showing corpses being used as barricades and the bodies of men, women, and children strewn across roads.⁷⁸

The Road of Death

For those who managed to escape El Geneina, a final gauntlet awaited: the 45-kilometer road to the Chadian border at Adré. RSF and allied militias established checkpoints along this route, where they systematically robbed, raped, and killed fleeing civilians.⁷⁹ Refugees who survived the journey reported seeing bodies lining the entire road—so many that "nobody can count them."⁸⁰ One refugee estimated more than 350 people were killed on this road alone during June 2023.⁸¹

Women and girls were particularly vulnerable. At RSF checkpoints, fighters demanded payment for passage. Those without money faced horrific choices. A pregnant woman was reportedly killed for not having enough money to pay the militiamen.⁸² Sexual violence was widespread and deliberate. Women and girls were raped at checkpoints, during house raids, and in detention. Human Rights Watch documented numerous cases where RSF fighters explicitly stated they would rape Masalit women to "produce Arab babies," indicating not just sexual violence but genocidal intent to destroy the ethnic group.⁸³

UN investigators later discovered a mass grave near El Geneina containing 87 Masalit civilians killed by the RSF between June 13 and 21.⁸⁴ Many victims were from the al-Madariss and al-Jamarik neighborhoods. UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Türk deplored the killings and noted that UN personnel were not allowed access to the site until July, highlighting how the RSF deliberately prevented documentation of their crimes.⁸⁵

In January 2024, a report to the UN Security Council estimated that between 10,000 and 15,000 people had been killed in El Geneina during 2023.⁸⁶ More than 570,000 people—predominantly Masalit—fled West Darfur into Chad, creating one of Africa's largest refugee flows in recent history.⁸⁷ By late October 2023, 75 percent of refugees in Chad were from El Geneina.⁸⁸
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