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Based on field research in Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-North 
(SPLM-N)-controlled areas of South Kordofan in April and May of 2021, 
this paper documents and analyzes the experiences of women farmers in South 
Kordofan. We focus on women’s roles in ensuring food sovereignty at community 
level. "e state of South Kordofan is a war-affected area of Sudan that is in a 
state of no war/no peace. "is situation is “characterized by continued insecurity, 
low-level violence, inter-group hostility, and persistence of the factors that sparked 
and sustained the conflict.”1 Communities in South Kordofan have endured and 
resisted decades of socio-economic, political and cultural marginalization at the 
hands of successive governments in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan. Women 
farmers, community members, and officials in South Kordofan interviewed for 
this research perceive women’s roles in subsistence farming as essential for ensuring 
dignity, freedom, survival, and life. "is is particularly important because during 
the rule of Omer Bashir (1989-2019), the government used food as a weapon 
of war, to subjugate South Kordofan’s indigenous Nuba communities. "rough 
these preliminary thoughts, we aim to contribute to restoring the voices of women 
farmers into academia as legitimate producers of knowledge. We argue that the 
experiences, narratives, and knowledge of women farmers in South Kordofan can 
enrich current thinking around food sovereignty, especial

Fig. 1. States of Sudan Map2 
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INTRODUCTION

“We cultivate food in Jabarik.3 We grow broad beans, sorghum, okra, 
tomatoes, and more. We start by clearing the area. We make sure animals are 
locked up...Insects and pests affect farming, but we use ashes to control them. 
When we harvest what we cultivated, we become self-sufficient. We also make 
dried tomatoes, pumpkins, eggplant, and zucchini and use it during the dry 
season.”  FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION, NUBA MOUNTAINS, BY NAGLAA 

ABDULWAHID, APRIL 9, 2021

“Women play important roles. "ey are the backbone of this commu-
nity.”  INTERVIEW WITH SALIH ELBADEL, GOVERNOR OF THE NUBA 

MOUNTAINS, SOUTH KORDOFAN, BY NAGLAA ABDULWAHID, APRIL 9, 2021

Food and the lack thereof are major global concerns, especially 
among historically marginalized communities in war-affected areas such 
as South Kordofan. One of Sudan’s 18 states, South Kordofan is home to 
three major ethnic groups: the Nuba, the Misseriya, and the Hawazma. 
9e Nuba, an indigenous community that identifies as African, consists of 
over 50 tribes. 9ese groups speak over 40 languages. 9ey also adhere to 
different religions. Farming is the main livelihood in the area, but the Nuba 
and other communities in the area also herd cattle and keep other domestic 
animals.4 Women play key roles in subsistence farming. Communities and 
political activists in the area see this role as key to the community’s very 
survival, and to its dignity and freedom, given that communities in South 
Kordofan have endured and resisted decades of socio-economic, political 
and cultural marginalization at the hands of successive governments. 9e 
area has witnessed conflict and militarization since the early 1989s. Over 
the years, successive governments in Sudan have used food as a weapon in 
their wars with the Nuba. 

It is thus important to document and analyze the experiences of 
women farmers and their contributions to food sovereignty in the area. 
We focus on areas under the control of the Sudan People Liberation 
Movement-North (SPLM-N).5 We argue that women’s contributions to 
agricultural production have particular significance, because their labor 
and its products are connected to attempts to ensure food sovereignty 
in an area that has been in a no-war/no-peace state: a situation “charac-
terized by continued insecurity, low-level violence, inter-group hostility, 
and persistence of the factors that sparked and sustained the conflict,” 
though not “large-scale” enough to rise to a clear definition of all-out war.6 
9rough these preliminary insights, we also aim to contribute to restoring 
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the voices of women farmers into academia as legitimate producers of 
knowledge.7

In documenting the experiences of women farmers, we engage with 
the concept of food sovereignty as it relates to a protracted conflict in the 
area. 9e concept of food sovereignty, as opposed to food security, high-
lights structural inequalities, is explicitly normative, and it reflects farmers’ 
agency and voice.8 It aligns with current thinking on climate justice, inter-
sectionality, and the need to transform unequal power relations. Movements 
concerned with food sovereignty introduced this concept to replace the 
widely used notion of food security. 9e latter, which international agen-
cies such as the World Food Programme continue to use, “exists when all 
people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient safe 
and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for 
an active and healthy life.”9 

Alternatively, the concept of food sovereignty is rooted in movement 
activism in the global South. 9e agrarian movement, La Via Campesina, 
coined the concept in 1996. 9is movement worked collectively with other 
farmer organizations and movements for over a decade to refine the initial 
definition of food sovereignty. 9is process culminated in a conference in 
Nyéléni, Mali. 9e declaration from this conference defined food sover-
eignty as 

“[T]he right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 
produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, 
and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems. 
[9is concept] puts the aspirations and needs of those who produce, 
distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies 
rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It defends the 
interests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a strategy to 
resist and dismantle the current corporate trade and food regime…
Food sovereignty prioritizes local and national economies and 
markets and empowers peasant and family farmer-driven agricul-
ture…It ensures that the rights to use and manage lands, territories, 
waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those…
who produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations 
free of oppression and inequality between men and women, peoples, 
racial groups, social and economic classes and generations.”10 

Researching the politics of food and food sovereignty in Sudan is 
crucial, given the prevalence of food shortages and crises in different parts 
of the country, and especially in non-government held areas in South 
Kordofan. As discussed above, women farmers and political activists alike 
define subsistence farming as a political strategy for survival, dignity, and 
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freedom. 9at is, they articulate an understanding of subsistence farming 
as food sovereignty. 

9is article is based on fieldwork that Naglaa Abdulwahid conducted 
in the Nuba Mountains, South Kordofan, in April and May 2021. Naglaa, 
a gender advisor and a political activist in South Kordofan and a farmer, 
carried out interviews with women farmers, with the governor of the region, 
and with officials in the Directorate of Agriculture. She also met with heads 
of civil society groups, including women’s organizations and producer 
cooperatives. Naglaa also organized Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), 
which often took place in the form of conversations during Jabana (coffee) 
gatherings.11 Nada, a scholar activist who is based in North America, was 
the principal investigator in the larger project on which this article is based. 
She conceptualized the research in consultation with researchers, provided 
training, and co-authored this paper with Naglaa. 

9e next section of this paper elaborates on the conflict in South 
Kordofan and on Sudan’s food crises. We then share narratives of women 
farmers and discuss their potential contributions to advancing food sover-
eignty in South Kordofan.

CONTEXT

Sudan’s Food Crises12

Sudan is one of many countries in which the population faces serious 
food shortages and increases in the price of food. According to the WFP, 15 
million people (that is, 34% of the country’s population of 46.7 million) 
were “food insecure” in May 2022, up from 10.9 million in January 2022.13 
Moreover, 14.4 million people (a third of the country’s population) needed 
humanitarian assistance during the same month, with 59 percent of this 
assisted population living in areas affected by conflict.14 As of May 2022, 
prices of food continued to rise in the country. 9e WFP estimates that 
the average cost of a food basket increased by 18.64% from March to April 
2022. Sudan’s history of colonialism, and contemporary national, regional, 
and global economic and political structures and processes have contrib-
uted to on-going food crises—in a country so rich with fertile land that it 
was considered a potential food basket for the Arab world in the 1970s.15 
It was during the 1970s that investors from food insecure countries in the 
Middle East and North Africa region started to purchase or lease “vast 
swaths of fertile land irrigated by the Nile River to grow food crops to 
sustain their populations.”16 9ese “land grabs” have harmed local commu-
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nities that relied on the land through using large lands and water resources 
without accounting for these communities.17

Current contributing factors to Sudan’s food crises include an 
“economic fallout, poor harvest, political instability, increases in food 
costs, and the impact of the Ukraine crisis,” which led to “a sharp increase 
in global food prices and transportation costs as a result of trade flow inter-
ruptions.” 9ese combine with “the depreciation of the Sudanese Pound 
(SDG).”18 Food insecurity and hunger affect communities in distinct ways 
based on gender, race and ethnicity, social class, refugee status, regional 
location, and other aspects of difference, and communities in Sudan are 
no exception.

Conflict in South Kordofan: !e Impact on Women

9e people of Sudan have endured conflicts since the 1950s, when 
war broke out in now independent South Sudan, a year before Sudan’s 
political independence. It was in the 1980s that war started in the Nuba 
Mountains. Marginalization and conflict have affected Nuba communi-
ties, particularly women. 9e lack of education and health infrastructure 
meant limited access to education and healthcare for women. Women also 
experienced sexual violence and exploitation at the hands of the govern-
ment’s army in the 1980s and 1990s. As the director of the office of the 
late Yusuf Kuwa, Commissioner of the then SPLM-held Nuba Mountains, 
put it in the late 1990s,

“Women in the Nuba Mountains are directly affected by war. 9ey 
die while giving birth [due to lack of health infrastructure]…In the 
Nuba Mountains, the government army kidnaps women, men, and 
children. Women and children are kept in so called peace villages. 
Young women are then used for the nights. Each soldier takes the 
girl that he fancies and goes away with her. Elderly women are sent 
to fetch water and firewood…9ese are the kinds of problems that 
women in the Nuba Mountains emphasize.”19 

After a period of relative peace between 2005 and 2011, war 
re-erupted. Immediate causes of this war include disputes between SPLM-
North and the former government of Sudan over several issues. First, the 
2005 peace agreement between the SPLM and the former government of 
Sudan in mandated popular consultations in South Kordofan, in recog-
nition of the exclusion of the voices of people from the areas during the 
peace process, which culminated in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA).20 Popular consultations would have enabled communities in South 
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Kordofan to decide on the kind of state-level governmental, economic, 
and cultural policies they wanted in their area. 9eoretically, this may 
have prevented the re-eruption of conflict in 2011, as South Sudan was 
preparing for independence. Second was the former Sudanese govern-
ment’s plan to dissolve the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, the military 
wing of SPLM-N, and to integrate it into Sudan’s army without resolving 
underlying political factors that had caused the conflict. 9ird, the same 
government rigged elections in South Kordofan in 2010. Taken together, 
these issues were the result of the liberal peace process that culminated in 
the signing of the CPA.21 

Although a popular uprising in 2018-2019 ended thirty years of 
dictatorial rule, parts of South Kordofan remained in a precarious state of 
no-war/no-peace. SPLM-N did not join the political forces that formed 
the Transitional Government. Instead, it participated in peace negotiations 
with the transitional government. 9e movement declared a unilateral 
ceasefire after the overthrow of Omar al-Bashir’s regime. It has extended 
the ceasefire several times, until October 2021, when the military faction 
of the transitional government staged a coup. 9is has contributed to 
increased instability in South Kordofan. Nevertheless, communities, espe-
cially women, continue to cultivate food, which has enabled the SPLM-N 
to sustain its position on contentious issues, such as the relationship 
between religion and state and security arrangements. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS: ON FOOD SECURITY AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 

Where do the concepts of “food security” and “food sovereignty” 
overlap? Where do they diverge? And why is the latter more relevant to the 
experiences of women farmers in South Kordofan? As discussed earlier, the 
1995 Rome Declaration on World Food Security, which world governments 
adopted at the United Nation’s World Food Summit, defines food security 
as a state where “all people, at all times, have physical and economic access 
to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life.”22 In the same declaration, 
governments committed to ensuring an “enabling political, social, and 
economic environment designed to create the best conditions for the eradi-
cation of poverty and for durable peace, based on full and equal participa-
tion of women and men, which is most conducive to achieving sustainable 
food security for all.”23 

Unlike food security, which is considered a responsibility of states and 
governments, food sovereignty (which we define above) entails commu-
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nity-set agrarian policies. As Raj Patel puts it, “the definition of food secu-
rity avoided discussing the social control of the food system. As far as the 
terms of food security go, it is entirely possible for people to be food secure in 
prison or under a dictatorship.”24 Food sovereignty, on the other hand, “has 
its own geographies…determined by specific histories and contours of 
resistance.” Patel further argues that “[t]o demand a space of food sover-
eignty is to demand specific arrangements to govern territory and space.”25 
South Kordofan is a good setting to explore the relevance of this concept 
and its gender dimensions because not only have successive governments in 
Sudan abandoned their responsibility to ensuring food security, they have 
also physically isolated the area. As discussed earlier, they have also used 
food as a political weapon by preventing communities’ access to food by 
way of humanitarian assistance.26 9is situation has necessitated reliance 
on community-set agrarian policies and practices in which women play a 
key role.

Gender, the social and cultural construction of differences between 
the sexes, has been front and center in food sovereignty thinking. However, 
some critics of the concept of food sovereignty, including Bina Agrawal, 
have pointed to potential contradictions “between the key features of the 
food sovereignty vision.” 9ese include contradictions “between promoting 
food crops and a farmer’s freedom to choose to what extent to farm, which 
crops to grow, and how to grow them; between strengthening family 
farming and achieving gender equality; and between collective and indi-
vidual rights, especially over land ownership.”27 

Agrawal has pointed to ways of achieving food sovereignty goals 
through institutional change “without sacrificing an individual’s freedom 
to choose.”28 Agrawal draws on research she conducted in Andhra Pradesh, 
in India, and on comparative analysis. She argues that “individual rights 
can live comfortably with collective approaches through a voluntary 
pooling of resources without forfeiting land ownership.”29 She also suggests 
supporting women farmers who often lack sufficient resources or access 
to equipment. 9e latter is relevant to South Kordofan, as none of the 
women’s organizations owns equipment that is necessary for farming, such 
as tractors, grain drills, or harvesters. 

Gender equality is considered a pre-condition for achieving food 
sovereignty, given that many indigenous communities consider women 
custodians of the land, and given that women are often involved in subsis-
tence farming in significant ways.30 In South Kordofan, there is increased 
commitment to gender equality at all levels, at least at the level of discourse. 
Women across South Kordofan, especially the Nuba, are known for their 
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contributions to the economy and society during peace and war. 9ey are 
mostly farmers, as seasonal rain-irrigated agriculture is the main livelihood 
activity in the area. 9e rainy season continues over six months of the year 
and often yields good produce for farmers, but in recent years, produc-
tion has diminished because of insufficient rain. 9e high cost of farming 
inputs constitutes another hurdle to food farming in the region.

Despite these challenges, communities in the region continue to 
farm and to produce food for survival, rather than for accumulation and 
profit. “Activities, the central principle of which is to care for the base,” 
drive farming practice in the area.31 Importantly, this subsistence economy 
embodies resistance to marginalization and to the use of access to food and 
humanitarian assistance as a political weapon of war, especially during the 
NCP regime. 

During our research, women in the area reported limited avail-
ability of commodities in the local market prior to the overthrow of 
Bashir’s government. After the uprising, markets flourished on the borders 
with government-held areas, affecting local access to food in the area. 
Communities sold their produce—including baobab, tamarind, broad 
beans, sesame, and sorghum—in return for sugar and tea. Conversely, this 
exchange created food scarcity because it deprived communities of local 
agricultural produce. 

Interviewees did not specifically use the term food sovereignty. Yet, 
several officials interviewed for this research connected agriculture, food 
production, and food security to dignity, life, and freedom for the people 
of South Kordofan; thus, they articulated an understanding of food sover-
eignty. 9e head of the agricultural directorate in South Kordofan, Hafsa 
al-Marin, said, “We exerted a lot of effort to ensure there is enough food 
and nutrition. 9is is important for our very existence because food is 
connected to life and freedom. Without it, we become vulnerable to exploi-
tation. 9at is why we seek self-sufficiency.”32 9is official acknowledged 
the important role that farmers, especially women farmers, play for the 
community to survive and thrive.

Women face a challenge in the duality of maintaining their key role 
as farmers while also shouldering household care responsibilities, such as 
cooking and caring for children. Luckily, the administration of the area 
works to ensure women’s participation in politics and in all sectors of 
the economy. Women representatives are organized in a women’s union, 
through which they articulate their demands and work toward achieving 
gender equality. 

9e narratives of several women farmers point to the connections 
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between cultivating food and addressing the impacts of war. One FGD 
participant stated,

“9e impact of war has been devastating. We were separated from 
other people. We lost relatives and some people were injured. During 
the war, we learned how to hide and how to protect and care for 
children. We work hard to make sure we have enough food. For us, 
food is connected to life and to freedom.”33 

Food sovereignty, as an ideology and a practice, is connected to 
struggles to decolonize, including decolonizing of land, something that 
the Nuba have sought for decades, given long disputes between communi-
ties in the area over grazing lands. 9e governor of South Kordofan said, 
“9ere is no stability or security; the former regime has colonized our land. 
Air bombardment under the previous regime affected citizens’ security. It 
also affected access to education and health,” given that the former regime 
targeted schools and hospitals. Local organizations, such as the Nuba 
Relief, Rehabilitation and Development Organization (NRRDO), provide 
limited services in the areas of education, health, and awareness-raising. 

SPLM-N regulates the agricultural sector through the Directorate of 
Agriculture and Food Security, which works closely with NRRDO and with 
mixed-gender farmers’ cooperatives in the area. 9is directorate oversees 
different sectors, including agricultural engineering, protection (from pests 
and other dangers), guidance to support farmers, and research and planning.

Figure 2. Women of South Kordofan

 
Left: FGD, Kauda, April 2021. Photo by Naglaa Abdulwahid. 
Right: “Rights are not given but taken.” Women farmer in Kauda, April 2021.  
Photo by Naglaa Abdulwahid. 



79

.:  

        
 /  :   ’  

9e isolation of communities in South Kordofan has shielded them 
from grand public and private schemes that seek “the intensification and 
commercialization of poor people’s crops.”34 9ese include productivist 
approaches that promote “smallholder access to newly structured agri-
cultural value chains”35 that have proved ineffective elsewhere in Africa, 
such as in Mozambique36 and Tanzania.37 9is isolation has also shielded 
communities from exploitation that farm laborers experience in large 
cities, such as Khartoum. In that respect, the conditions under which 
communities in South Kordofan cultivate and consume food are drasti-
cally different from the experiences of women farm laborers displaced from 
South Kordofan and Darfur who work in the outskirts of Khartoum. 9ese 
women in Khartoum become a “surplus population” that is not absorbed 
by “a blooming urban economy,”38 but are further marginalized in the peri-
urban agricultural economy. We discuss the experiences of these women 
briefly here.

A member of the wider research team interviewed women who live 
in a remote area to the north of Khartoum and who work as agricultural 
laborers on farms outside the city. 9ese women often clean lands prior 
to cultivation and take part in harvesting the produce. As wage laborers, 
these women work without contracts, social insurance, or health benefits.39 
Women gather before sunrise each day and wait for recruiters to arrive. 
9rough this precarious employment, women earn 500 Sudanese Pounds 
(SDG) per day (slightly over one U.S. dollar at the time of research). 
Landlords do not bear responsibility if a laborer became sick or was injured 
at work. 9ey also experience harassment and sexual violence. Acutely 
aware of this precarity and insecurity, women told the wider research team 
in a focus group discussion “it is not very safe for us, if one needed to pee, 
she will ask her friends to go with her.”40 9ey face harassment from land-
lords, but they cannot speak out about or against: “9e landlord can touch 
you, but you cannot say anything. Otherwise, he will not allow women to 
work.”41 Women are forced to keep silent about the conditions they face, 
in fear of losing their only source of income, yet these meager wages do not 
even cover their and their families’ basic needs for education or healthcare. 
9e area where they live lacks basic social services and infrastructure. 9is 
includes a lack of access to safe sources of water. Communities (mainly 
women) fetch water from a well using an electric pump. 

9e story of one of the women that the research team interviewed 
illustrates the experiences of many others. Nasra,42 who is in her fifties, 
insisted that one of the researchers feels her hands before the interview. 
She said, “these are not a woman’s hands. [My hands] are ruined because 



     80

.:  

of farming.”43 Her hands were rough and had small cuts. Nasra told inter-
viewees, 

“I came from Darfur seventeen years ago, my husband left me with 
seven children, and I do not know anything about him [now]. 
Children need food and clothes. I have been sick for more than three 
years now, but I cannot afford to see a doctor. I wake up before sunrise 
and I go immediately to wait for the cars [agents who recruit daily 
wage farm laborers] to come. If I were late, they would leave without 
me. We sit on the floor. Many women, when a car approaches, we 
all rush to it so we could get a spot. [We board the car] and then we 
work from sunrise until sunset for little money. I tried to find other 
work. I used to make and sell hats in the market, but this did not 
[guarantee] money every day, so I went back to the farms. Landlords 
do not care about us. 9ey only want us to work. 9ey do not care 
if we are injured or sick. We do not even have breaks for prayers. 
Sometimes we must walk back home, and this is a long distance to 
walk. 9en the next morning we go back to the farms.”44 

Nasra told the researchers that despite precarity and exploitation, a woman 
farmer cannot afford to miss a day of work, so as not to lose her spot to 
another woman. 

Narratives of women farmers in South Kordofan, and of women 
day laborers in greater Khartoum shed light on several issues that require 
attention from policy makers and solidarity from activists and movements. 
Addressing these wider factors while also integrating food sovereignty into 
the policies and practices of the SPLM-N will help sustain communities in 
the long-run.

CONCLUSION

War-affected areas, including where a no-war/no-peace situa-
tion prevails, are often arenas of precarity, insecurity, and militarization. 
However, non-government-held areas in South Kordofan enjoy a relative 
autonomy that allows a rethinking of gender relations and ideas about food. 
heorizing of food sovereignty in North and South America connects the 
concept to decoloniality and decolonization. Raj Patel and Sam Grey, for 
example, have argued that the concept of food security “is centrally, though 
not exclusively, about groups of people making their own decisions about 
the food system—it is a way of talking about a theoretically-informed food 
systems practice…It is a continuation of anti-colonial struggles, even in 
post-colonial contexts.”45 

In South Kordofan, integrating a vision that centers food sovereignty 
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and a desire to achieve it would transform the nature of SPLM-N politics. 
9is will open up opportunities for building solidarity and connecting with 
farmers’ struggles in Sudan and elsewhere. Elsewhere in Sudan, farmers’ 
struggles against land grabbing would benefit from a politics of food sover-
eignty. Other Global South settings provide examples of this: in India, 
the Via Campesina movement united with farmers’ protests to secure legal 
reform and the repeal of three farm laws that undermined farmers’ rights.46 
Envisioning narratives about farming, food sufficiency, and food sover-
eignty as discourses of resistance also opens the door to “new practices of 
vision and knowledge” that render women’s contributions important both 
conceptually and in practice.47 Such resistance would redefine farming as 
a political, decolonial act that is central to achieving dignity, freedom, and 
justice in the long run. Slogans of dignity, freedom, and justice resemble 
the slogans of Sudan’s 2018/2019 uprising. 9e politics of food sovereignty 
should complement these slogans. A commitment to addressing the needs 
and interests of women, including women farmers, should be central to 
such politics. f
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