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Abstract

Human mobility has been acknowledged by the UNDP as a way of improving wellbeing for many
from regions that have experienced upheavals. The Horn of Africa in general, and Sudan in
particular, have sent migrants to the Middle East, Europe, North America and, more recently,
Australia. Sudanese migrants have lived in Australia for more than two decades. During this time,
the wider Sudanese community has gone through a process of settlement and integration that is
complex; that is, active in Sudanese socio-political dynamics, but marginally visible in terms of
participation in Australian civic life. Sudanese immigrants’ community formations tend to reflect
the socio-political and ethno-linguistic patterns of interaction that they knew in Sudan. This study
investigated the settlement and integration experiences of migrants from the Sudan. Given the
diversity of the Sudanese people and their socio-political background, the study sought to examine
whether they have been able to develop a diasporic identity (or identities) or remain a set of groups

who have brought “home abroad”.

The study adopted a phenomenological approach and a critical-realism paradigm to investigate the
lived experiences of the Sudanese migrants based on how they have used the community as a
socio-cultural space provided by Australian multiculturalism. Semi-structural interviews have
been applied as methods by which 22 participants representing different categories: political

activists, ethnic groups and self-identifying liberal women.

The findings showed that the migrants from the Sudan are one of the most heterogeneous migrant
populations in Australia, and their identities revolve around ethnicities as well as their historical
and socio-political status in their homeland. The major sub-categories of the community — the
Nuba Mountains, Darfurians, Copts, the elite Arab stock, and more-progressive groups, including
those self-identifying as liberal women, remain distinct communities. Australian multicultural
spaces, which celebrate diversity, have partly supported this tendency of maintaining separate
identities that mirror the entrenched identity fragmentation of the Sudan along the lines of social

status and access or in-access to power.
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NIF

Ghorba

Umma Party

Jihad

Integration

Adaptation

List of abbreviations and a glossary of terms

National Islamic Front

A term reflecting an intense feeling of longing for the home
associated with a devastating sense of alienation when

Sudanese people find themselves in exile.

One of the largest political parties in Sudan.

This term has multiple meanings in Islamic theology. It literally means
‘struggle’ or striving and refers to Muslims’ internal struggle of self-
improvement (Greater Jihad), but jihad can also refer to a struggle or war

against “non-believers” (Lesser Jihad).

The term here has been used as an operational definition to reflect the
processes of the negotiation of the immigrant’s minor culture and the

dominant Australian society culture.

In this study, the term refers to the processes involved in familiarizing
with the new host society’s new social, cultural, political, regulatory
environment, where the new immigrant finds their fit to make themselves

meaningfully participating and contributing to society.



Chapter One

Introduction

Making someone feel seen, heard, and understood is the loudest
way to love them (Poet: Wild faith)

1.1 Introduction

The influx of Sudanese people as migrants to live and settle in Western countries began after
Islamists seized the power more than 30 years ago. According to Ahmed (2007, p.190), “In 1989
The National Islamic Front (NIF), the Sudanese Islamist party, worried that its project of restoring
sharia law would fail, organized a coup d’état and overthrew the multiparty system that had been
in power since 1985.” Abusharaf (2002) attributed the decision of many Sudanese people to leave
the country to the ongoing civil wars in various regions, the nation’s economic failure, and
Islamists’ insistence on enforcing sharia law on a religiously diverse society. Before that, not many
Sudanese had fled or emigrated from their country, apart from those who had moved to Arab Gulf
states as guest workers since the early 1970s. This new emigration was associated with observed
confusion among the Sudanese migrants’ communities towards their new life in the host countries
and their relationship with their homeland. Although this study is mainly concerned with the
Sudanese migrants in Australia, it will draw also on the Sudanese communities’ experiences
elsewhere. such as in North America, Europe, and the UK. The North American experience is
deemed important because Sudanese relocation to North America occurred prior to their
emigration to Australia.

Sudanese immigrants to Australia have arrived in two main waves. The first wave took place in
the late 1990s, encompassing a mix of ethnic Sudanese populations, although the majority were
from South Sudan before its secession from Sudan. The second significant wave occurred in 2005,
with the majority being from the Darfur region; these emigrants fled the country after the eruption
of civil war, during which the regime in power committed genocide, as was well-documented by
the international community.

This study seeks to empirically examine whether or not Sudanese migrants have been able to

develop a diasporic identity (or identities), and if so, in what forms. To answer this question, the

1



study has explored the lived experiences of the Sudanese migrants in Australia since their arrival
and how they have used the socio-cultural space provided by Australian multiculturalism. A
related interest is in social intra-relationships that may reflect a “fossilized” Sudanese ethno-
linguistic and socio-cultural background. The research investigated whether this feature aligns
with Paul’s (2013) conceptualisation of “double diaspora” in which diaspora and identity are in an

endless dynamic evolving throughout space and time.

These observations raise questions regarding the influence of background socio-political factors
among the Sudanese in general. One of the questions is how far political and social dynamics in
Sudan continue to influence the Sudanese migrants’ internal relationships in Australia. A further
question is how far these homeland socio-political dynamics may affect their integration processes
in host countries such as Australia.

Thus, the study seeks to explore the intra-relationships within the various sub-communities from
Sudan against the backdrop of their ethnic, religious, and political divisions. Further, the study sets
out to investigate the psychological connectedness of migrants with their homeland — described by
Safran (1991) as a myth of returning home, to which they may cling when confronted with

challenging realities in the host land and the homeland alike.

To contextualise this analysis, it is important to briefly shed light on the modern history of Sudan
and the complexities it has been through since the independence from the British colonizers in
1956 and the reasons behind its failed attempts to build a consensual national identity reflecting

the diversity of its people.

1.2 Historical background

1.2.1 Imagined homogeneity in a heterogeneous country

Race and ethnicity are among the most complex aspects in the formation of Sudanese cultural and
national identities. De Waal (2007) attributed the identity crisis of Sudan, which has affected most
of the marginalised groups of the wider society, to the country’s richness and complexity.

Although it seems there is no controversy regarding the existence of Sudanese heterogeneity — that



is, the presence of numerous cultural and ethnic groups is accepted as normal the insistence on
forming a national identity exclusively on Islam and the Arabic language by the dominant north-
central groups of the country, who inherited the country from the British colonial administrators
in 1956, is one of the root causes of identity-related tensions since independence. According to
Jok (2012, p. 26) the Northern elites’ insistence on Islam, the Arabic language, and Arabic culture

as markers of the national identity acts to deny Sudan’s socio-cultural diversity.

1.2.2 Ethnical loyalty over the national identity

Idris (2012) attributes the lack of congruent unity among the diverse people who inhabit the Sudan
to the rise of Arab-Islamic supremacy among the Northerners, which in turn, nullifies the meaning
of citizenship. In the same line, Lesch (1998, p. 14) argues that “[r]acial, linguistic, and religious
categories have become the basis for crucially important power relationship that has resulted in
the peoples who live in the northern and central Nile Valley wielding disproportionate political
and economic power”. The way the British colonisers privileged the Arabic-speaking Northern
riverain groups, and the way these groups maintained and developed the inherited resources to
their ends created huge discrepancies between their region and the rest of the country. This
situation of “centre-periphery”, as De Waal (2007, p. 5) points out, makes Sudan “one of the most
unequal countries in the world. National economic statistics are unreliable, but the best estimates
are that about half the nation’s income and assets are in the capital, as well as about 75% of the
country’s health professionals”. As a result, prevailing racism, discrimination, and inequality have

encouraged Sudanese minorities to favour their ethnic and tribal identities over the national one.

1.2.3 Arabic language as a tool of Arabisation

Sudan is a diverse country in terms of ethnicity, language, and religions. The complex
heterogeneity of Sudan has been captured by Mugaddam (2013), who points out that the peoples
of Sudan speak approximately 120 different languages. The areas of greatest linguistic diversity
are the South, the Nuba Mountains, and the Blue Nile. Lesch (1998, p. 15) writes, “It is a land of
extraordinary diversity, and analysts classify its twenty-six million residents among more than fifty

ethnic groups, which they subdivide into at least 570 distinct peoples”. Malwal (1990, pp. 75-86)

3



stated that hundreds of tribes speak more than 70 different languages, and profess many creeds,
including Islam, Christianity, and paganism. Despite this demographic fact, the modern history of

the country is the history of denying its own reality.

Post-colonial Sudanese politicians have considered the Arabic language as a pivotal tool to unify
the country’s people around a national identity. Successive post-colonial regimes applied top-
down policies to achieve this goal. Sharkey (2008, p. 22) writes, “The post-colonial regimes
imposed Arabic language as the language of education, a government policy referred to as ta rib.”
Ta’rib in this sense is one of several layers of the Arabisation process that is concerned with how
the Arabic language spreads through cultural contact. Although fa’rib has resulted in the
proliferation of Arabic, the policy of Arabisation overall has witnessed a clear failure and severe

resistance from non-Arab ethnic groups.

1.2.4 Islam and identity politics in the Sudan

The relationship between religion and state is another problematic factor that can cast light on one
of the most complicated aspects of the Sudanese identity. Deng (1995, p. 39) points out that the
important role Islam has played in enforcing Arabisation policies upon the minorities in Sudan and
the influence it has in molding the national identity around the Northerners’ image is undeniable.
Ethnicity, language, and religion as identity markers have failed to unify the Sudanese people
around a consensual national identity. The reason behind that is successive governments’
insistence since independence to enforce an identity of one ethnic group upon others in a
significantly diverse society, a behaviour described by Harir (1994) as an ongoing recycling of the
past. The current study will therefore investigate the arguably “fractured” Sudanese national

identity and whether such experiences have an impact on the Sudanese diaspora formation.

1.3 Background to the study

In this study, the personal and public are interconnected. As a member of the Sudanese new and
emerging communities who has lived in Australia for more than 20 years, I am one of thousands

of the Sudanese people who left their country and scattered across the globe after Islamists seized



the political power in 1989. Sudanese migrants around the world left Sudan as people who had not
been able to craft a unified national identity since independence in 1956. Arguably, the
consequences of such a failure have affected their lived experiences and intra-relationships in the
host countries to which they have gone.

Based on the available findings, it can be argued that the consequences of the fragmentation of
Sudanese identity have influenced how the Sudanese new and emerging communities in Australia
live and interrelate with each other and with the mainstream, and how they have divided
themselves along ethno-linguistic, class, political, and religious affiliations. The study intends to
explore their lived experiences and how they deal with and reflect on ideas of contested loyalties
in their homeland versus their host land, the issue of belonging, the influence of homeland politics

as well as socio-cultural factors, and the challenges of settlement and integration.

1.4 Research significance and contribution to knowledge

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 was the beginning of the end of an era referred to as the
“Cold War” (Weiner, 1992; Suny, 1993). The subsequent global political and economic disruption
hit developing countries particularly hard. Most ethno-national states either disintegrated or
degenerated into political turmoil. The influx of migrants from Africa and Asia towards Europe,
North America, and Australia has become a phenomenon that has gained significant research
interest (Sheffer, 2003).

In Sudan in 1989, Islamists benefited from the vacuum created by the end of the Cold War to take
over; they launched an all-out intensive war in the South of the country using a religious slogan,
Jihad; this civil war later led to the secession of South Sudan in 2011. The war spread widely to
include Darfur, the Nuba Mountains, the Blue Nile, and the Eastern regions. Millions have been

displaced and more than one million have fled the country searching for refuge elsewhere.

Sudanese-Australians are among those who form a considerable proportion of the Horn of Africa
migrant communities in Australia. The Sudanese immigrants as a migrant group have not received
much academic attention. The study primarily adopts an explorative approach to understand

factors behind their settlement and integration challenges from their own perspectives. The



diasporic challenges faced by Sudanese in their settlement and integration needs to be investigated.
Therefore, drawing on the phenomenology and critical realism approaches, the study examines
their lived experiences since their arrival to Australia in terms of intra-relationships, political
activism, gender relationships, and interrelationships with the wider Australian society as
important factors in evolving an identifiable grouping with discernible diaspora characteristics.
The UN Human Development Report (2009) demonstrated the positive impacts of migration on
traditionally disadvantaged groups. The report pointed out that women and minority groups are
examples of how communities could be empowered and liberated by migration. In this regard,
migration could be seen as a fresh start or a second chance for individuals and groups who suffered
discrimination and injustice in their own countries. In the case of Sudan, the study examined
whether or not minority ethnic groups and women have been able to overcome the marginality
status to which they were subjugated in Sudan, and to what extent, if so, have they succeeded in
rebuilding their unique identities within the socio-cultural space in Australia.

Further, there are very limited studies on the migrant communities from Sudan in Australia that
have paid attention to their rich diversity and the impact on their intra-relationships, on one hand,
and their integration into the broader Australian society, on the other. In general, most the studies
that have dealt with Sudanese migrants in Australia have mainly concentrated on the external
factors confronting migrants in their integration process. In contrast, this study, besides its interest
on external factors like racism, discrimination, and racial intolerance, has investigated the internal
dynamic of the Sudanese migrants as self-agents who have the right to represent themselves and
to reflect on their own diasporic journey. By doing that, the study pays attention to the internal
dynamics of the Sudanese migrant communities, the way these entities have been used in political,
social, and cultural activities, and the influence their internal dynamics have on the wider Sudanese
community’s integration process. In answering these questions, the study will make a significant
contribution, and bring a fresh knowledge, to the field of diaspora studies and Australian

multicultural policy makers, as well.

1.5 Concepts and terms

Integration and Adaptation are two important concepts used in this study. Given that these terms

are not unanimously agreed upon, it is useful to clarify how they are deployed in this study.



Adaptation is regarded as a set of strategies used by individuals and groups through the process of
acculturation, and it can take three different ideal-typical forms: adjustment, reaction and
withdrawal. In the case of adjustment, the tendency individuals and groups show is to reduce the
conflict between them and the environment they live in; this is the characteristic that the term
adaptation often refers to (Berry, 1992). Integration is the option of retaining and maintaining some
of the cultural characteristics while given individuals or groups merge with the dominant society
(Berry, 1992). According to the model that has been developed by Berry, the receiving-culture
acquisition and the heritage-culture retention intersect to create four categories: assimilation by
which the receiving culture are adopted and the heritage culture discarded. Rejection, by which the
receiving culture is rejected, and the heritage culture retained. Integration, by which receiving
culture adopted and heritage culture retained. Marginalisation, by which the receiving and heritage

culture both are rejected (Berry, 2017).

1.6 The study outline

A point of clarification regarding the layout of the chapters is important here. The study set out to
investigate social intra-relationships that may reflect a “fossilized” Sudanese ethno-linguistic and
socio-cultural background. The investigation has shown that the community groupings subscribed
to a variety of values and outlooks such as conservative, collectivist or liberal. However, the
interest of the study was on diaspora identity formation as multiple identities or not despite varying
values and outlooks. As such, the chapter structuring has followed emerging themes around
settlement and identity in Australia, whether or not Sudanese migrants have been able to develop
a diasporic identity (or identities), and if so, in what forms, from the various distinct existing

community groups. In light of this point, the rest of the thesis is laid out as follows.

Chapter One of the study has discussed the reason behind the Sudanese migration influx to Western
countries dating from when Islamists seized power in June 1989. The chapter has also shed light

on ethnicity, religion, and language as identity markers in contestation.

Chapter Two reviews the literature that deals with Sudanese migrants in different countries in
North America, Europe, the UK, and Australia. It highlights and reflects on numerous studies

conducted about the Sudanese migrants in the US, Canada, the UK, and Norway that investigate
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the lived experiences of Sudanese migrants in those countries. Further, they investigate the
challenges the migrants have encountered in their host countries and the ways they have adapted
to their new environment. The chapter also discusses the literature related to Sudanese migrants in
Australia, analysing these studies in methodological flow and their assumptions that Sudanese
people are a homogeneous ethnic group, although, in fact, they are one of the most heterogeneous
people on the planet. The final part of the chapter briefly discusses diasporism as a definition and

a concept embedded one of the study’s research questions.

Chapter Three discusses the research design of the study. Phenomenology and critical realism have
been selected as methodologies to conduct the study. The chapter discusses in detail the
effectiveness of phenomenology as a paradigm designed to give ordinary people the right to
represent themselves instead of being represented. Further, the chapter discusses the ethical
concerns usually intertwined with the participant interviews in any qualitative research, and the
issue of positionality, which in this study represent my position as the researcher, as I am part of

one of the Sudanese communities that are the subject of this research.

Chapter Four discusses the peculiarity of what Anderson (1998) calls “long-distance nationalism”,
by which migrants interfere in their homeland politics. The chapter briefly introduces the history
of entrenched political activism in Sudan and discusses the phenomenon of offshoot political
parties in Australia created by Sudanese political activists and the impacts of these parties on intra-
relationships within the wider Sudanese community in Australia, as well as their influence on

homeland politics.

Chapter Five discusses the self-identifying liberal women within the wider Sudanese community,
beginning with a brief history of women’s liberalism in Sudan. Further, the chapter discusses the
influence of liberal women’s social privileges and the impacts on their identity as feminists and
members of women’s rights groups. It then reflects on the challenges they have been through
within the wider Sudanese community as well as the labelling and stereotyping they have

encountered from the Australian dominant culture.

Chapter Six examines the interrelationships between the wider Sudanese community and the

mainstream Australian society, and the influence of homeland cleavages on building a broad



community that represents the whole of Sudanese migrants in Australia. It then examines to what
extent this failure affects Sudanese migrants’ interrelationships with the wider Australian society.
It discusses the issue of leadership among the wider Sudanese community and leaders’ influence
on Sudanese migrants’ “invisibility” and insularity. Further, the chapter discusses the impacts on
what the study participants described as the dominance of conservative values on the holistic
performance of the wider Sudanese community. The chapter then highlights the unique
integrational experience of the Sudanese Coptic Community and the reasons behind their

distinctive experiences.

Chapter Seven explores the intra-relationships of various groups of Sudanese migrants in Australia
within the wider Sudanese community. The chapter discusses the history of racism and
discrimination as root causes of the ethnic tension in Sudan. Further, the chapter discusses the
influence of this history on the Sudanese migrants in Australia and its impacts on their social intra-
relationships within the wider Sudanese community. The chapter then discusses the formations of
ethnic communities within the wider Sudanese community and the impacts they have in sustaining

the division among them as migrants.

Chapter Eight discusses the challenges that have faced Sudanese migrants in Australia in their
journey towards integration. The chapter briefly defines integration as a concept and reflects on
the study participants’ thoughts about what integration means to them as a concept and a way of
life. Further, the chapter examines the privileges and disadvantages of the Sudanese migrants
before moving to Australia and the impacts of their previous socioeconomic status on their
integration into the broader Australia society. The chapter then discusses other factors besides
racism and discrimination in Australia, such as language barriers, cultural differences, and

communal and individual values, and their impacts on Sudanese migrants’ integration process.

Chapter Nine concludes the study, highlighting its research findings and discussing its outcomes.



Chapter Two

Literature Review

2.1 Forms of integration and the influence of homeland’s politics among migrants’
communities

Several studies have examined diaspora communities’ challenges to integrating in Western
countries. Sheffer (2013) argues that the complexity of diaspora integration originates in the
peculiarity of the diaspora phenomenon itself and the impact it has on immigrants’ situation in the
host lands.

This section will offer an overview on the existing literature regarding the lived experiences of
Sudanese migrants in North America, Europe, and the UK. While the studies differ in terms of
their specific thematic focus and qualitative approaches, all investigate Sudanese behaviour in the
diaspora in terms of integration and the influence of homeland politics on their integration in their

respective host countries.

2.2 Migrants from Sudan in North America and Europe

The integration experiences of Sudanese migrant communities in North America and Europe,
including the United Kingdom, which preceded the arrival of Sudanese migrants in Australia, have
been examined extensively in the literature. In his study about the Sudanese migrants in Canada,
Baird (2013) demonstrated that political divisions in Sudan have a significant influence on
Sudanese migrant communities in Canada. Political activism expresses itself in ethnic and regional
affiliations. Baird further mentions that the Sudanese migrants in Canada are quite active in the
politics of their home country, and Baird points out that “[s]ince coming to Canada, 11 out of the
15 have been active in one or more associations, groups, or non-governmental organizations that
have political goals; and a number of them have had leadership roles” (p. 53).

Abu Sharaf (2002) conducted an ethnographic study on the lived experiences of Sudanese migrant

communities in the US and Canada, writing:
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Sudanese refer to life away from home...in an Arabic expression ghorba,
denoting more than physical separation, or even exile, for it has powerful
psychological dimensions. In linguistic terms, the antonym of ghurba or
garaba means nearness, proximity, and kinship. For the Sudanese, the
ghorba evokes loneliness, loss, uprootedness, nostalgia, and yearning for
the familiar. It refers to a psychological state as well as a sense of
alienation one finds away from family and friends back home (p. 157).

From this perspective, ghorba can work as a psychological barrier between Sudanese people and
the contexts in which they find themselves. A feeling of denial to acknowledge the reality of the
new context is compensated for by an exaggeration of the value of their culture and by isolating
themselves from the mainstream. Such practices are demonstrated in attitudes and practices of one
interviewee in Abu Sharaf’s (2002, p. 134) investigation of the notion of ghorba: “In this country
I only deal with Sudanese. It is true that we live in America, but our life is very different, and we

do not have any relationship with anybody beside Sudanese. Here we live in our own zones.”

2.3 Sudanese migrant communities in Europe

According to Assal (2006), the diasporas from Sudan in Norway reflect the ethnic and tribal
diversity of Sudan. They are also the product of its contested political history and fragmented
identity. Assal argues that the Sudanese people in Norway divide themselves along ethnic,
religious, and political affiliations. Religion and political identities stand out as the most salient

markers.

Similarly, Wilcock (2018) found that the Sudanese diaspora in the UK divide themselves along
ethnic, religious and regional lines. “Within the broader UK Sudanese population, there are
multiple associations who orientate towards to ethnic or regional ‘homelands’; for example, Darfur
Union (regional), Massalit Community in Exile (ethnic), Nuba Mountains Solidarity Abroad
(regional)” (p. 372, italics in the original).

The findings of these studies suggest several conclusions. a) Political activism is common among
new and emerging Sudanese communities. b) Ethnic identity and belonging override national

identity. c¢) The fragmentation of the national identity is one of the root causes of Sudanese
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migrants’ divisions along ethnic, religious, and political lines. d) The inherited political system
represented by the current political parties in the homeland encourages divisiveness between the
Sudanese communities in the host lands. ¢) The feeling of ghorba among diasporic Sudanese

communities is robust and pervasive.

2.4 Sudanese migrants in Australia

Sudanese Australians form a considerable proportion of the Horn of Africa migrant communities
in Australia. The process of transitioning from refugee status to citizens in their host country has

arguably involved many challenges.

Abundant research has directly dealt with the topic of Sudanese migrants in Australia. However,
most of these studies have reduced the huge diversity of the Sudanese migrants in Australia to an
examination of South Sudanese migrants only. Moreover, most of these studies have concentrated
on the biases of Australian media reportage and government portrayals of settlement challenges
faced by the Sudanese community. Gatt (2011) investigates the way Sudanese refugees have been
treated by the Australian government and the media on many occasions. The author argues that
Australia has always been torn between maintaining a homogenous Australian identity and

accepting the reality of the society’s heterogeneity.

Nunn (2010) addresses how the Australian media has represented Sudanese-Australians and
covered their stories. Making the 2007 death of Liep Gony “an 18-year-old Sudanese-Australian
man, [who] was assaulted in a suburb in Melbourne’s outer south-east, later dying in hospital” —
as a reference point of her research, Nunn argues that the media’s deliberate portrayal of Sudanese
people as strangers to the Australian’s “norms” and “way of life” was deliberately meant to
demonise them as criminals and a community prone to violence. Despite Gony being a victim of
a crime committed by two non-Sudanese young people, the media coverage succeeded in
portraying Sudanese as troublemakers who indulge in violence as an inseparable part of their life.
Nunn points out that the way the media focuses on the physical distinctions of the Sudanese people
has meant to single them out as strangers, a behaviour Nunn attributes to the politicisation of

immigration policy as a way to gain votes.
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Due (2008) questions the issue of loyalty as it has been constructed by the Australian media and
adopted by the Australian politicians in their dealings with the Sudanese community. Reflecting
on some newspaper articles written in the aftermath of Gony’s death in 2007, Due argues that the
mainstream media discourse is concentrated around the notion of Australian “norms” and “way of
life” as aspects of Australian white identity. That is to say, the measurement of integration is based
on the willingness the minorities show to “absorb” and display the whiteness identity of the

mainstream.

These studies marginally address the interest of this thesis; however, the thesis intends to both
explore the lived experiences of the Sudanese migrants in Australia and investigate the impact of
the influence of homeland politics on their integration. To do that, the study positioned them as
representatives of their own destiny, and story-tellers of their narratives about the way they live
and how they make sense of their experiences as immigrants. Further, most of the studies that have
addressed the lived experiences of Sudanese diaspora communities in Australia have not reflected
or recognised the notable diversity of these communities, instead focusing their attention on South
Sudanese communities. One study that did point out this diversity in groups that arrived in
Australia between 2000 and 2006 is Borland and Mphande (2006). However, this study was
primarily a catalogue of speakers of various languages, which the Victorian Government would
consider using in communicating with them, rather than an exploration of the diversity of these
language communities’ experiences. A more recent work which shares interests with the present
study is Fozdar, Prout-Quicke and Mickler (2022) who have explored Pan-Africanism in the
increasing immigrant population from Africa, their meaningful contribution to Australia and their
countries of origin, and finally their identity formation. While Fozdar et al (2022) have focused on
the broad pan-African diaspora, the present study has examined in-depth whether or not people
from the Sudan demonstrate in their settlement a Pan-Sudan diasporic identity or not. Further, the
present study explores whether immigrants from the Sudan meaningfully engage with the
Australian mainstream society in such a way as to demonstrate their finding feet on the ground in
the new host society. The current study is a nuanced investigation of diasporism of African people,

whose numbers are growing notably from a once Africa's largest country, the Sudan.
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2.5 Sudanese migrants in Australia: Diaspora in the making?

Whether the Sudanese migrants have or have not been able to form diasporic identities since they
began to arrive in Australia more than two decades ago is one of the main interests of this research.

To provide a background to this question, this section will briefly define and discuss diasporism.

Diasporism, like many terms in the field of sociology, can be difficult to define precisely. Clifford
(1994), out of his perplexity, writes, “An unruly crowd of descriptive/interpretive terms now jostle
and converse in an effort to characterize the contact zones of nations, cultures, and regions: terms
such as border, travel, creolization, transculturation, hybridity, and diaspora (as well as the looser
diasporic).” The term historically was confined to the ancient Jewish, Greek, and Armenian
migrants who were in exile for thousands of years due to invasion and persecution (Sheffer, 2003).
However, more recently, and after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the disintegration of many
socialist Eastern Europe countries in its aftermath, hundreds of thousands of people have fled their
countries to make their way to Western Europe, the US, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia to
seek asylum or job opportunities. Further, most post-colonial countries in Africa and South
America have witnessed a series of regime collapses that have led to vicious civil wars and the
resulting displacement and flight of millions of their populations to seek refuge and safe places.
This new and unprecedented phenomenon resulted in the resurrection and broader application of
the term “diaspora” in the field of sociology. According to Safran (1991), the term is now used
metaphorically to include several categories of people dispersed across the world as minorities.
The challenges incipient migrants encounter in their new host countries usually take the form of
structural barriers such as language, culture, and the degree to which they feel welcome (Murray,
2010). Soysal (2002) argues that a diaspora is where the past serves to invent and reshape the
present and future in a constant way. In this regard, a diaspora represents a continuous process of
the reification of homelands, collective memories, traditions, and ongoing longings. Chiang (2010)
asserts that the situation of subordinated position the diasporas encountered by the establish social,
political, and cultural dominant group of a host land encourages them to stick with their
homelands’ culture, tradition, and shared memories in order to establish a cultural solidarity.
Racism can also be a real challenge to migrants’ attempts to integrate. Hatoss (2012) reflects on

how the physical characteristics of Sudanese migrants in Australia have singled them out such that
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they are labeled as “others” in a socio-cultural context in which skin colour matters, which denies
them the right to belong. It is important to notice here that although Hattos means South Sudanese
migrants in particular, in many cases, the unavoidable enculturation process can be seen as one of
the mechanisms migrants use to overcome such structural barriers by showing adaptation and
developing a sense of familiarity with their new environment. However, this process of integration

does not preclude them from maintaining their culture and way of life (Berry, 2005).

To Chiang (2010), the mobility of people across the world in the globalisation era is defining our
world today, a situation that creates what Clifford (1997) calls “traveling cultures”, where people
from different backgrounds and classes throughout their traveling signify different experiences
and produce culture knowledge. However, as Rottger-Rossler (2018, p. 238) asks, “What does it
mean emotionally to migrants to build up a new life in a foreign society while simultaneously
staying in close contact with the persons and places left behind, and what does this in turn mean
to their children?” It is obvious here that Rottger-Rdssler is in search of an answer to the peculiarity
and complexity of the migration phenomenon. In the case of Sudanese migrants’ lived experience
in Australia, the question has been one of the triggers of this study, which explores how Sudanese
migrants have exploited the community as a socio-cultural entity through which they reflect their
cultural, social, and political activities, and whether these activities have facilitated the emergence

and development of any diasporic identities, or merely worked to bring the homeland into exile.
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Chapter Three

Research Design

Qualitative approach has been chosen to answer the research question: Have Sudanese migrants
been able to develop any diasporic identity (or identities) since their arrival to Australia more than
twenty years ago, and if so, in what form? A multi-method approach drawing on phenomenology
and critical realism has been applied to investigate their lived experience in Australia and the
influences both from homeland and realities of settlement in a new context have on their identity
formations as a people or indeed as diverse people. The rationale provided under each section,
phenomenology and critical realism have singled out methods that the study adopted to collect
individual and group stories which demonstrate forces that influence attitudes and behaviours of
the Sudanese migrants as individuals and groups. To do that, the study investigates the way
Sudanese migrants have used the community as a socio-cultural space and for what purpose.
Further, the study investigates the influence of the homeland’s politics and way of life and their

impacts on the Sudanese migrants’ integration process in Australia.

3.1 Aims and Objectives
3.1.1 Aims of the study
The aims of the study are:
e To explore whether or not Sudanese migrants’ feelings of belonging in Australia and
integration have been affected by their privileged or disadvantaged socio-political
experiences in Sudan before and after departure.

e To explore whether Sudanese migrants are developing a diasporic identity, or identities,

using the cultural space provided by the Australian Multicultural Policy.

3.1.2 Objectives of the study
To achieve the above-mentioned aims, the study set some objectives for investigation.
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e To investigate whether political activism among Sudanese migrants in Australia affects
their intra-relationships and at the same time to what extent political activism influences
the homeland’s politics.

e To investigate gender issues in the wider Sudanese migrant community.

e To investigate whether Sudanese participants’ affiliations and layers of identity rooted in
the Sudanese psyche affect their settlement processes and intra-community relationships.

e To investigate whether such intra-community interactions are evolving distinct diasporas
and attendant identities.

e To explore whether different class privileges or disadvantages which existed or still exist

in Sudan could be drivers for forging new identities and diaspora patterns.

3.2 Methodology

3.2.1 Qualitative approach

Qualitative researchers seek a better understanding of social phenomena based on the lived
experiences of a given society or groups of people in their interaction with the environment in
which they live. To achieve that, the researcher needs to engage with individuals and groups
through in-depth interviews, focus-group discussions, and participant observations. “Qualitative
research is concerned with developing explanations of social phenomena. That is to say, it aims to
help us to understand the social world in which we live and why things are the way they are”
(Hancock, Ockleford & Windridge, 2009, p. 7). Qualitative research contributes to an
understanding of the human condition in different contexts, and of a perceived situation

(Bengtsson, 2016). Trainor and Graue (2014) write:

The justification for the use of qualitative methodologies in...research is
inextricably linked to the types of questions qualitative research best
answers. Research questions that attempt to answer how or why a process
or phenomenon occurs within complex contexts, where variables are
difficult to control and measure, are particularly well-suited to qualitative
methods of investigation.
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Another reason to adopt a qualitative approach is because, as Creswell (2009) argues, a complex,
detailed understanding of the issue is sought. This detail can only be established by talking directly
with people, going to their homes or places of work, and allowing them to tell their stories

unencumbered by what the researcher expects to find or has read in the literature.

Drawing on the research questions above, this study seeks to explore the lived experiences of
Sudanese migrants in Australia. Further, the study investigates the socio-cultural space they share,
in terms of social, cultural, and political activities the Sudanese migrants perform, and whether or
not these activities help in developing a diasporic identity or mainly address the homeland’s issues.
Furthermore, the study investigates the influence of homeland-oriented activism and identity-
contestation and to what extent they affect the wider Sudanese community’s social interaction and

their integration process in Australia.

3.3 Phenomenology

The study used a phenomenology approach to conduct this research. The purpose of using
phenomenology as a methodological paradigm is to explore the lived experiences of Sudanese
migrants in Australia. As a qualitative paradigm, phenomenology is more effective when it comes
to generating data through in-depth interviews compared to other qualitative methodologies.
According to Moran (2002), phenomenology acts as a nontraditional way of getting the truth of
social phenomenon as experienced by the social agents themselves. According to Sokolowski
(2000, p. 2), “phenomenology is the study of human experience and of the ways things present
themselves to us in and through such experience”. Lester (1999) writes, “Phenomenological
methods are particularly effective at bringing to the fore the experiences and perceptions of
individuals from their perspectives, and therefore at challenging the structural or normative
assumptions.” From these perspectives, the phenomenological approach in this present study has
been applied to explore the meaning of behaviour and interaction of Sudanese migrants in
Australia and the impacts they have on their integration, on one hand, and their interrelationship

with their homeland, on the other hand.
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Having said that, giving the Sudanese migrants in Australia the chance to be heard and voicing
their own stories by which they can reflect on their diasporic journey to Australia is the main
purpose of this study. On many occasions, factors like language barriers and lack of self-
representation have played a significant role in suppressing migrants’ voices and turning them
invisible. Spivak (1988) writes that this reduces migrants in post-modern times into “subalterns”;
in other words, people who lack agency and the ability to speak on behalf of themselves.

Giving migrants the chance to reflect on the challenges they have encountered throughout their
diasporic journeys is one of the most empowering tools that phenomenology can provide as a
qualitative paradigm in sociology. In this regard, Sudanese migrants in Australia, like any incipient
migrants, have their narratives to share. Given the opportunity to reflect on their own lived
experiences by using phenomenological methods such as semi-structured interviews or focus

groups can be more credible and informative than other methodologies.

3.4 Critical Realism

Along with phenomenology, the study also applied critical realism as a methodology to ensure
rigor and effective analysis of the Sudanese migrants’ behaviours and attitudes, with the goal being
to reveal the influence of the underlying forces of such behaviours and attitudes and their impacts
on the integration process of Sudanese migrants in Australia as well as their maintenance of an

affiliation with their homeland.

Critical realism was brought into the research realm by Bhaskar in 1970s and 1980s (Fletcher,
2017) as a response to the limitations of positivism and constructionism, by emphasising the
importance of ontology, in which human experience matters to the same degree as empirical
science. Bhaskar (2013) argues that the observable, or empirical, domain is not enough in itself to
explain the events of the world. Hence, there is scope to explore human experiences beyond the

level of observation, and this can only be accomplished through causal interactions and analysis.

Critical realism does not deny the fact that knowledge is determined by the necessarily limited,
and shared experiences of human beings; however, much of this world is beyond human beings’

experience.” Fletcher (2017, p. 182) writes, “The ability to engage in explanation and causal
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analysis (rather than engaging in a thick empirical description of a given context) makes [critical
realism] useful for analyzing social problems and suggesting solutions for social change.” Bhaskar
argues that confining reality to the observable empirical epistemology at the expense of ontological
reality is committing an “epistemic fallacy”. Owens (2011, p.6) carries the argument further,
contending that neglecting unobservable causal structures and the role causal mechanisms play
does not mean they are non-existent, or that their impacts cannot be realised.

The power of critical realism identifies itself in the insider view that the researcher gets to explore
in identifying societies’ structures that generate social events. As such, critical realism helps with

investigating causal mechanisms and forces that drive societies to behave in a certain way.

Despite the effectiveness and suitability of phenomenology as a theoretical foundation to explore
the lived experiences of individuals and groups, it has also been considered by social science
scholars as being open to different interpretations and heavily reliant on subjectivity. To avoid
such pitfalls, the study confined itself to the most robust part of the theory which is describing the
lived experience of people, their imaginations, and the way they interact with others. The same
thing can be said about Critical Realism. Many scholars have described CR as a too value-laden
explanatory approach besides their skepticism about its accuracy in representing the external
world. To avoid such pitfalls, the study benefited from the ability to deduction and induction the
CR method provides to understand more than describe the hidden dynamics that govern the social

behaviors and attitudes of the wider Sudanese community in Australia.

3.5 Participants

The Sudanese migrants in North America, Europe and the UK, have divided themselves along
ethnic, political, and religious lines. The Sudanese migrants in Australia have divided themselves
similarly. Accordingly, this study adopted purposive, otherwise referred to as non-random
sampling technique (O’Leary (2008). According to O’Leary “Non-random samples can generate
meaningful samples, and even credibly represent populations, if (1) selection is done with goal of
representativeness in mind and (2) strategies are used to ensure that samples match population

characteristics” (p.9). In line with this theoretical and methodological position, immigrants from

20



the Sudan were categorised in their sub-communities to collect the needed data, using in-depth
interviews. The locations of these sub-communities can be roughly described as below:

The ethno-religious Coptic Community is predominantly located in East Melbourne; Fur and
Zagawa ethnic groups from the Darfur region are located in Dandenong; the Nuba Mountains
ethnic group is mainly located in Brisbane. There are also many offshoots political parties scattered
in various Australian cities. The Sudanese Communist Party’s leadership is in Tarneit, West
Melbourne. The Sudanese Conference Party’s leadership is in Brisbane. The Umma (Nation)
Party’s leadership is in Sydney. The Justice and Equity Movement’s (JEM) leadership is located
in Dandenong.

As a member of the wider Sudanese community, I have benefited from the social network I have
created since my arrival in Australia. I have used various ways of communication to recruit
participants from different ethnic, political, gender, and second-generation groups. Sub-
communities’ leaders, political parties’ members, and liberal women’s groups were approached
via phone and email and through mutual friends.

Based on that, three to four individuals from each group were chosen as a sample for individual

Interviews.

Categorising the participants in terms of ethnicity, gender, politics, and religion has been helpful
in generating different perspectives. For example, by interviewing participants from ethnic groups
and who self-identified as liberal women, the study aimed to investigate whether those traditionally
disadvantaged groups have found an opportune space to carve out an integrated and unique
diasporic identity to compensate for the lack of recognition they endured back in Sudan. Further,
interviewing political activists and members of religious groups has been helpful in exploring the
issues of divided loyalties between the homeland and the “new” homeland, and how these issues
have been managed and reflected in their interaction within the community, on one hand, and with
the wider Australian society, on the other. Further, the study investigated how Sudanese migrants
have used the cultural space in their communities’ activities, and whether this space has been used

for integration or mainly to maintain and sustain ties and bonds with the homeland.

For sampling and recruitment purposes, the study divided the Sudanese community according to
their ethnic sub-communities, plus one group of liberal women. The Darfur, Nuba Mountains and

Coptic communities represent the ethnic-minority groups, while the Sudanese community of the
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Northerners represents the dominant group. This categorisation is designed to replicate the way
the Sudanese migrants reorganised themselves in Australia. Similarly, the study investigated
whether those from the class that had formed an advantaged elite in Sudan may still display
observable privileges in terms of integration and resettlement in Australia compared to or

contrasted against their disadvantaged counterparts.

The sampling also reached out to liberal and conservative women from the wider Sudanese
community to compare their ongoing negotiation of identity in the new host land within a
traditional patriarchal community. The study relied on an effective social network to recruit the

participants from both sides to address the position of women in this new context.

As a matter of protection to the participants’ identities, pseudonyms have been used for all

participants instead of their real names.

3.6 Methods

Phenomenology and critical realism methodologies have been used to conduct the research.
Phenomenology is a useful approach in exploring the lived experiences of any given group in the
way they reflect themselves in daily life through socio-cultural behaviours and attitudes. Also, as
an explanatory framework, critical realism is a useful approach in investigating the socio-cultural
structures and causal mechanisms to address events and phenomena of a given society in an
effective way. Having used critical realism, the study intended to go beyond the descriptive
analysis of the wider Sudanese migrants’ life to investigate the hidden forces that influence the
dynamics of their socio-cultural patterns. In this regard, critical realism can be more effective in
shedding light on the causal mechanisms and the influences they have on the social intra-
relationships of the wider Sudanese community and the impacts on the integration process since

their arrival to Australia.

In-depth individual interviews were conducted around major Australian cities where there were

concentrations of Sudanese communities. The questions were designed to give individuals the
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chance to define themselves, as well as to reflect on their lives both in Australia and in the

homeland.

The findings of this study are based on 22 semi-structured interviews representing different
categories: political activists, ethnic groups and self-identifying liberal women. All data were
collected between February 2022 and January 2023. All semi-structured interviews were

conducted in Arabic, and then translated into English by a NAATI-accredited translator.

The participants were drawn from the broader Sudanese population in Australia, mainly from
Melbourne. The participants reflect the political, ethnic, and religious populations among the wider

Sudanese community in Australia.

All semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the participants’ responses were
categorised and coded. The conceptualisations of these categories and their justifications were
demonstrated throughout the study’s chapters. The data presented here are generated from the
participants’ semi-structured interviews and are representative of significant coded patterns found
in the interviews and the supporting literature review. The consent forms were handed to the
participants for signing. All the participants signed the consent forms and returned them. Most of
the data that was collected from the participants’ semi-structured interviews is quoted directly, to
reflect the lived experiences of the participants and the way the community as a socio-cultural

space has been used and for what purpose.

3.7 Data analysis

Creswell (2007, pp. 147-148) writes:

Data analysis in qualitative research consists of preparing and organizing
the data (i.e., text data as in transcripts, or image data as in photographs)
for analysis, then reducing the data into themes through a process of
coding and condensing the codes, and finally representing the data in
figures, tables, or a discussion. In this regard, data analysis will be
considered as an ongoing process of continuing building and revising.

Creswell (2009) argues that data gathering, and analysis should be simultaneous, and data should

be organised categorically, chronologically reviewed repeatedly, and continually coded. Basit
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(2003, p. 152) writes, “Qualitative data are textual, non-numerical and unstructured. Coding has a
crucial role in the analyses of such data to organize and make sense of them.” Codes are a process
of categorising units of meaning from descriptive information to generate a deeper understanding
about a social phenomenon under research. Raw data is not efficient by itself or helpful for giving
a reader a deep understanding of a social world; it must be subjected to a thorough and systematic
analysis to clarify a given situation (Basit, 2003). Hence, the main purpose of data analysis is to
transform the collected data into a coherent outcome of the research. To this end, I manually coded
the data collected from the semi-structured interviews. Although manual coding was time-
consuming, [ opted for an immersion approach to research where I work with data closely to

ground myself in research analytical practices. Thus, I decided to manually code the data.

3.8 Positionality and the role of the researcher

Collecting and analysing data is the primary role of the researcher in qualitative research. This task
takes different approaches. In the present study, the author’s perception of Sudanese migrants in
Australia and how they organise themselves around political loyalties, ethnic and regional
affiliations, and religious ideologies has arguably been shaped by the fact that I am a Sudanese
migrant myself. Ethnically, I belong to the dominant cultural groups, who adopted the Arab-
Islamic identity. This situation raises the issue of positionality as one of the qualitative research
challenges because it could introduce biases. While my belonging to the Sudanese community
identifies me closely as an insider, as a researcher my goals, individual experience, social class,
social identity, and world view are different from those of the participants. As someone belonging
to the dominant culture in a divided Sudan in terms of identity, my being secular in a religiously
affiliated community and an individual in a communal society could have a direct impact on the
research process and its outcome. To minimise biases, | have exercised reflexivity in terms of self-
scrutiny and self-consciousness; as Bourke (2014) points out, reflexivity and self-scrutiny work as
a reminder to maintain the distance the researcher needs to navigate safely through the project.
One way I operationalised reflexivity and sensitivity is that I went to spaces where participants
chose as safe places to have a conversation. Further, I did not interrupt. I allowed conversation to

run even when they were long. I only brought them back to the topic by gentle reminders of the
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topic of discussion when they veered off topic. Furthermore, I decided not to engage one from
their communities to do interviews for me, because I wanted to hear firsthand their narratives. |
based my decision on the fact that I am known to these community groups as I serve them as an
Arabic interpreter in many walks of their life. I took it that rapport has been built over years.
However, I allowed the participants' outlooks, views, and positions to be expressed without

contradiction even when they were contrary to mine.

3.9 The ethical concerns of the research

Ethical issues are present in any research, and there are specific challenges when the subjects of
the research are potentially vulnerable or marginalised groups. Getting information from
minorities for research purposes has implications of power relations. Gaining access to the
community, as mentioned, represents a challenge. According to Creswell (2009), some of these
challenges are related to the boundaries the minorities set to maintain their cultures and ways of
life, or because they do not want to expose themselves to “others” whom they do not know or with
whom they do not share the same values. In this regard, Sudanese communities in Australia are
not exceptional. Although, because I as a researcher was part of the wider Sudanese community,
which could be seen as advantage, particular ethical considerations required attention to
successfully carry out this project. In the case of the wider Sudanese community, vulnerability is
one of the issues among many other factors that can be attributed to negative coverage by the
Australian media in general. Addressing sensitive issues in interviews is another challenge I
managed to avoid. Anecdotally, one can say that the Sudanese migrants, due to language barriers
and their recent experience of immigration, prefer to be invisible. Being one of the community
members, I conducted this research mindful of these sensitivities. Also, protecting the participants’
identities has been one of the ethical concerns of this study.

Informed consent and confidentiality have been dealt with carefully. As always, informed consent
is an essential part of ensuring the integrity of any research; without it, the research as a whole will
be considered unethical. Sharing awareness with the participants about the research has been the

focal point of securing informed consent. Participants were aware of the purpose of the study and

25



why their participation was worthwhile. An ethics clearance from the Ethical Research Committee

was obtained as the first step in conducting this research.

The interviews were conducted in Sudanese- Arabic language and then translated into English. As
a researcher, I myself one of the Sudanese migrants in Australia and I speak the Sudanese-Arabic
language as a mother tongue. Further, I am also a certified NAATI translator, however, and for
purposes of impartiality and credibility, an accredited professional translator was hired to do the
job of translation from Arabic into English. Being a member of the wider Sudanese community
and speaking the same language has been very helpful in mitigating as much as possible the loss
of meanings in translation. The same advantage can be also applied to the hired translator, who is

from a Sudanese background.
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Chapter Four

Political activism among Sudanese migrants in Australia

4.1 Introduction

This chapter casts light on political activism among the wider Sudanese community in Australia
by exploring how political activists have used the socio-cultural space, and whether or not their
activism has contributed to the cohesion of intra-relationships, on one hand, and the process of

integration, on the other.

Participants who self-define as political activists and/or members of different Sudanese political
parties reflected on their political activism as migrants, and what it meant to them to practice
homeland politics in their adopted country, Australia. The participants represented three major
political parties: the Sudanese Communist Party, the Sudanese Conference Party and the Umma
(nation) Party. The interview covered various aspects of their political activism, both homeland-
oriented, and non-homeland oriented, investigating the impacts these activities have had on the
wider Sudanese community in terms of social cohesion, interrelationships with the wider
Australian society, and the influence they may or may not have on homeland politics. Further, the
interviews intended to explore why practicing homeland politics has been so important to those

participants to the extent that they have created offshoot political parties in Australia.

All the participants who were categorised as political activists showed that they were committed
members of one of the Sudanese political parties back in Sudan; hence, their political activism in

Australia in one way or another was homeland-oriented.

The participants demonstrated a level of assertiveness in their direct involvement in homeland
politics. Their responses were varied, and they gave many reasons to justify their political
involvement. Responses were unanimous in their observation that migrants, everywhere, have a
history of engagement in homeland politics. According to Sheffer (2003), migrants’ involvement
in homeland political activism could pose a threat to their homelands’ governments. The analysis
of the interviews suggested that the political activism of migrant Sudanese in host countries

contributes to the complexity of the existing politics in the Sudan. The whole country has been
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characterised by prolonged political instability since its independence in 1956 from the British

colonisers.

The majority of the participants attributed their direct political activism to their personal
experiences of torture and persecution throughout the last three decades, the period of the ousted
Islamic regime, before they fled the country and resettled in Australia and other parts of the world.
Given the fact that the majority of the participants had been politically active and members of the
homeland’s political parties before departure, and according to their responses, they have felt
obliged to engage politically with their counterparts in the homeland. Although the majority
stressed the importance of engaging directly in homeland politics, a few of them considered their
activism unnecessary; instead, they regarded it as sheer nostalgia that gave them a sense of self-

satisfaction, a perspective that will be discussed further in the chapter.

4.2 Political activism in Sudan: A historical background

Political activism in Sudan is as old as the modern state itself and has established and entrenched
traditions. The prolonged political instability since independence from British colonisation in 1956
played a significant role in the development and institutalisation of this norm of “over-
politicisation”. For example, and according to Vezzadini (2015), the 1924 White Flag Revolution,
which was Sudan’s first organised urban political opposition against a ruling government (the
condominium administration), was a mutiny by military junior officers under the leadership of Ali
Abdullatif. The insurgents waged a war against the colonial government and demanded unity
between Sudan and Egypt and for the British to depart the country. The second influencing event
was the strike of the Sudan Railway Corporation workers’ trade union in 1947 in Atbara city under
the influence of the then-emerging Sudanese Communist Party (Sikainga, 2010). These two events
have shaped political activism in post-colonial Sudan and motivated the rise of political parties, as
well as, civil and student political formations.

Political activism is well engrained in Sudanese society and permeates the political history of
modern Sudan. Recruiting and nurturing youths at an early age to join political parties is a norm
in Sudan. According to Bishai (2008, p. 1), “Sudanese universities have historically been the

incubators of political change in Sudan, and student unions in particular have retained a tradition
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of vibrant — and sometimes violent — political activity”. Further, the contested national identity has
polarised and exacerbated political activism and turned it into a way of life (Lesch, 1998). Political
activists from among Sudanese migrants in the last 20 years have shown great ability in organising
themselves outside their homeland (Baird, 2013). Abusharaf (2002) observes that the first thing
Sudanese migrants do wherever they go is to organise themselves politically and establish their
political networks, linking them with the homeland’s political entities. The tendency of Sudanese
political activism, as the majority of the participants acknowledged, is homeland-oriented, and any
interest in playing a role in bridging the interrelationships between the wider Sudanese community
and the wider society in Australia has not been a priority.

The prevailing regimes in power since independence, which have been associated with repression,
torture, and imprisonment for political opponents, have built a sense of resilience and persistence
among political activists, given that they could be imprisoned at any time due to their political
activism. Hence, daring to be a political activist in the Sudanese context has given such activity
prestige, causing younger activists who had been subjected to torture in prisons to be regarded as
public heroes and celebrities. As Bishai (2008, p.4) observes, “at the apex of political significance
was the student union of the University of Khartoum which was unquestionably the proving
ground for the privileged and predestined and thus the most significant collection of student voices
in the country”. According to Viorst (1995), the university in Sudan is a bellwether of the country’s
politics, with the student union’s elections across the country’s universities playing a significant

role as an indicator of the country’s political direction.

Nevertheless, in a politically polarised country like Sudan, as in many other countries, direct
diasporic activism has not always been seen as benign, as many migrant activists think. Rather,
many observers, particularly those who live within those countries and hold political responsibility
for opposing dictatorships and mobilizing people against them, have considered it controversial.
Conflicts between the perspectives of politically active migrants and their counterparts inside their
home countries have taken place on many occasions. Reflecting on the political activism among
the Sudanese migrants in the UK, Wilcock (2019, p. 181) observes that the “[u]ncompromising
and democratizing stances are common incongruences between migrant and homeland activism,
but they are neither essential nor exhaustive”. Conversi (2012) argues that acting from a “safe

distance” can make migrant activists look more radical in the way they demand change than those
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opposing from inside, who are under constant surveillance by the regime’s security apparatus and

in danger of reprisals. Political opportunism is another area of dispute between factions.

Further, as Safran (1991) argues, migrants who return from advanced host countries usually do not
settle for less, and their demands for change are too ambitious. While migrant activists believe that
their direct involvement in homeland politics is an obligation to achieve democracy and political
sustainability, many inside activists believe that migrant activists exaggerate their political
influence for personal gains. Abusharaf (2010) reflected on the heated debates following the
Darfur genocide in 2005, which had been based on who had the right to represent the Darfurians
in their catastrophic situation in the homeland. The in-country Darfurian victims felt that their
Darfurian counterparts in the diaspora tended toward self-interest and were profiting from the in-
country Darfurians’ ordeals. Amoui (2022) reflected on the rising dispute in South Sudan between
those who lived inside the country and their counterparts’ diasporas around the world. He indicated
that most of the interviewees in his research described the South Sudanese diasporas as self-serving

political opportunists.

The contribution of the Sudanese migrants during what it has been known as the December
Revolution in 2019 — which ended the rule of the Islamist regime — has been acknowledged and
praised by the whole nation and the various political parties in Sudan; nevertheless, the subsequent
scramble for ministerial positions during the interim government that represented the Revolution,
has been criticised fiercely as political opportunism. Later, the ministers were held responsible by
in-country political opposition groups for the failure of the transitional period. The lukewarm
reception the migrant activists tend to get from homeland political elites has much to do, as Abdile
(2014) argues, with fear of the competition the migrant activists pose once they have gained
experience, education, and skills in their host lands. While Abdile reflects on the Somali

experience, his results can be generalised to Sudan.

4.3 Political activism as a call of duty

Participants in this study presented different reasons for their involvement in homeland politics.
The majority considered their political activism as a duty, and many attribute this to the way they

had been nurtured as political activists at an early stage of their time studying at universities, where
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political parties are active in recruiting students. Many said that the reason they left Sudan was
linked to their political activism back home, where they had been subjected to persecution or even

imprisonment and torture by the Islamist regime.

Emad Hassan, a participant from the Sudanese Conference Party, reflected on his personal
experience as a political activist in the homeland and why it is important for him to continue his
activism in Australia:

The main reason for leaving Sudan is the political persecution by the fallen

regime, which ruled the country for 30 years, and its insistence on ruling

the country in a way that does not match the nature of its composition as a

diverse society. I do support my party and reach out as much as I can,

because I believe that if things go well, the contribution of our party will
be significant in bringing the whole nation together.

For Hashim Saleh, a member from the Sudanese Communist Party, political activism was a matter
of belonging to the homeland and something that defines who is the person is, and what values
and attitudes a one can hold and reflect. The following was his response:

Being a political activist has much to do with social, cultural, and

intellectual orientation. It reflects who you are and how you view things

ontologically as a human being. There are many people who are not

politically active, but they are still working hard to contribute significantly
to a better future for their country.

The ways participants elaborated on the goals and motivations behind their political activism were
varied. For some participants, political activism in Australia cannot be seen in isolation from who
they are back in the day and what they became. The main goal of those participants is to continue
their political contributions and pass on the knowledge and experiences they have gained
throughout their migrant experience. Yousif Ali from the Sudanese Communist Party believed that
political activism is not confined to specific spaces. He felt that as long as one considers himself a
political activist, he is obliged to play this role, no matter where he is.

Personally, because I am still a Sudanese, and the case of Sudan is central

to me. Also, to be a political activist does not mean you have to be inside

Sudan. You can still play a role from outside, particularly, in terms of
financial support and solidarity. Furthermore, Communism is an
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international ideology, and being a communist means, you are part of a
wider network of solidarity to help and raise the issues of justice, freedom,
and equity across the world. In sum, I am still connected to what is
happening in Sudan because I cannot escape my destiny.

Ahmed Sulieman believed that the ultimate goal one can achieve through political activism is to
do everything that helps people in the homeland to have a dignified and decent life resembling his
life in his adopted country. It is evident that moral values are the main motivation of his political

activism:

I think because I want to see my people back home enjoy the same level
of freedom and civility I have here in Australia. As you know, I live here
in a secular country, where my rights are protected by the law. I know my
rights and my obligations. I want the same to my brothers, friends, and
every Sudanese citizen to enjoy these rights. I want them to have the same
level of wellbeing I have here in Australia. Most of the Sudanese back
home do not know their rights and obligations. They live under constant
political suppression. They live in poor situations deprived them from
developing their skills and have a quality education, which I enjoy here. I
am not a selfish person, which is why I want to contribute to change life
in the homeland for the better.

Hashim Saleh believed that he cannot distinguish between what had happened to him as a political
activist in the homeland, and his life outside it, because he believes the two experiences remain
closely intertwined:

It has much to do with my lived experience before I came to Australia. I

have been tortured and imprisoned as a political opponent; hence, I cannot

separate myself from politics back home. It is not just about me and my

small family here in Australia, still I have a big extended family in Sudan,

and I feel obliged to keep myself politically active for their rights, justice,
and freedom.

The participants from the Sudanese Communist Party find their justifications in practicing political
activism in the notion of Communism as an international ideology which seeks justice, equity, and

freedom for all human beings no matter where they live. For them, as communist members, their
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political activism is transnational. Ahmed Sulieman was among those who believe in the globality
of their ideology and the right to practice it no matter where they live:

First of all, you have the international human rights declaration, and these

are global rights, hence, everyone on the planet has the right to enjoy them.

From this perspective, you do not need to be a politician to embrace and
promote these rights in every place in the world, even the homeland.

Motivated by his ideology as a communist, Hashim Saleh believed that the matter of human rights
and justice is universal and beyond any locality:
Political activism is important once you become a political activist,

regardless of where your location is. It is a matter of defending the rights
of people in freedom and justice. Such ultimate goals are universal and

beyond geographical limitations.

4.4 Homeland-oriented and non-homeland political activism

While the majority of the politically active participants in this study demonstrated a strong focus
on homeland politics, some, driven by different motives, were interested in joining an Australian
political party. Their responses suggested that they did not intend to shift allegiance from their
homeland parties; rather, their reasons included wanting to know more about, and be part of,
Australian politics and culture. Despite their interest in participating in Australian politics, most
of the participants, for different reasons, could not establish a role for themselves in the Australian

political system.

Yousif Ali, a member of the Sudanese Communist Party, described his motivation to join the
Australian Socialist Alliance Party as an attempt to become familiar with Australian culture and
politics and to improve his English language:

Before coming to Australia, I was a political activist. After six months

from my arrival to Australia, I joined the Australian Socialist Alliance

Party. Such political activities in Australia help the process of my

integration and give me the chance to become familiar with Australian
politics and way of life.
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Adil Hassan, from the Sudanese Political Party, stated that he had been a member of the Australian
Labor Party for a short period of time. Adil did not talk about whether or not he was active
politically with the Labor Party and what kind of contribution he made during the time of his
membership. He said:

I used to be a member of the Labor Party. Also, I was approached by

another party to be their candidate, and Senator John Madigan visited me

twice in my home to convince me. However, due to personal

circumstances I couldn’t respond to their request.... Nevertheless, the

increasing African population in Victoria should be taken seriously by the

African communities themselves in terms of representation. The senate

seat the Green Party have in the state is largely due to the African
population’s support.

Ahmed Sulieman reflected on his time living in Sydney, and how he used to have a connection
with the Australian Social Alliance Party, visiting its office, attending its meetings, and borrowing
books from the library. Ahmed did not discuss the exact nature of his relationship with the
Australian Social Alliance Party, or whether or not he was a member:

Back when I was living in Sydney, I used to have that kind of political

activism. [ used to go on a weekly basis to the Australian Social Alliance

Party. I used to attend their meetings and political reflections on national

and international matters. I used to borrow books from their library. You

can say there was full integration because as a communist [ share with

them the universal belonging and attitude that transcends national identity.

We are uniting for the good and the welfare of all human beings, not

exclusively focused on our countries, as capitalism, in turn, encourages

these tendencies. However, after moving to Melbourne, I wasn’t able to
have the chance to do the same here.

Hashim Saleh mentioned his closeness to the Green Party through some close friends who
belonged to the party and kept him updated with information related to party activities. “The
society here is different. Personally, I have some friends from the Australian Green Party, and this

gave me the chance to follow from a close distance their political activities.”

In the interviews, the participants discussed to what extent political activism has or has not
influenced the political life of the homeland. Although many participants referred to their political

activism as merely a show of nostalgia, the majority stressed that their political activism in their
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adopted country has had a significant influence on the homeland politics, especially during the
December 19" Revolution in 2019. The participants appreciated the role that Sudanese migrants
all over the world had played to support the masses in the capital Khartoum during the time of the
sit-in protests, which lasted more than a month and resulted in the downfall of the Islamist regime.
Many participants asserted that fundraising, logistics, political advice, and political representation

by many activists from the diaspora gave robust support to those on the ground.

Adil Hassan believed in the significant role the migrant political activists have played on the

homeland politics:

It has made a significant contribution as it happened during the Revolution
back home. We used to go out and protest to draw the attention of the
mainstream towards what is happening in Sudan. Also, financial support
is decisive sometimes for the political parties back home. In this regard,
no secret to say we are in the Sudanese Conference Party, rely heavily on
the migrants’ funding, because it is the only financial sources we have.

Jalal Wahbi, a Sudanese Communist Party member, believed that Sudanese migrants’ influence
on and contribution to the homeland’s politics are immense and recognisable, and take different

forms:

It has a significant impact. We used to support financially the political
opposition’s activities there and mobilise Sudanese migrants around the
world to influence the anti-regime movements back home. Also, we have
benefited from our relationships with some Australian political parties like
the Greens Party and the Australian Socialist Party to use their influence
in the Australian parliament to raise the awareness about what is
happening to our people in Sudan.

Emad Hassan believed that the money, skills, and financial support of Sudanese migrants around

the world had a significant impact on the December Revolution in 2019:

The influence of the Sudanese migrants has already proved itself in the
December Revolution. The contribution of the Sudanese migrants around
the world has a significant impact on the success of the Revolution that
ousted the Islamist regime. I am not sure about their numbers, though I
think it 1s hundreds of thousands, most of them forced to live outside the
country while they were studying at universities or working. They invested
their knowledge, money, and work experiences to support the Revolution
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and addressed parliaments of their host countries, appealing for sanctions
against the regime.

The majority of the participants believed that, as they had been involved in politics for a long time,
politics would always be part of who they were. Hence, it was not easy for those who had been
activists to cease their political activity just because they had moved to another country. In contrast,
other participants viewed their political activism in the diaspora as more or less a form of nostalgia,
helping them to feel connected to the homeland and giving them a sense of self-satisfaction from

the idea that they still had a role to play in their homeland’s politics.

Adil Hassan was one of the participants who believed political activism in Australia is merely a
“nostalgic” expression that will fade with time as integration inevitably progresses:

In fact, the Sudanese political parties did not instruct migrants to practice

politics. It was a matter of self-initiative. We, the migrants, initiated that,

and the whole matter is more or less nostalgia rather than a serious political

engagement. Later the political parties started to pay attention to this
phenomenon and worked to build on it for more tangible benefit.

Like Adil Hassan, Isam Nour from the Umma Party considered activism to be a nostalgic
behaviour rather than a necessity:

To be honest, it gives me a sense of self-satisfaction, but I don’t think it

has any benefit for my country. It satisfies the nostalgia, and it eases the

feeling of guilt of not being there; as you can see, it is all about me, not the
country per se.

4.5 The formation of the offshoot political parties

In the course of resettling in Australia, Sudanese migrants established branches of some of their
political parties in the homeland. These offshoot political parties have given the political activists
the chance to link themselves with their main parties in the Sudan, and to keep in touch with
political events while aiming to influence homeland politics. In their responses to the question of
whether there is any need for offshoot parties in Australia, the majority of the participants believed

that there is no need for such transnational political branches. Most of the responses highlighted
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the difficulty of organising and run such branches in a different environment, besides the
unnecessary competition that might cause tension in the wider community in a time when people

desperately need to be united and in harmony. Emad Hassan articulated such a perspective:

I discussed this matter before with my party, mentioning that there is no
benefit we can get from establishing a branch here. As I said before, as
political activists our role in the wider community could be more useful.
We can invest in our knowledge and experience to raise awareness among
the community members. Also, it is easier for us as activists from different
parties to work together within one community. On the contrary, the
existing of these parties here in Australia has caused unnecessary
competition and tensions. The polarisation between these parties has a
negative impact on the community’s unity.

Isam Nour opposed the idea of offshoot political parties:

To be honest, | am against this attitude. In my opinion, if you want to
practice politics according to the Sudanese political conventions, you have
to be there in Sudan. Logically, you cannot make the host land a place of
your homeland political parties. The Sudanese political parties themselves
do not have a heritage of dealing with the Sudanese migrants.

In contrast to the opinions mentioned above, a considerable number of the participants claimed
that they could see the positive side the offshoot parties, ranging from fundraising to supporting
their main political parties back home, besides the ongoing political activities they run to update
and build awareness among the wider community about what is happening in Sudan and how
people can support and contribute. Yousif Ali was one of those who value the important role his
offshoot party has played:

Reflecting on my own loyalty as an active communist, I can say yes, there

is a necessity, because most of our activities aim to support our party

financially. The [Sudanese Communist Party], unlike other, more right-

wing parties, depends on its members’ contributions. The other parties

have their own sources to run their activities comfortably. That’s the

reason why we are more politically active in host lands compared to other
parties — one can barely notice their activities.
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Ahmed Sulieman believed that political activism is a matter of belonging to the homeland. To him,

no matter how long a migrant life in Australia, they are still Sudanese. He said:

it is not about necessary or not: The question is necessary to whom.
Individuals? Yes, because they still belong to Sudan, the same way they
belong to Australia. In fact, the majority are Sudanese who live in
Australia. Their belonging to Australia is related to their current life in
Australia, but when it comes to their culture and way of life, they are still
tied to Sudan, especially in their political activism, which is part of who
they are.

4.6 Political activism and integration

The study participants were asked what extent the political activism of the Sudanese migrants has
or has not played a role in fostering the integration of the wider Sudanese community in Australia.
Most of the participants acknowledged that the political activism they practice has not played a
role in the community’s integration, due to the nature of the activism they exert, which is mainly
focused on homeland politics rather than trying to bridge the gap between the immigrant Sudanese
community as a whole and the wider Australian society, despite the fact that some participants

expressed interest in joining Australian political parties.

Yousif Ali attributed this attitude to the bad situation they had left behind in Sudan and the urgency
they felt to do something about it, saying that this left no room for any other options not related to

the homeland’s issues:

To be honest, I did not think of it before you asked me this question.
However, I think the matter has much to do with the situation back home.
The ongoing instability of Sudan in every aspect has no doubt affected the
way the Sudanese migrants are weighing up their priorities. They feel
more obliged to pay more attention and reach out to their families,
relatives, and friends over there rather than focusing on their issues here
in the host land. I think there is a sort of shortcoming when it comes to
dealing with the social issues here in Australia; it is a reluctance rather
than a denial.

Emad Hassan believed that Sudanese migrants’ political activities are not intended to reflect their

life in Australia and do not help them to integrate: “Generally, no, I don’t think these activities
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have anything to do with our life here. Honestly, we are lagging behind in our efforts to show more

seriousness about our integration in Australia.”

Hashim Saleh believed that the homeland political situation influences on migrants’ priorities,

including their process of integration into their adopted countries:

To be honest, we do not have the privilege to use our political
activism for integration purposes. The reason behind that is that, as
Sudanese migrants, we have lots of issues in the homeland that need
to be fixed. Hence, to achieve that, we have dedicated our souls and
efforts to making things happen [in Sudan].

Most of the participants who engaged in political activism noted that in Australia, they had been
exposed to a different political system to the one they were used to back in Sudan. The majority
of the participants believed that there is an immense gap between the two political systems. Despite

this generalisation, however, the responses were varied. Ahmed Sulieman put it this way:

It is about the influence of the new ideas you start to sense here in
Australia. I keep reflecting on these new ideas and discuss them with my
friends and the party until we get to the point that these ideas became
applicable. I will give you an example: nowadays we live the triumph of
the December Revolution in Sudan, as you know. The Revolution
borrowed many slogans not known before in Sudan, like “civility”, which
is now the slogan of the Revolution. If you go back before December,
almost 90% of the Sudanese people would have had no idea what “civility”
means. But as you can see, there is a kind of acculturation that has taken
place since then. Today everyone, from the youngest child to the oldest
man, knows what civility means; that is why they stick to it and fight
fiercely for it, and are even ready to die for it. This would not happen
without the influence of the interaction between those who are in the
diaspora and people in the home.

Adil Hassan acknowledged that there is a conceptual gap in terms of political differences between

the two countries; he admitted to what he called a “civilization gap™:

I am sorry to say it, but really politics in Sudan is backward. We are far
behind; I am saying that despite the fact that I am a politically active
person.... It is early for Sudan to be a democratic country and its political
parties to practice a real politics...to reach the stages that Australia has
reached; is not something can be achieved overnight. Bear in mind that
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Australia is a replica of western democracy. Democracy in Europe has
taken more than six centuries of labor and suffering to be born and
sustained.

4.7 Political activism and intra-community relationships

Exploring the impacts of the political activism on the wider Sudanese community’s social cohesion
is another way to examine the way the socio-cultural space has been used and whether such
activities solidify social cohesion or increase the division of an already fragmented community.
The participants’ responses tended to suggest the latter. The majority of the participants believed
that differences in political views have caused social tension among the political activists, which
is reflected negatively in their social intra-relationships. Further, the political tension in the
homeland has shaped the behaviours and attitudes of the activists in Australia. A considerable
number of the participants mentioned the importance of avoiding political disputes in social life,
while others referred to the difficulties of distinguishing between their political activism and social
attitudes. As a result, they preferred not to build any social relationships with those who considered

them political opponents.

Isam Nour was one of those who believed political activism hinders social cohesion. The influence
of the homeland’s political and ethnic divisions, as he suggested, have contributed to social

tensions in the wider Sudanese community in Australia:

Political activism has a significant impact on Sudanese migrants’ social
relationships because the political tensions have been transferred to their
diaspora destination. Not just that, even the personal grudges that were
embedded in ideological disputes have been transferred to Australia and
are shaping the social and personal intra-relationships of the Sudanese
migrants.

Yousif Ali believed that the tension political activism causes in the diaspora is unavoidable:

In the Sudanese diasporic context, yes, the difference in the political
attitudes causes a lot of tension among them. This is unfortunately a
reflection of the polarised political situation back home. Personally, I
cannot find myself in any social relationship with anyone from the
Islamists (NIF). In return, I know they hate us very much, and this for sure
has crippled the wider Sudanese community’s social activities and cut ties
between the Sudanese migrants in Australia.
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Adil Hassan believed that practicing homeland politics within the community causes significant
damage to the social intra-relationships in the community:

Definitely, practicing political activism within the community will

damage the social ties among the community members, especially during

political disputes. I believe the activities of the community must be social

only. If people want to be political activists, they have to join the

Australian political parties. In sum, I think political activism within the
community is damaging.

In contrast, some participants did not think their political activism has any negative impacts on
social cohesion. Not only that, but they also believed that exerting political activism within the
community has brought more understanding between them as competitive activists and facilitates

more collaboration and coordination in aiding people back in Sudan.

Jalal Wahbi believed the political activists in the diaspora do not cause social problems in the wider
community: “It does not have a negative impact on our social relationships as a community. We

know how to distinguish between politics and social life.”

The divergence of perspectives in this theme’s findings will be examined further in the discussion

section.

4.8 Capitalist Australia in the eyes of the communist participants

Those who belong to the Sudanese Communist Party acknowledged that coming to Australia and
living under a capitalist system for the first time had given them the chance to review and reflect
on their theoretical understanding of capitalism from a Marxist perspective. Some of them
appreciated the social security, free education, and health the government provides, which is
something, according to their responses, they could not imagine in a capitalist system before
coming to Australia. Having the chance, as Marxists, to be exposed to and live under a capitalist

system for the first time had a significant impact on their perceptions as communists and migrants.

Ahmed Sulieman believed that the socialist aspect of the Australian political system more or less

matched his expectations about the way a country should be run according to communist theory:
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To answer your question, | have to turn it around, so it will be easier to get
to what I want to say. As you know, Australia is one of the countries with
a capitalist system. When I arrived in Australia, I came as a communist.
To my surprise, | found in Australia many things, like the right of getting
accommodation and the welfare assistance when you are not working, the
right of free education and the right to free health. These services do not
exist in 100% communist countries. The second thing was, the government
works hard to improve the wellbeing of people, although by [the citizens]
paying taxes, but that is not an issue, because you feel the ongoing
improvement in the services, which gives you an indication of how the
taxpayers’ money is used in a transparent way. If these things applied in
Sudan, I think, it would reflect the “national liberal revolution phase”, as
theorised in the Communist Party Program.

Also, Hashim Saleh showed his appreciation for the social-insurance aspect of the Australian

capitalist system, as something he never expected:

As a leftist person I dedicated my whole life to fighting for justice,
equality, social security, and welfare for everyone. This did not happen in
Sudan, but I found it here in Australia, at least the social security. Australia
provides free health and education for my children. I remember when I
arrived in Australia, I took my son to see the dentist because he has teeth
issues. The doctor told me he has to fix all my son’s teeth. I thought this
might cost me a lot of money, because | heard that dentist clinics are the
most expensive thing in Australia, but the doctor told me the health system
covering the expenses. This is something amazing.

Not all Sudanese Communist Party participants were satisfied with the Australian capitalist
system. Jalal Wahbi criticised the system from a Marxist point of view:

As I am a communist, Australian capitalist political system exposed itself

to me in a way that makes it readable and interpretable from a Marxist

point of view. Before I came here, things were a bit vague, because, as you

know, Sudan is a preindustrial country, but here you can sense the

capitalist pressure firsthand, and you are going to understand what class
struggle means when you belong to the working class.

4.9 Commonalities and differences between Australia and Sudan as multi-cultural states

Some participants reflected on the similarity of the two countries in terms of cultural and ethnic

diversity and the way each country manages its diversity. The prevailing opinion from the
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participants tended to be appreciation and admiration for the way Australia has dealt with diversity
in an inclusive way, while they condemned the failure of the successive Sudanese governments
since independence to bring peace and co-existence to the country. Many responses included an
appreciation of the level of peaceful co-existence that the multicultural space provides to minorities
in such a diverse country. Emad Hassan reflected on the two different experiences.

There is a similarity between Sudan and Australia; both of them are

multicultural countries full of resources. The only difference is that in

Australia they succeeded in building an open, free, and inclusive country,

while we failed. This could be a motivation to learn from their experience
and try to do the same.

Most participants expressed their satisfaction towards the power of the rule of law in Australia and
noted that the absence of the rule of law is the main problem of Sudan. Emad Hassan reflected on
his admiration for the rule of law in Australia:

Before I came to Australia, and when I was to begin my adventure in

politics, I used to read, theoretically, about the rule of law. Also, I

remember my father and his generation at that time telling stories about

the rule of law during British colonisation. It was only when I came to

Australia that I started to sense the importance of the rule of law to the

society and the state. Now, I cannot imagine a successful country without
the authority of the rule of law.

4.10 Discussion

The study participants’ responses reflected different perspectives on the influence of political
activism on the wider Sudanese community in Australia. Only a minority of participants believed
that political activism does not affect the social intra-relationships of the community members
because they are united around the political agendas of the wider community as ex-refugees who
fled the country under the suppression and persecution of the former Islamist regime. Rather, the
majority acknowledged that political activism has caused tensions and hindered the intra-
relationships of the wider Sudanese community. The fragmentation and disunity of the wider
Sudanese community, in addition to the well-documented political tensions in the homeland and

the impact of activism on social intra-relationships make political activism within the community
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undesirable behaviour. This perspective was articulated convincingly by Adil Hassan from the
Sudanese Conference Party, who believed that observing political activism in the host land has
damaged the social intra-relationships of the wider Sudanese community —that the community is
already fragmented, and political activism has made things worse. This “obsession with roots”, as
Wilcock (2018) argues, has much to do with the political activists’ desire of imagining how the
future of the homeland must be. Further, Wilcock (2018, pp. 372-373) notes that the motivations
of the Sudanese migrants in the UK towards political activism are more or less an intention to play
an important role in building the state of Sudan. From the participants’ responses in the current
study, one can argue that the same analysis could be applied to Sudanese political activism in
Australia. According to Wilcock (2018), there are assumptions among the diasporas that their

homeland needs their assistance. This notion was reflected in many participants’ responses.

The interviews in this study also explored whether the Sudanese migrants in Australia intended
their political activism to close the gap between the Sudanese community in general and the wider
Australian society, or mainly to address home-oriented issues. The majority of the participants
believed that their political activism was home-oriented, and for many it was an unavoidable
obligation. However, the activists’ journey of resettlement poses an ontological question regarding
the issues of belonging and loyalty and the positionality of oneself as a migrant living daily life in
the host land, on one hand, and a political activist devoting time and effort to one’s homeland, on
the other. The issue of divided loyalty among diasporas has been addressed largely through the
field of transnationalism. Sheffer (2003) writes that different fields in academia have tried to
unfold the complexity of the contested loyalties through which diasporas live. Political
psychologists argue that the matter of whether to stick with one’s ethno-national identity or switch
allegiance to the host country is likely determined by the psychological needs of individual
migrants. In contrast, constructionists argue that loyalty as indication of patriotism is something
constructed by modern states, and a feeling of sentiment shared by all citizens of a given country
whether they are a dominant group, ethnic minorities, or permanent diasporas. Baird (2013) writes
that loyalty to homeland states itself at different levels; for example, in the form of sending money
back home, reconciling between contested ethnic groups in the homeland, or supporting the
homeland’s political parties financially. Further, racism and marginalisation in host countries has

been considered among the main reasons for maintaining loyalty to homelands. According to
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Safran (1991), the myth of returning home, in some situations, is fed when the host land’s policies

cause diasporas to feel discriminated against and marginalised.

Most participants’ responses suggested that they had never intended their political activism to close
any gap between the Sudanese community in general and the Australian mainstream; rather, they
meant solely to address homeland political and social issues as priorities. Nevertheless, a
considerable number of the participants considered the lack of employing political activism for
integration in Australia to be a deficiency that needs to be addressed. This can be attributed, as
Demmers (2002) argues, to the fact that the members of the Sudanese diaspora are primarily

refugees; hence, their opposition to the homeland government is inevitable.

Drawing on the data analysis, one can argue that whether participants meant their political activism
to be a call of duty, moral obligation, ideological responsibility, or merely nostalgia, as they
responded variously, the fact remains that homeland-oriented political activism becomes a norm
and is practiced by individuals and offshoot political parties in many host countries, including
Australia. Further, it has a significant influence on and direct implications for political, economic,
and social life in Sudan. On many occasions political activism has played an instrumental role in
mobilising the Sudanese migrants and appealing to them for their financial support, in addition to
its ability to reach out to different political parties in Australia and other Western countries to raise
awareness about the homeland regime’s atrocities against political opponents in Sudan, as many
participants confirmed. However, this practice of homeland politics is not always as benign as the
migrant activists think. Evidence suggests that their influence has negative impacts in awakening
ethnic radicalism and affecting polarisation in the political arena, both in the homeland and in the
diaspora. Assal (2006) argues that Sudanese migrants’ attempts to adapt to host lands have been
characterised by ethnic, religious, and political divisions that cause or exacerbate severe
polarisation in the homeland in turn. For example, participants from the Darfur ethnic community
argued that the dominant group in the wider Sudanese community has always been indifferent
towards what is happening in Darfur and do not show sympathy. For example, Abdelwahid
Mohammed, from the Darfurian community, said:
Given the fact that, as Darfurians, we had been persecuted by the Sudanese

central government, as a result, when we came to Australia, we found the
Sudanese community so indifferent towards our tragedy. At that point we
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decided to create our own ethnic community. As you can see, the division
has much to do with politics rather than cultural or ethnic differences.

At a different level, also, one can argue that the dedication the political activists have shown
towards their homeland’s issues came at the expense of their life in the diaspora. As has been
acknowledged by many participants, their political activism in one way or another was a home-
oriented one, which it acted as another example of how the cultural space in the diaspora is used
for purposes confined to obtaining and maintaining a sense of belonging to the homeland in
exclusive way.

Based on this fact, one can argue that political activism, as one of many aspects of the wider
Sudanese community’s activities, has mainly intended to confine loyalty and belonging to the
homeland, rather than working to contribute beyond the community boundaries, and it does not
play any role in the integration process. Further, the heightened activism in Sudan and its
implications in Australia have worked to increase division and disunity among the wider Sudanese
community. Rather, splintered identities, as reflected in the formation of sub-communities in

Australia, are mirroring the political, cultural, and social polarisation in the homeland.

Based on the findings of this chapter, one can argue that political activism is a predominant
behaviour among the Sudanese migrants in Australia. A considerable number of the participants
from the wider Sudanese community identified as dedicated political activists, linking themselves
to their political parties in the homeland. The influence of their political activism and the impacts
it has had on their intra-relationships within the community, as well as on their interrelationships
with the wider Australian society, has been highlighted.

Homeland-oriented political activism is more common than host-country activism. Offshoot
parties have been established in Australia and other host countries. Non-homeland political
activism has not been a priority among the political activists. However, a few participants reported
tentatively trying to reach out to the Australian political parties, but these efforts did not result in

lasting involvement.

The participants’ political activism had a significant impact on the wider Sudanese community’s
intra-relationships. The majority believed their political activism has caused unnecessary damage

to the social intra-relationships among the members of the general Sudanese community. However,
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and in contrast to this, some participants could see a positive side to their activism, in terms of

building political awareness and social solidarity.

The participants indicated that their political activism had little or nothing to do with the Sudanese
migrant community’s interrelationships with the wider Australian society. Many participants
believed that the purpose of their activism was to influence the homeland’s political and social
issues as a response to their feeling overwhelmed by their homeland’s political and social
problems, rather than to bridge the gap between them and the people of the dominant culture in

Australia.

In the final analysis, this study suggests that the way Sudanese political activists in Australia have
used the socio-cultural space has been twofold: first, on the local level, their political activism has
negative impacts in the form of social disconnection, political polarisation, and increased the
fragmentation of the community; their political activism has influenced the homeland’s politics
and social affairs. The significant contribution of the political activists in Sudan is massive,
particularly during times of political unrest and when activists in the homeland have sought
financial support, medical and humanitarian aid, and political advice. As many participants said
during their interviews, the contribution of Sudanese migrants around the world, including those
in Australia, during the Dec 19" Revolution 2018, in terms of mobilising people inside the country,
fundraising, providing medical aid, and supporting political campaigns against the regime at that

time, had a huge impact on the regime’s downfall.

The interview data suggests that the nature of political activism among the wider Sudanese
community follows a pattern of “we are here but still there”; a cultural behaviour through which
the political activists use the community’s socio-cultural space to maintain and solidify their
political ties with their homeland’s political parties and influence political decisions. Having said
that, one can argue that political activism among the wider Sudanese community is mainly home-
oriented, and designed to maintain ties with the homeland while, at the same time, reflecting a

reluctance to contribute to the integration process or develop a sense of diasporic identity.
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Chapter Five

Liberal women in the wider Sudanese community

5.1 Introduction

A sector of the wider Sudanese community self-identifies as liberal women. In this study, these
women were grouped together to examine their lived experiences regarding intra-relationships as
a distinctive group among the wider Sudanese community, and to determine the impact of such
intra-relationships on integration into the host society. In Sudan, these participants belong(ed) to
the middle and upper-middle classes. They enjoyed quality education and held professional roles.
The majority already spoke fluent English before their arrival in Australia. One of the study’s
interests was to examine to what extent these factors have played a role in the women’s integration
into the Australian host society. Further, the study set out to investigate whether their liberal
attitudes are accommodated in the wider Sudanese migrants’ community’ values. As part of this
investigation study also looked at how the values and perspectives of Sudanese migrants adapt to

an Australian secular and democratic context.

The chapter addresses the lived experiences of the liberal women in a majority pre-modern
community, where social norms have been restricting women to a set of traditional gender roles
and values consistent with the homeland’s socio-cultural structure. The chapter discusses the kinds
of negotiations that are involved in managing or navigating intra-relationships between the women
and the wider Sudanese community in Australia. Further, the study explored the participants’
experiences of interrelationship with the wider Australian society; particularly, whether their

liberal values and attitudes are recognised as such.

5.2 Women’s liberalism in Sudan: A historical background

The Sudan is predominantly a traditional society, where long-standing customs and Islamic values

prevail. According to Sanderson (1963), family, religious brotherhood and tribe form the
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fundamental structural pillars of society. Despite the influence of modernity in urban areas,
traditional values remain strong. Liberalism for women, secularism, and democracy found their
way to the country with the British colonisers (Osman, 2014). Since the country’s independence
in 1956, modernity and traditions, as two different sets of values, have been in constant conflict,
and they have been the root causes of the ongoing political instability and cultural and social
polarisation. As Ahmed (2008) argues, the emergence of secular elites in the early 1920s, who
demanded national identity and equal citizenship to overcome sectarian and religious sub-
identities, have been a threat to traditional and religious political leaders ever since. The
overwhelming rise of secular political and cultural influence in the 1960s, particularly in the cities,
had worried the sectarian and Islamic political parties. This situation has been exploited and used
by the sectarian and Islamic political parties to mobilise traditional and conservative groups in
their battle against their secular counterparts. The main goal of the anti-modernity allies since then
has been to eliminate secularism from social and cultural life and to replace it with Islamic and
traditional values. To achieve that, the alliance would have needed at that time to eliminate the
Sudanese Communist Party, the stakeholder of modernity and progressive values. The party that
emerged in 1946 has been the spearhead of Marxism and the promoter of secularism and
modernisation (Warburg, 2013). The party has also been the political and social incubator for
women’s activism. Through the party’s influence, women have been able to enter the public
sphere. Under the influence of the party, Sudan’s first grassroots women’s organisation emerged,
dedicating itself to advocate for women’s rights in the social and political spheres (Hale, 2005).
The Sudanese Women’s Union was founded in 1952, under the leadership of Fatima Ahmed
Ibrahim, a member of the Sudanese Communist Party Sudanese Communist Party and a woman
rights pioneer (Ibrahim, F. A., 1996). As Hale (2005, p. 36) stated, “The [Sudanese Communist
Party] and its [Sudanese Women’s Union] wing may have been one of the most successful parties
and auxiliaries in contemporary Sudanese history, organizing in a number of fields conventional
to communist parties.” The 1964 democratic election had shown a significant rise in the secular
forces at the expense of the Islamic and sectarian forces. Further, Fatima Ahmed Ibrahim had
become the first woman to be elected as a member of parliament (Ibrahim, FA, 1996). The
Sudanese Communist Party won many seats in the parliament despite its small size; as a result,
there was panic within the conservative and Islamic forces. The massive success of the Communist

Party in the 1965 elections sparked unrest and a reaction from its Islamic opponents (Warburg,
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2013). As Ibrahim (2019, p.12) argues, “Hatred of the left after the October Revolution provided
a catalyst for a culture war against secular, progressive, and communist movements in Sudan, and
this remains a significant cause for the political paralysis that Sudan suffers even today.” In an
unconstitutional act, the prime minister, Sadiq Al-Mahdi, the Umma ruling party leader, dissolved
the Communist Party and expelled its members from the parliament under the pretext of
combatting its atheism (Willis, El-Battahani & Woodward, 2009). Although the Supreme Court
later ruled in the Sudanese Communist Party's favour, the government of Sadiq Al-Mahdi and the
parliament overruled the decision (Warburg, 2013). The constitutional crisis that resulted from
outlawing the Sudanese Communist Party led in 1969 to a military coup d'état. The rights women
gained in the 1960s and early 1970s proved to be short-lived, even when the secular military
regime replaced the democratic government after the 1969 coup. The unrelenting push by the
Islamic and sectarian groups had enforced the military regime’s leader, Jaafar Nimeiri, to declare
Sudan as an Islamic state in 1983 (Mansour, 1985). Women’s rights were severely curtailed. When
the Islamist regime took over in 1989, it applied a harsh version of Islamic laws, enforcing a
Salafist dress code and hijab on women and restricting their appearance in the public sphere. “In
the name of the ideal woman, as morally central to the ideal family, women's behaviour is thus
ideologically manipulated by male-controlled religio-political institutions” (Hale, 1992, p. 28).
Subjugation of women in the last 30 years has taken many forms to break women’s resistance and
promote traditional and conservative values instead. As Tonnessen and Al-Nagar (2023) point out,
the Islamist regime has taken many actions in a backlash, attacking liberal women’s bodies
violently to push them back into the private sphere. However, as Tonnessen and Al-Nagar (2023,
p. 3) write, entrenched liberal values and feminist attitudes and principles have persisted with

urban and educated women and across their grassroots organisations.

Despite the backlash, Sudanese women are not absent from the public
sphere. Although largely sidelined from formal politics, they found other
spaces, online and offline, to organize away from established political
elites in parties and social movements, including the older generation of
women’s rights activists.
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5.3 Caught between liberalism and conservatism: Experiences of liberal women

The liberal women participants in this study belong to the dominant cultural, social, and political
groups in Sudan; they emerged from the middle and upper-middle classes. They pointed out that
they had access to and achieved a high- quality education where they were exposed to Western
culture, including the English language, at an early age. Most of them had English proficiency
even before arriving in Australia. The educational qualifications and professional experiences of a
considerable number of the participants in this group have been recognised in Australia; as a result,
they held professional positions in the public and private sectors. Their responses reflected
different aspects of their way of life and the degree to which they engaged with their community’s
conservative values, what kind of negotiations or confrontations they experienced, and the
consequences they had to deal with. Although their responses varied, there was a consensus among
them that they had been treated by their community leaders as a “threat” to the existing social
order. Most of them described the intra-relationship between them and the rest of the wider
Sudanese community’s women as uneasy and noted that they tended to be labeled as troublemakers
and community dividers. Community leaders, who were almost all male, used morally loaded
labels to silence their dissent. One of the participants called that approach a “moral game” used to
discredit them in society as a way to silence them and reduce their assertiveness — viewed as

“rebellious voice”.

On the individual level, the participants believed that Australia has provided them with the rule of
law as well as space, which have given them the opportunity to express and define their rights,
pushing back against the socio-cultural restrains they used to encounter back in Sudan. For some
participants, to be exposed and live in a free society for the first time was an incredible experience
and a chance to reflect on their identities as feminists coming from a different socio-cultural

background that is in many ways opposite to the values and traditions of Western feminism.

The majority of the participants believed that their interrelationships with the wider Australian
society have not been on good terms. Despite the fact that the majority of the liberal women have
a high proficiency in English as “symbolic capital”, which they considered as a key factor of
integration and means of communication, the dominant Australian society has treated them as
“other”. The liberal women expressed a sense of disappointment; “otherness” seemed to negate

the liberal outlook to which they ascribed.
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5.4 What does it mean to be a liberal woman?

Although the participants’ responses were varied in describing what “liberal women” means, they
were unanimous on a set of characteristics that define liberal women: a sense of self-confidence
and a tone of assertiveness in expressing their liberal attitudes, including the exercising of their
human rights. The reason behind that might be found in the long history of the women’s movement
in modern Sudan since the early 1950s, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Although liberal women
have always been a minority in a predominantly traditional and conservative society like Sudan,
the influence of the women’s rights movements and these women’s continuous striving for
improving their quality of life has had an effective impact on subsequent generations of women in

Sudan.

Sawsan Zakaria, a feminist and a community leader, stated, “I consider myself a liberal woman,
which means in my opinion a woman looking for her rights, as simple as that. In Sudan, the term
“liberal”, as you know, has a different meaning; it is close to an insult.” Gada Awad, a feminist
and a community leader, viewed liberal women as “women who enjoy every right in this world; I
do what I want, whenever I feel I want to do it.” Yousra Mubarak considered liberalism to be the
attitude of taking the side of human rights and showing solidarity with people who struggle for
their rights, no matter who they are, where they come from, or what class or race they belong to.
She believed that her personal activities as a woman and public activities as a musician have been
dedicated to the interest of women’s rights. The following was her response when she was asked
in what terms she defines herself as a liberal woman:

...in terms of leaning and defining myself within the human rights frame.

In the form of defending my rights as a woman and showing solidarity

with any people’s rights, no matter who they are. In the way I contribute

towards whatever expands women’s rights and establishes themselves
positively in the society.

Najat Al-mahadi, a liberal and intellectual activist, believed that to be a liberal woman means to

adopt a way of life that reflects one’s beliefs and acting without fear:

A liberal woman to me is someone adopting beliefs that reflect her choices
and to be able to act according to those beliefs or ideas, not just to think of
them. Also...to live without any fear of censorship.
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5.5 The influence of the social privilege

The participants articulated that socially, they belong to the middle and upper-middle classes. In
general, this provided them with a quality education in one of the elite schools or colleges where
English is often taught at an early age. There was a consensus among the participants that their
social strata and quality education have given them an advantage compared to the rest of the wider
Sudanese community, in particular those who came from rural areas and war zones, where what
education was available was poor, and life struggles affected their wellbeing. However, in the
Sudanese context, the participants’ membership in a bourgeois class did not mean that they were
necessarily liberals. In fact, most of those from this class generally tend to lean towards traditional
and conservative values. In their responses, the participants reflected on the impact of their social,
educational, and professional advantages on their lived experiences in both the homeland and

Australia.

Sawsan Zakaria, a feminist and community leader, acknowledged her social privilege, which
stemmed from her membership in the dominant culture, in which physical features and skin colour
matter. Mastering the English language was another source of advantage in Australia that many of

her counterparts from the wider Sudanese community did not share. She commented:

For example, my features give me an advantage wherever I go somewhere
in Sudan compared to someone from the marginal regions of the country.
If both of us applied for a job, I would be favoured. Unfortunately, I can
say I belong to the privileged race, besides the fact that I come from an
educated family, a privilege that many people do not have. Also, I came
to Australia with fluent English and competitive work skills; that is why I
got a decent job within a year of arriving, even before having enough time
to integrate. I have been in touch with the white culture even before
coming to Australia due to my education in foreign schools; hence, I know
how to communicate and interact with them. Besides that, I am coming
from a family that doesn’t discriminate between males and females; that
is why I was so confident when I came here, because I know that I can
achieve equally the same way my husband can.

Gada Awad, a feminist and a community leader, believed that social privilege can provide an
advantage in the resettling process. Nevertheless, she did not consider homeland privilege as the

only determining factor of success in the host land:
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If you have a good quality of education or a sound profession back home,
you will struggle less here. Another thing, there are some people who are
open-minded by nature and willing to embrace new ways of life; in this
regard, they can easily adapt themselves to the host land. In fact, the matter
is a bit more complicated than we think.

Gada Awad felt that her social privilege back in Sudan and the advantages she possessed as a
consequence have played a noticeable role in her process of adapting to Australia:

Yes, they gave me some advantages. I came from a family very familiar

with traveling overseas; that is why I didn’t find any difficulties traveling

and came here. Another thing: I am in regular communication with my

family and extended family through social-media applications. All my

family, aunts, and uncles have smart phones, and they know how to

communicate using social media. I know many people in the community

suffering from the fact that their parents are not familiar with the
technology, and they can’t communicate with them through social media.

Yousra Mubarak, a feminist and an artist, acknowledged that being a member of the mainstream
back in Sudan was enough to be considered privileged; however, she did not believe that being
privileged in the homeland has any impact on Sudanese migrants in general, because they are all

considered black in the eyes of the Australian system:

Unfortunately, it is a matter of fact that once you belong to the mainstream
[in Sudan], then you have privilege. It is enough in Sudan to have a bit
fairer skin colour and long hair and to speak Arabic to be privileged.
Although this could have impact in Sudan, here in Australia we are all
black. As migrants we are all struggling to overcome the structural racism
and the systemic exclusion.

Najat Al-Mahdi a feminist and intellectual activist, believed that only English-language
proficiency can be considered as bringing someone into the privileged class. However, having
been relegated to a minority upon her arrival in Australia, Najat got the chance to see the moral
side of the privileged experience, and the intersectionality of being a socially privileged feminist
not related to the Western culture:

Definitely, it helped me to build awareness about many things I used to
take for granted; I mean the privilege I used to enjoy as someone from the
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mainstream compared with the pain the minorities back home have been
going through. You start to realise the open doors you get as a matter of
the privilege you have and the doors that shut in the faces of those from
the minority groups, and to what extent you have been lucky. Another
thing, which I think is important: as you know, I am a woman, but [when
you are] part of the dominant culture, there are many women’s issues you
never paid attention to before, and you think this is “natural”, but when I
came to Australia, | started to see and sense these things in a different way.

5.6 A liberal woman in the eyes of the community’s women

The liberal women participants also discussed to what extent their liberal attitudes affected their
social relationships with the women in the wider Sudanese community who did not share the same
liberal values. Most of the liberal women participants tended to point out that their intra-
relationship with the wider Sudanese community in general was uneasy and challenging and
required them to engage in compromise. Many felt that the disparities in perspectives and attitudes
about women’s issues in the host land and the predominant traditional gender role could be the

reason for their disharmony.

Gada Awad found it very difficult to have a close relationship within the community the way she
had in Sudan. She believed this was because her individual attitude contrasted with the dominant

communal values in the wider Sudanese community:

I miss the very close friendships the way [ used to have in Sudan. Probably
age has a role here. However, I mean that sort of attachment you used to
feel with your best friends. Here it is difficult to get that kind of
relationship, partly because of my liberal attitude. In this case the only way
to get close friendships is to compromise your liberal attitude in exchange
for acceptance. And when you get rid of your individuality, you accept
being of the sheep. In sum, you have to compromise your liberal attitude.

Yousra Mubarak believed that the problem is that Sudanese society is conservative and does not
respect differences, which, in her opinion, made conforming to the dominant conservative
perspectives the only way to be accepted:

As Sudanese, we are a very conservative society, and this strongly affects

our rights as women and the way the families treat their girls and interfere

in everything relating to them, starting from what clothes they have to wear
to with whom they have to socialise and what kind of limitations they have
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to observe when it comes to interacting with boys in school or outside.
Hence, socialising within the community is not an easy experience.
Because you have to be very cautious when you talk and behave to avoid
any misunderstanding. Despite that, I always hear some negative
comments describing me as someone arrogant and living in her own world,
just because they can’t come to terms with my way of life. They don’t like
to show respect for differences. Honestly, I find it difficult to fit in, and
also it is always difficult to socialise if there is no like-minded person at
the moment when you are with them.

Najat Al-Mahdi brought a different opinion to the rest of the participants regarding her social
relationships with the traditional and conservative women of the wider Sudanese community. She
claimed that her liberal attitude has not been an obstacle in dealing with the rest of the wider
Sudanese community’s women. Instead, she said that these women had been very useful in helping

her to resettle in Australia:

In fact, I learnt more about Australia from the conservative women of my
community. I found their lived experiences to be more useful than my
English language. 1 learnt from the way they are struggling with the
system. They opened many doors for me, more than the English language
did. Those women happened to be in Australia prior to me. They had been
through a lot of challenges since their arrivals. They learnt things firsthand
through their lived experiences. For example, as mothers have children in
schools, they needed to know many things and asking schools about many
things they never experienced before their arrival to Australia. Their lived
experiences have prepared me to navigate the school system for my
children and I benefited a lot from that. Another thing, they have been so
helpful in what they call “life hacks”, like where to live and how to manage
it economically. I found them very experienced in this matter.

Suzan Zakaria, a feminist, and a community leader believed the opposite of Najat Al-Mahdi’s
viewpoint about the possibility of a meeting point between her and the conservative women in the
wider Sudanese community. Instead, she believed that the differences in attitudes make social
interaction tense and uneasy:

As you know, the Sudanese community is [made up of] pockets. There are

many people from different backgrounds; some of them came from Arab

Gulf States and some from other places. I have my group with whom I

socialise. Sometimes they describe me as a fanatical feminist. They say it

in a joking way, but I know they mean it. They think I am a fanatic in the
beliefs I stand for, like women’s rights and women’s freedom. They keep
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telling me, “What do you want? You are okay. You eat well and dress
well, and you don’t struggle, so why are you creating all this fuss? Why
do you think you have to be loud?” They keep telling me that every gender
has its role, and every ship should have one captain, so stop creating
problems!

Suzan attributed these women’s behaviour to the influence of the patriarchal system in Sudanese
society and the way women were appropriated within it, as well as the gender roles to which strictly

adhered:

They have been nurtured to accept this role. And when they get married,
they bring this baggage with them, besides the direct influence of the
husband; this makes things feel natural. Therefore, they will get rewarded
if they conform to this situation with money or gold or just to have a
comfortable life. Sometimes they ask me, “Why are you tiring yourself by
taking the train every day going to work? You could just sit at home and
enjoy your life and let the husband do the role of the breadwinner.”

5.7 The situation of in-betweenness: Conservative or liberal within and outside of the
Sudanese community

There was a consensus among the liberal women participants that their relationship with the wider
Sudanese community’s men was confronting to some degree. While the reasons behind that varied
among participants, most attributed these struggling relationships to the conservative and
patriarchal nature of the social structure and activities where gender roles are observed within the
wider Sudanese community. Further, they reported that the increasing number of liberal women
competing for community leadership positions has not been received well by the males of the

community.

Gada Awad believed that the hostility against liberal women has much to do with the community
conservative leaders who do not easily give up their privileges and status quo as men in a
community with a patriarchal structure. She went into detail to describe her experience as a
community leader at one point of her life as an immigrant:

Given the fact that I worked in a hostile environment, where the

conservative leaders can do anything to keep the status quo as it is... my

working in the community was an uncomfortable situation for them. I am
talking about the Northern community, whereas the majority are Muslims.
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They try to stigmatise you, especially someone like me who doesn’t follow
the dress code they impose on women in the community; I mean here the
thoub and scarf, which they have labeled as a “national costume”, which
is not true. They can’t relate these things to religion because they know we
can challenge them; therefore, they use the culture as a tool of suppression.
They used to benefit from the silence of the majority of women in the
community. We don’t have a loud voice of a recognised liberal women,
like the Lebanese women, for example. Another thing they do is to play
the moral game by labeling us loose and disobedient women, enforcing
our whims on our “poor” men. In this situation, no matter what you do to
compromise is not going to work. It is an uneasy situation, because, on the
one hand, you want to be part of the community, and on the other hand,
you don’t want to lose your identity.

Yousra Mubarak believed that the biggest challenges that Sudanese women face are the
conservative attitude of the Sudanese society and the biases of men against women, and how these

biases affect women’s rights:

It is not an easy experience. Because you have to be very cautious when
you talk and behave to avoid any misunderstanding. Despite that, I always
hear some negative comments describing me as someone arrogant and
living in her own world, just because they can’t come to terms with my
way of life. They don’t like to show respect for differences. Honestly, I
find it difficult to fit in, and also it is always difficult to socialise if there
is no like-minded person at the moment when you are with them.

As someone standing out as a female musician within the Sudanese migrant communities, Y ousra
Mubarak believed that adopting liberalism is not something easy in a community that does not
acknowledge and respect differences, a situation that has affected not just her social relationship,

but her profession as a musician as well:

...when it comes to my music, unfortunately, no appreciation at all. The
reason doesn’t separate from what I mentioned earlier: the lack of
appreciation for differences and the obsession of molding. They want me
to keep recycling what they know and are used to. To me as a musician,
this is unacceptable and it shows a sense of disrespect, because it works to
reduce me to merely a community local entertainer. This attitude is very

perplexing.
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Najat Al-Mahadi reflected on her own experience as a liberal woman in the Sudanese community.
She believed that being a free woman has unavoidable consequences. To her, the issue of fitting

in was always going to be a challenge for liberal women within a conservative community:

There are minor issues. In fact, there is no direct clash, but there are some
consequences, like not been taken seriously, or not being considered as a
true representative of the “true” Sudanese woman; hence, not to be
consulted about things related to family and children’s issues. This is
because you are different and represent different values that the
community is not interested in. In sum, you are a threat.

Najat Al-Mahadi went further to describe her difficult experience, as a liberal woman, beyond the
Sudanese community’s boundaries, subjected to stereotyping and labeling by the wider Australian
society. She tried to describe the situation of “otherness” in which a liberal migrant woman might

find herself relative even to like-minded mainstream women:

The mainstream already has perceived ideas about what it means to be a
Muslim or belong to a different group; there are fixed ideas. Meanwhile,
the matter is different.... It is a hard situation to be put in such boxes. I tell
you this: I went to a protest, and it happened I expressed myself loudly;
amazingly enough, this action brought a lot of praise to me by many
women from the mainstream, because, as they said, this is something
unusual from African women to speak out! This is untrue. As you can see,
you have either been treated as someone exceptional and unusual doing
things [that are considered] odd, or someone domesticated who fits the
stereotype. This is an uneasy situation, because I want to involve myself
with people and work with them, and at the same time, I don’t want them
to treat me as someone exceptional and unusual.

Gada Awad also reflected on the issues of the mainstream labeling and stereotyping of migrant
women regardless of their differences in principles and attitudes. Particularly when it comes to

women from Muslim communities, it seems like “one size fits all”:

The frustrating feeling has much to do with the labeling and stereotyping
forms that are meant to put you in a certain box, regardless of who you are
or what attitude you stand for. For example, being a Muslim woman is
enough to put you in those boxes, even when you have showed a liberal
attitude and have that history of women and gender activism back home.
This is when you feel frustrated, and really caught in the middle. You feel
you are an outsider in both contexts, here and back home.
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Suzan Zakaria felt that the indifference of the wider Sudanese community towards any change in
the interest of gender relationships is demoralising, and frustrated any efforts to establish healthy
intra-relationships:

Of course, the community has a role to play. To be honest, sometimes I

feel the activities of the community are just like ticking boxes; for

example, we did a seminar about domestic violence, and we did a seminar

in women rights...etc. The funny thing, all these seminars were attended

only by women, as if men are not part of the problem! And when the men

learn about these women’s activities, their reaction is indifference and
arrogance.

5.8 Australian multiculturalism and women’s empowerment

In principle, Australian multiculturalism is a policy framework designed to assist migrants to
integrate while still maintaining their cultural characteristics in a way that enriches and encourages
the diversity of the wider Australian society. However, not many migrants see the bright side of
this framework in practical terms. Women’s empowerment and the treatment of people of colour
have always been contentious issues. As Vasta (1993) argues, the institutionalised marginalisation,
exclusion, and informal racism by the Anglo-Australian mainstream have prompted resistance by
migrants against assimilation; instead, they have assertively maintained their home cultures and
languages. According to Dunn, Forrest, Burnley, and McDonald (2004), the set structures that
underpin othering make it difficult for minorities to fit into Australian society. The liberal women
participants reflected on their lived experiences within Australia’s multicultural policy framework
and whether or not this framework had empowered them as women. As mentioned above, the
liberal women participants had belonged to the bourgeois class in Sudan, as part of which they
enjoyed quality education and the ability to follow recognised professions. Furthermore, they were
from the mainstream culture in Sudan, where race, religion, and language significantly shape the
social hierarchy. There was a consensus among the participants that their belonging to the
dominant group, as well as their educational credentials, had given them an advantage over those
from Sudan’s ethnic minorities. This perception is very consistent with research that states that
higher education in Sudan does not represent the diversity of Sudanese society (Hamid, Thron &
Fageeri 2020); instead, it represents a comparison between the privileged urban population and

those from the peripheries, specially Darfurian women. These factors may have helped the liberal
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women participants to establish their life in Australia more successfully in terms of system
navigation and job opportunities than other Sudanese women, who needed to negotiate the

language barrier and settle for unskilled jobs.

Gada Awad believed that Australian multiculturalism offers both positives and the negatives. The

positive is freedom and full rights through the power of the constitution:

Socially, although there is many issues around Australian
multiculturalism, the sense of freedom and the full rights you enjoy as a
citizen are something you have to appreciate because we lack these rights
and freedom in Sudan. Having said that, and despite the fact that I come
from an open-minded family whose members enjoy their freedom and
rights, ironically, we couldn’t enjoy these rights outside our home. On the
contrary, in Australia these rights are secured and protected for any
individual. In sum, more democracy and freedom are the only solution,
from what I can see.

Reflecting on the negative side of the multicultural policies, Gada believed that policy-makers tend
to assume that migrants can easily navigate the system, a situation that reveals a lack of proper

knowledge about their lives prior coming to Australia:

The system treats the migrants from where the mainstream stands, besides
bits and pieces of information provided by the migrants about themselves.
As 1 said before, I worked as a community leader, and from my own
experience I can tell you: if you want to apply for a grant to be used for
building awareness, or intellectual activities, likely, you will get nothing
if not ignored. However, the matter is totally opposite if you applied for
food or dance or music. This is how the system values your cultural
contribution. They forget the fact that eating your own food, dancing, and
singing your own music is not enough to give you access to the
mainstream.

Najat Al-Mahdi believed that the only way to reconcile with multicultural Australia is to position
oneself among other minority groups that experience similar injustices, including discrimination
— the unhappy side of Australia:

As 1 said, I started to reconcile with Australia recently during the

Revolution in 2019, because this event opened the door to link myself with

different allies like indigenous groups and social-justice groups. This
happened when I started to relate not to the “lucky” land of Australia, as
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it has been called, but to multicultural Australia. I related myself to the
history of Aboriginal people of Australia, the history of colonialism and
struggle, the issues of social justice that confront refugees and migrants;
this is where I can relate. These narratives of troubled Australia make me
more connected to it as a Sudanese-Australian. This is what empowers me,
because, to me, identity is about challenging, not just sitting and receiving.

Reflecting on her artistic activities as a musician, Yousra Mubarak felt disillusioned about
Australian multiculturalism. She believed that racism and discrimination in Australia affect the
very bases of fairness in relation to how migrants have been treated:

This part is related to me as a musician facing ongoing obstacles to present

my music in the mainstream venues, which are controlled and manipulated

by the Anglo-Saxon industry. Although I achieved a lot of success and

have been able to reach the wider audience of these venues, it is always
difficult to maintain a foothold there without exploitation.

5.9 Discussion

The brief historical account of the Sudanese women’s movement for liberation and rights that
began this chapter is a backdrop to the position of liberal women as a minority destined to
compromise their views, and to be subjected to scrutiny within the dominant traditional and
conservative Sudanese society wherever they are. Sudanese liberal women in Australia, as part of
the wider Sudanese community, are not exceptional. The study findings suggest that the conflict
of values between them and the generally more traditional community was and still is the cause of
misunderstanding and tension. The liberal space and policies for women’s empowerment that
Australia provides, along with the privilege they enjoyed in the homeland in terms of education
and work skills, has given liberal women an advantage in Australia compared with their
conservative and sectarian counterparts. It can be argued that this situation has the effect of
deepening the perceived gap between them and the wider Sudanese community’s leaders on issues
of integration, individual liberation, and women rights within the community, as most of their

responses suggested.
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Having been a minority within their own community, and then experiencing being stereotyped and
labeled by the Australian dominant culture, they have been put in a position of “in-betweenness”
in terms of fitting in and belonging. Although the participants’ responses showed some
appreciation for multicultural Australia and the space it provides for freedoms and the
empowerment of women, a considerable number of them felt skeptical and disillusioned about the

systematic racism and discrimination they experienced in Australia on a daily basis.

The findings indicate that the participants had adopted practical steps to deal with their position as
a minority within the wider Sudanese community and had also been drawn to identify with
Indigenous Australia’s issues as a minority as a means of belonging. The responses showed that
some of the participants contested for community leadership positions in order both to give women
in general a voice and to normalise their presence and behaviour. The participants suggested that
their main work in this sphere was intended to decrease the patriarchal influence of the community
across many projects to empower women through education opportunities, wellbeing programs,
and emancipation from the community’s male-oriented values. The challenges they encountered
reflect the conflictual positions of both sides. For the community leaders who lean to the traditional
and conservative values, liberal attitudes and feminist principles act as a threat to undermine their
cultural characteristics and prevent them from being who they are. Hence, based on this notion,
those self-identifying as liberal women are seen as a kind of Trojan horse, injecting Western
influence and values into the community to agitate women against the settled gender roles and

traditional values of the wider Sudanese society.

Other participants believed that the wider Sudanese community’s male leaders fear losing their
status as men in a liberal country like Australia and use their influence as leaders to project their
fears onto the entire community, taking advantage of their feelings of isolation and marginalisation
as migrants. Some of the participants accused the male leaders of pushing the wider Sudanese

community to build a closed entity, disconnected from the wider Australian society.

In sum, one can argue that the nature of the intra-relationship between the liberal women and the
rest of the community is dialectical and based on contestation rather than harmony. The
participants’ responses suggest that the liberal women adopt a position of openness and
engagement with the wider Australian society, the rest of the Sudanese community prefer to remain

an invisible community that derives its sense of security from maintaining a low profile and closed
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boundaries. The battle concerns community representation and who has the right to obtain and
practice it. Although the liberal women are a minority and occupy an uncomfortable position in
the community, they have the advantage of communicating effectively, given their high
proficiency in the English language and their professional networks, which facilitate their
interactions with the government institutions that are designed to assist and empower women.
Further, liberal women seem to be more familiar with the liberal and secular spaces that encourage
women’s rights, freedom of expression, and individual initiative than their counterparts in the
wider Sudanese community who, due to cultural adaptation issues, tend to be both invisible and

resistant to integration.

The dialectical nature of the relationship between the liberal women and the rest of the community,
particularly male leaders of the wider Sudanese community, could open many possibilities for the
community’s orientation. First, the liberal women’s push towards openness, inclusion, and
reaching out to the wider Australian society, using practical means such as competition for
leadership, might escalate the process of integration. Second, the ongoing tension could strengthen
the tendency among the community members towards conservatism and encourage them to
develop a robust resistance to any sort of change. Finally, the unresolved situation might inspire
the liberal women to create their own body or take the issue of integration and belonging to the

individual level.

In conclusion, the wider Sudanese community’s tendency towards invisibility, is so far sustained
and might continue for a period of time; however, the constant contestation between the liberal
women and the majority conservatives may accelerate the integration process and encourage the

development of new forms of diasporic identities on the individual level.
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Chapter Six

The intra-relationships of the wider Sudanese community in Australia

6.1 Introduction

Dealing with the community as a cultural space where people can interact and share their culture,
religious beliefs, customs, and traditions is one of the interests of this study. To do that, the study
investigated the socio-cultural intra-relationships among the Sudanese migrants and the way they
reflect themselves in their activities.

The importance of paying attention to the Sudanese intra-relationships within their cultural space
has much to do with the peculiar situation of Sudan itself. Its peculiarity stems from the fact that
it is one of the most fragmented countries in post-colonial Africa. Since independence, it has been
plagued with civil wars, ethnic cleansing, and constant political instability. Many academic
scholars have attributed this situation to the failure to build a consensual national identity in one
of the most diverse countries in the world, as discussed in Chapter Four. Further, the legacy of
slavery, the influence of religion in politics and the imposition of the Arabi-Islamic culture on the
ethnic minorities as a national identity emerged as salient findings across the participants’
responses.

To what extent the fragmented situation back home has or has not affected the intra-relationships
of the Sudanese migrants in Australia is one of the core themes of this study. To explore the social,
cultural, and ethnic interactions of the wider Sudanese community in Australia, the study invited
participants from a variety of sub-groups to reflect on their experiences with intra-relationships in
Australia. Their comments suggest that the Sudanese diasporas in Australia are dividing
themselves along ethnic, cultural, and religious lines. The emergence of ethnic communities such
as the Darfurian ethnic community, the Nouba Mountains ethnic community, and the Sudanese
Coptic community, provides evidence for these divisions.

All participants in this research were given the chance to express their views about the wider
Sudanese community’s intra-relationships and to discuss relevant questions to explore the

consequences and impacts on such interaction on the social cohesion and integration. The
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participants spoke at length about ethnic identity, ethnic affiliations, ethnic tensions, homeland

racism, and cultural chauvinism.

To what extent the history of divisions in Sudan has or has not influenced the current intra-
relationships of the Sudanese migrants in Australia was a primary purpose behind the exploration
of the social interactions within the wider Sudanese community. Although the prevailing responses
support the idea that divisions back home have significant impacts on migrants’ intra-relationships
in Australia, the responses were varied. Most of the responses reflected the participants’ own
ethnic, cultural, and political positions. For example, participants from Darfurian and Nuba
Mountains ethnic groups spoke about the history of racism, religion, and cultural supremacism to
which they had been subjected back in Sudan, and the impacts those experiences had on their
interaction with Sudanese migrants from the culturally dominant groups. These responses showed

that that issues of identity, racism, and religious and cultural chauvinism overlap.

6.2 The chapter outline

Five themes emerged from the participants’ responses:

e The contested national identity and its impacts on the wider Sudanese community’s intra-
relationships in Australia.

e Ethnic tension, as it has been highlighted in particular by the participants who belong to
the ethnic communities.

e The impacts of the history of racism and discrimination in the homeland and its
repercussions on the wider Sudanese community’s intra-relationships in Australia.

e The influence of religion on the homeland politics and its impact on the Sudanese wider

community’s intra-relationships in Australia.

e The advantage of ethnic identity in Australia and its impact on the reunification attempts

under one broader Sudanese identity.
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Each of these interconnected themes will be discussed individually in this chapter to give a clear
picture of the complex ways the homeland’s divisions influence Sudanese migrants’ intra-

relationships in Australia.

6.3 The issue of national identity in Sudan

Agreement on the definition of identity as a political and social concept remains elusive among
scholars (Fearon, 1999). Kehliy (2009) argues that identity is a dynamic concept that tends to
change over the course of one’s life. To Maalouf (2000), the complexity of identity as a concept
comes from the role that allegiances and affiliations play, in a way that sharing some identity
markers, such as religion, with a particular group might not be enough to be considered as sharing
the group’s identity as a whole, as in the case of Turks and Kurds. Kehily (2009) describes identity
as a meeting place where social interaction tries to unify people around common cultural and value
conventions. Deng (1995, p. 14) defines identity “as a function of how people identify themselves
and are identified in terms of race, ethnicity, culture, language and religion and to what extent this
identification determines their participation politically, culturally, economically and socially in a
given context”. Wodak (2009) argues that, although national identity can be seen in the notion of
cultural commonality, it can be also recognised through the attitudes that “other” particular people

or groups.

The complexity of “identity” as a concept as well as a social practice is also related to the
emergence of the nation-state, with national identity at the core of its existence. In the Sudanese
context, national identity has always been an issue reflecting itself in prolonged civil wars, political
instability, and cultural contestation (Miller, 2006; Abusharaf, 1997; Idris, 2012). The struggle in
post-colonial Sudan to construct an inclusive national identity needs to be discussed to get a better
understanding of the identity fragmentation of the Sudanese people, both inside Sudan and in the
diaspora. In this regard, exploring the historical attempts of nation-building can be useful. Prunier
and Gisselquist (2004, p. 108) write, “The country now called the Sudan is in fact an arbitrarily
demarcated chunk of the African continent whose borders are loosely derived from the limits of
Ottoman Egyptian expansion from 1821 onwards.” Vhumbunu (2018) argues that the modern geo-

political Sudan was created by the British colonisers, and before that the region consisted merely
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of scattered kingdoms and scattered groups of tribes. Hence, the issue of identity was not a
contested issue at that time; it was something engineered by the coloniser’s policy of “divide to
rule”. “The first ‘modern’ state pattern to which the Sudanese were forced to adapt was that of
nineteenth century Ottoman power. The Ottoman Empire had some features of the modern state,
in that it minted currency, raised taxes, established customs, and maintained a professional army
and an organized civil service” (Prunier & Gisselquist, 2004, p. 109). According to Deng (1995),
the British colonisation of the Sudan came after a brief native revolution toppled the Turco-
Egyptian colonial regime in 1885. This time, a colonial intervention, known as the Reconquest,
led to the British-dominated Anglo-Egyptian condominium (1899-1955), which ended slavery and
nominally unified the country. The decision to administer the North and the South separately,
however, reinforced Arabism and Islam in the North, encouraged southern development along
indigenous African lines, and introduced Christian missionary education and the rudiments of

Western civilisation as elements of modernisation in the South.

The literature indicates that the history of modern Sudan is the history of identity contestation. The
failure to build a unified and inclusive national identity has come with a heavy price: a fragmented
and dysfunctional country plagued with prolonged civil wars, ethnic tensions, and political
instability. This raises the questions: to what extent have these factors affected the Sudanese
migrants’ intra-relationships, how have the participants who represent different ethnic groups

sensed these factors, and how do they reflect them in their lived experiences in Australia?

Mohammed Keer from the Darfurian ethnic community believed that in an ethnically polarised
country like Sudan, ethnic identity matters; he notes that adhering to his ethnic identity is

encouraged and recognised in Australia and does not conflict with his Sudanese identity:

Ethnic identity is very import to me. I have my own culture and heritage,
and I have got many things giving me different feelings and I sense them
in a specific way. Look, now we live in Australia, but are still maintaining
our Sudanese culture and hoping to pass it to our children who were born
here. Based on this logic, the Darfurian identity has the same meaning as
the Sudanese one: belonging. And this is something very important to me.
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Amjad Kamal, from the Coptic community, believed in a united Sudanese identity; nevertheless,

he did not see this as a reason to give up his ethnic identity:

Having showed my interest in seeing the wider Sudanese community
reuniting doesn’t mean that you have to undermine your ethnic identity.
Every ethnic group has the right to feel proud of their culture and social
heritage and to pass it on to their next generations. Even the Australian
multicultural system encourages and supports people to do that. However,
I don’t agree with those who put their ethnic identity above the national
one. Yes, I am Coptic, but first and foremost I am a Sudanese.

Abbaker Adam, from the Darfurian ethnic community, acknowledged the fact that the civil war in
Darfur has complicated the issue of ethnic identity, and is something he could no longer take
lightly:

I consider myself a genuine member of the wider Sudanese community,

though I consider that my ethnic background is my small family. I used to

work in the advocacy field with many organisations back home. However,

due to the civil war in Darfur, yes, ethnic identity became something that

one has to be aware of. Nevertheless, and from my own perspective, I

believe in our Sudanese identity more than anything else, although I am
very aware of the complexity of the whole situation.

Abdelwahid Mohammed, from the Darfurian community, believed that the issue of national
identity, the location of minorities, and the question of race and religion are factors standing in the
way of coexistence and equal citizenship rights in Sudan.

Given the fact that we had been persecuted by the Sudanese central

government, as a result, when we came here to Australia, we found the

Sudanese community so indifferent towards our tragedy, that that is when

we decided to create our own ethnic community. As you can see, the

division has much to do with politics rather than cultural or ethnic
differences.

Habib George, from the Coptic community, thought divisions into ethnic communities,
specifically in the case of the Coptic community, could be considered coincidences rather than

deliberate actions.
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I am a Sudanese beyond anything else and 100% I reconciled with it and
feel no conflict. Look, to be born a Sudanese, this is like you were born
with lungs, you don’t need to learn how to breathe. It is something that
will always be there. At the same time, we need to get rid of the tribal and
ethnic supremacies as “natural” causes of racism. In Australia no one is
talking about tribes or ethnic supremacy. Even the atrocities that were once
committed against the Aboriginals, the government publicly apologised to
them.

Kodi Anan, from the Nouba Mountains community, said that the importance of ethnic identity
comes from the care and encouragement that multicultural Australia has shown towards the
Sudanese minorities.

Yes, ethnic identity is important, because the Australian multicultural

system encourages ethnic groups to organise themselves around social and

cultural activities to develop their own voices. As individuals it is hard to

achieve that. Nevertheless, as ethnic groups, we still didn’t know how to

use this cultural space and produce what it can give us — a reasonable
recognition.

6.4 Ethnic tensions among the Sudanese migrants in Australia

The meaning of ethnicity as a concept is a subject of heated debate in academia. “In defining
ethnicity, there is widespread consensus that it expresses ideas of common origins and ancestry,
and that its distinctiveness becomes relevant only in relation to another identity, which is perceived
as different” (Paglia, 2007, pp. 9-11). Mozaffer (2007) argues that cultural elements like religion,
dress, and food can constitute ethnic identity in any given multi-cultural society. Contrary to
popular belief and from a constructivist point of view, Roosens (1989) argues that ethnicity does
not always stem from ancient tradition or nationality, but can be shaped, modified, recreated, or

even manufactured in contemporary societies.

This section discusses the rise of ethnic tension in post-colonial Sudan from independence to the
present day, and investigates the impacts of these ethnic tensions on Sudanese migrants in their
intra-relationships in Australia. As one of the main markers of identity, ethnic divisions in Sudan

have worked as obstacles of building a consensual national identity. The way the country was
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formed and shaped by British colonisation has left a legacy in the form of political instability.
Prunier and Gisselquist (2004, p. 110) write:

The Sudanese, with their dry sense of humor, call their own country laham
ras, or sheep's head, because every single morsel in a sheep's head looks and
tastes different. The implication is, and rightfully so, that the country is a
hodge podge of cultures, races, and languages. Unlike neighboring Ethiopia,
which in many ways is just as heterogeneous as the Sudan, there is no
unifying historical factor, no independent state tradition, and no nationally
accepted concept of what constitutes the country.

Idris (2012, p. 324) writes about the lack of congruent unity among the diverse people who inhabit

Sudan:

Since its political independence in 1956, Sudan has witnessed the rise of
armed ethnic and regional protest movements that have resulted in great
human suffering and the largest number of refugees and displaced peoples
in Africa. These protest movements have challenged the legitimacy of the
independent Sudanese state, led by Arabized and Islamized elites at the
pinnacle of power, to extend and define citizenship rights and
responsibilities. In Darfur, Southern Kordofan, and Blue Nile, these
movements are not only currently demanding equal citizenship rights, but
they are also demanding recognition of special rights including claims to
land, autonomous government, and the maintenance of ethno-national
identities. They are thus opening up a debate about what citizenship
entails, particularly in a multicultural context; how the current state
reconciles competing claims of citizenship; and what kinds of viable
institutional mechanisms are required for an effective relationship between
the state, its citizens, and local power structures.

Similarly, Jok (2012) argues that the successive political regimes in Sudan have failed to construct
an inclusive identity reflecting the diverse ethnic, religious, and linguistic groups in the country.
Instead, they created a national identity in their own image; an act that has brought prolonged civil
wars and political instability. “Educated Northerners imagined a nation that took its territorial
shape from the colony but its cultural shape from themselves. In writings and speeches, they
affirmed Arabic and Islam as pillars of the nation” (Sharkey, 2003). The insistence on imposing
Arab-Islamic identity as a national identity by the Northern elites, who inherited the country from

the British colonisers in 1956, has brought the issue of ethnic politics to the surface since then.
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“Racial, linguistic, and religious categories have become the basis for crucially important power
relationship that has resulted in the peoples who live in the northern and central Nile Valley

wielding disproportionate political and economic power” (Lesch, 1998, p. 14).

The way the British colonisers privileged the Arabic-speaking Northern riverain groups and the
way these groups maintained and developed the inherited resources to their ends created huge
discrepancies between their region and the rest of the country. This situation of “center-periphery”,
as De Waal (2007, p. 5) states, makes Sudan “one of the most unequal countries in the world.
National economic statistics are unreliable, but the best estimates are that about half the nation’s
income and assets are in the capital, as well as about 75% of the country’s health professionals”.
O'Fahey (1996) notices that the Southern Sudanese were the first marginalised group to reject the
hegemony of the Northerners; their armed rebellion began in 1955, a year before Sudan received
its independence from the British colonisers. According to Johnson (2011), “enforcing assimilation
policy by the Northern elites in terms of Arabization and Islamization on the African ethnic groups
of paralleling with the deliberate economic marginalization is one of the root causes of the South
separation and the civil war in Darfur”. Beshir (1980) attributes the continuing political failure in
Sudan to the policies that disregarded diversities and the acknowledged inequalities between the

centre and the peripheries, and to the enforcement of assimilation to achieve a national identity.

The findings of the research proved that the wider Sudanese community in Australia has not been
immune from the influence of the prolonged ethnic tensions back in Sudan. In fact, research has
shown that many of these tensions have accompanied migrants to their host countries, whether in
Europe, North America, or Australia. For example, Assal (2006) claims that disunity and ethnic
and religious tensions are rife among the Sudanese migrants in Norway. According to Abusharaf
(2002), the political activism and ethnic tensions among the Sudanese migrants in North America
have caused disunity. In the UK, the legacy of historical divisions has taken ethnic and regional
forms. “Within the broader U.K. Sudanese population, there are multiple associations who
orientate towards to ethnic or regional ‘homelands’; for example, Darfur Union (regional),
Massalit Community in Exile (ethnic), Nuba Mountains Solidarity Abroad (regional)” (Wilcock,
2018, p. 372). The participants in the current study gave many reasons for their adherence to ethnic

identity while living in Australia; these will be discussed further throughout this chapter.
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Like other participants, Mohammed Keer believed that the legacy of ethnic tensions back home

has a significant influence on the intra-relationships of the Sudanese diasporas in Australia.

I attributed this poor outcome to the divisions back home — the
contradictions we live in there, reflecting themselves here. Sudan is a
continent-state, with huge diversity, ethnically and culturally, besides the
class and cultural struggles. So, what happened to those people from all
walks of life when they came to Australia? They just divided themselves
up the same way they used to do back home. This seems to happen
“naturally”. It happened to me when I came here, and I linked myself up
to my ethnic identity, Darfur. Even the Northerners themselves, although
they are the mainstream back home, due to the historical advantages they
have got in terms of education and social progress, nevertheless, when they
arrived in Australia, they linked themselves to their ethnic backgrounds.

Abbaker Adam spoke about how ethnic polarisation has reduced the chances for all Sudanese

migrants to bring themselves into one wider community.

In fact, flagging ethnic identity has an impact on the intra-relationships
between the different Sudanese ethnic groups. It minimises the interaction
between these communities, and it confines itself to individual initiatives.
Unfortunately, this is the way it is. During the nine years I have spent here,
I couldn’t see much interacting between the diverse ethnic Sudanese
groups in their events.

Similarly, Mohammed Keer reflected on his own experience in trying to bring the Sudanese

diasporas together.

At the beginning, there was an attempt to make the community a wider
umbrella that included the whole Sudanese people, but for some reason,
the idea did not work. A strong tendency towards ethnic identity started to
take place. Hence, any group of people started to link themselves to those
who shared the same language, culture, and place. This “natural” tendency
started to create a sense of psychological barriers between them and the
others, even within the wider ethnic group, like the Darfurians.

Abdelwahid Mohammed asserted that many issues prevent Sudanese migrants from coming

together as one community regardless of their ethnic backgrounds.
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Personally, I tried twice to be part of the “Sudanese” community, but I
didn’t get the acceptance | expected. | remember at that time, the Sudanese
community was divided into two communities: one named itself the
Sudanese Council, under the leadership of Khalid Osman. I joined them,
but as I said, [ didn’t find myself there either. We witnessed the ongoing
power struggle in the “Sudanese” community, which was run by the
Northerners at that time, and in all cases, we were treated as strangers. This
attitude takes different forms: sometimes we feel overlooked, and in some
cases, we hear it loudly that we are not welcomed by those who claim to
be the original founders of the community. The indifferent attitude has also
expressed itself by our not being asked to pay the membership fees.

Abdelwahid Mohammed continued, saying that the reluctance the Northerners have shown
towards inclusive Sudanese community is one of the reasons why the minorities decided to walk

away and create their own ethnic communities.

In the last three years, I started to feel [ am Darfurian more than Sudanese.
The reason behind that is the attitude of the mainstream Sudanese. Even
now the Northerners talk openly about how Darfur was not part of Sudan
until 1916, when it was annexed to Sudan by the British colonisers.

In contrast, the Coptic ethnic group appears more tolerant than other Sudanese ethnic minorities
in addressing the relationship between themselves as a minority and the mainstream. Despite their
affiliation to their ethno-religious identity, they prefer to define themselves as Sudanese first, rather
than Coptic. The Copts support the idea of one wider Sudanese community in Australia rather than
the current sub-communities, which is in contrast to the perspectives of the other ethnic groups,
who prefer to hold onto their ethnic identity in Australia. Responding to the question of why ethnic
identity seems important in the diaspora, the Coptic participants stressed that the matter was a
coincidence rather than something planned. They attributed the matter to the fact that they were
the first Sudanese migrant group to arrive in Australia and merged themselves with the Egyptian
Copts, who had already established a Coptic community before the Sudanese Coptics arrived.

Habib George spoke about the Sudanese Copts’ relatively early arrival in Australia:
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I am a Sudanese beyond anything else. But if you ask, why do we have a
Coptic community? I will say it happened coincidentally because the
Sudanese Coptic were the first Sudanese migrants to arrive in Australia.
We have some of our members who arrived in Australia in 1965. I am not
sure if there were any Sudanese from other ethnic groups who arrived as
early as we did. There might be a handful of them scattered around
Australian cities. However, we were the first big ethnic group to arrive.
That is the reason why we created our community based on our ethnic
identity. It was a spontaneous act rather than a planned one.

Najeeb Yohana, from the Coptic community, reflected on the days when there were only a few
Sudanese migrants before their influx to Australia started in mid 1990s, and how they were in

harmony at that time:

As I told you before, at the time I arrived in Australia, there were very few
Sudanese migrants...then the Sudanese people started to arrive, and their
numbers have been growing since then. At that time, we used to gather on
a regular basis and have family picnics, and our differences were not a
problem at all. Our ethnic backgrounds did not get in the way of our
association; we united socially as Sudanese migrants. Those moments of
unity didn’t last. There was not a tangible reason behind that to tell you.
On the individual level, still we meet from time to time as old friends.
Sometimes we even organise political protests reflecting what is
happening back in Sudan. Also, if there is anyone who passed away from
the wider community, I go and pay my respects.

Although the Coptic participants did not mention that they had been subjected to any kind of
discrimination or racism, they did not show any hesitation to talk about the injustice and
discrimination other ethnic groups have been through in Sudan. For example, Najeeb Yohana

commented:

First, we have to admit that the reason behind these ethnic tensions and
civil wars in Sudan is injustice. There are many ethnic groups who have
never been treated with fairness and they have been marginalised. I used
to go on government duty to those periphery regions of Sudan, such as
Darfur. I can tell you; those regions were left abandoned. They were totally
behind and out of date. In sum, they were isolated, and left with no services
or any kind of development. Despite this negligence, the government
didn’t let them alone. It killed them and destroyed their region.
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Habib George also said that the way the ethnic minorities have been treated by the dominant groups

1s one of the main reasons to the unrest in the Sudan:

The Darfurian people have suffered enough back home. They were killed
and tortured and have been through a lot of atrocities. This could be a
justified reason for them to exclude themselves from the wider Sudanese
community and stick with their own ethnic identity. I think we are not
good enough when it comes to fairness. What I mean by that is we are
biased to some degree. We always find it difficult to tell the truth and be
fair when it comes to testifying against ourselves or our loved ones.

Amjad Kamal, from the Coptic community, believed that the ethnic divisions are a sign of political
immaturity; the politicians back home are responsible for it, and it is an indication of their self-

Interest attitudes.

I think it is a sign of identity crisis. Unfortunately, these divisions reflect
our tribal and ethnic divisions back home. We live a political and cultural
immaturity even among our elites. The tone of tribalism is so high, and
this is something bad. Our politicians prioritise their personal interests
over the public interests. That could explain why everything is
deteriorating: because the politician elites cannot come to agree upon
anything related to public interest.

In contrast, a number of participants, including political activists, did not attribute the divisions
among sub-groups of Sudanese migrants to ethnic tensions, either back in Sudan or in Australia.
A considerable number of the Sudanese Communist Party participants expressed disbelief that
ethnic tension was an issue and considered it more or less political propaganda that was a reaction
against the discriminative policies adopted by the now-toppled Islamist regime during their 30-

year rule.

Jalal Wahbi, a political activist from the Sudanese Communist Party, believed that the way the
Sudanese migrants in Australia have divided themselves along ethnic, religious, and cultural lines
is something normal and can be applied to any new migrants in their search for those who can

share cultural proximity with them.
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I think it is natural when people come to a new environment and find
themselves confronted by a new culture and new way of life. In this
situation, they will try to find those who share with them the same
language, values, and culture. But what is not natural, in my opinion, is to
stay the same way after all this long time, and still stick with your ethnic
identity instead of getting together as a Sudanese community.... I think
the tendency comes from the fact that anyone who came to Australia had
been received by one or a group from his family or extended family or
those from his ethnic group. I don’t think there are any identity issues here.

Adil Hassan, a political activist from the Sudanese Conference Party, criticised the way the
Sudanese intellectuals interpreted the ongoing tension between the “centre” and “peripheries” in

Sudan, attributing it to their misunderstanding of the theory of cultural analysis.

It is a misunderstanding of the theory of cultural analysis and the way they
tried to apply it to address the centre and periphery issues. Instead of using
it to investigate and analyse the historical context of injustice and
discrimination to see things from the big picture, naively they kept using
it for division and polarisation. From my own point of view, I think the
theory of centre and peripheries is based on how to manage social diversity
in a multicultural society, because this is the main role of the state, and
this is what Australia does. Even the Pan-Africanism ideology that they
have tried to apply is in fact an inclusive approach, and it doesn’t
discriminate African people by race or skin colour.

Hashim Saleh, from the Sudanese Communist Party, denied any ethnic tension in Sudan, believing

it to be an exaggeration that cannot be taken seriously.

I understand why some ethnic groups created their own ethnic
communities. They have legitimate political demands. Nevertheless, |
don’t think there are ethnic issues in Sudan. It is something manufactured
by the British colonisers. I was born and grew up in a city where the
population came from all ethnic backgrounds and still, they live in peace
and coexistence.

Another factor in the prevalence of ethnic tensions among Sudanese migrants that a considerable
number of ethnic participants raised is the lack of respect to their ethnic cultural and religious
diversity from the dominant groups, both back in the homeland and in the diaspora. The

participants’ responses reflected the dilemma of post-colonial Sudan and its constant struggle to

77



reconcile between the national identity, built in the dominant groups’ image, and recognition of
the ethnic minorities, for which they have been fighting since independence. Sudan’s leadership
has used the Arabic language and Islam as instruments to assimilate the minorities of the country
by force, which has given the culturally dominant groups a sense of supremacy associated with
economic privileges (Spaulding, 1982). Sharkey (2003) argues that the feeling of Arab supremacy
among the Northern elites was rife to the extent that they never showed any pride in their non-
Muslim and non-Arabic culture. This trend prompted El-Tom (2006) to describe Darfurians as
being considered “too black for the Arab-Islamic Project of Sudan”. The insistence the successive
governments in Sudan since independence in 1956 on creating a national identity in their own

image has never stopped; in fact, they have continued to work tirelessly to make it happen.

Participants from ethnic minorities discussed the social intra-relationships between them and the
culturally dominant group of the Sudanese migrants from an Arab-Islamic background, and
whether the new environment in Australia has helped both groups to overcome their differences

and agree to mutual trust and reconciliation.

Abdelwahid Mohammed believed that the respect and recognition of ethnic cultures is the only

way for the Sudanese diasporas to overcome their divisions and live in harmony.

If we don’t recognise the cultural differences and respect the diversity,
nothing will change. And this has to be real and noticeable on the ground
and not as lip service. The cultural discrimination is already there. For
example, the music of the centre, they call it Sudanese music; meanwhile,
any music from the peripheries has been described as folklore! This is
strange, and I don’t know what sort of measurement they use to come up
with such an absurd definition.

Abbaker Adam acknowledged that his lived experience in Australia had taught him a great deal

about the possibility of living peacefully in a multicultural society:

I have learnt a lot from my experience in Australia. | am not the same
person I was before coming to Australia. The experience changed many
things and ideas and I started to see things in a different way. I learnt the
value of living with people from different cultures, languages, skin
colours, and religions. It is something precious especially when you reflect
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on your own life and the background you came from. You come to the
point and say to yourself, “We really need this experience back home
where people can be able to share and appreciate their diversity and live
in harmony.” Ironically, this is not difficult, when you see the
commonalities, we share in Sudan compared to the situation here in
Australia.

Kodi Anan believed that only when Sudanese people get rid of ethnic chauvinism and the feeling

of racial superiority towards each other that can they come together as Sudanese:

Ethnic chauvinism is another social disease that affects our relationships
as Sudanese. Every ethnic group has that supremacy feeling towards
others. They don’t want to understand we are all Sudanese and no one else
can be closer to each of us than ourselves.... Sudan is the cradle of African
civilisation. Anyone who was born and grew up in Sudan has the right to
be a Sudanese. We all belong to this great country, and we have to be proud
of it.

Habib George believed that encouraging and promoting cultural activities among the Sudanese

migrants is the most effective way to bring them together and ease the tension between them:

Using cultural activities as instruments to bring people together and
working on the events based on cultural exchange, in a way that lets people
from different ethnic backgrounds get the chance to know and test each
other’s culture, will bring recognition and appreciation, because cultural
interaction is the most practical way of integration and understanding.
Also, I think it is important to abolish all forms of traditional authority,
like the native administration and tribal chiefdom. Although they have
been useful in the past, nevertheless, they have been the source of
problems in the modern state. Finally, the separation between religion and
the state [should be introduced].

Isam Nour, a political activist from the Umma Party, believed that the problem has much to do
with the history of Sudan’s social development and its impacts on the way the Sudanese people

imagine their life in and outside of the country:

We are a product of nomadic institutions, which is why we have the
tendency of belonging to tribal, clan, and ethnic institutions rather than
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belonging to the civil ones. We trust our nomadic institutions more than
we do the state. Australia is an urbanised society; hence, you cannot fit in
without submitting yourself to its urban conditions. We couldn’t achieve
any degree of unity among us because we want any sort of interrelations
to submit to our nomadic conventions. From my own experience, I can say
there are two reasons that prevent us from achieving any degree of social
integration: the first one is that we don’t feel any passion towards any
urban socialising that causes us to deviate from our nomadic norms. The
second is that we don’t feel confident to engage in any social relationships
based on the urban conditions.

Isam Nour’s approach is essentialist rather than historical. His referring to the influence of the
nomadic institutions on the Sudanese people ignores the fact that the Western-educated elites’
failure to build a modern state has been the reason why people have no more faith in the state’s
modern institutions. Hence, their retreating to their pre-modern institutions is a survival strategy

that comes naturally in such situations.

6.5 Islam and identity politics in the Sudan

According to Trimingham (1980), the presence of Islam in what is now called Sudan can be traced
back for centuries; over that time, it has become one of the region’s most salient cultural markers.
The adoption of Islam by the Northerners of Sudan has played a significant role in emphasising
their Arab genealogies as an imagined identity. “They did this in part because of the narrative they
constructed of the civilizing effect that Arab-Muslims had and through their dominance as slave-
raiders” (Pekkinen, 2009, p. 29). Spaulding (2000) argues that Arabic literature of the “imagined
community”, whether in writing or verbally, persisted from 1775 to 1922, and has contributed

significantly to entrenching this perception.

The feeling of pride and supremacy the Northerners have derived from Islam has functioned as a
political ideology to exercise their hegemony over the rest of the Sudanese population from
different ethnic backgrounds who do not adopt the Arabic identity, whether they are Muslims or
not. The statements of the political elites who inherited the country from the British colonisers in
1956 have made this very clear. Al-Mahjoub, a former prime minister who is considered one of

the originators of Sudanese independence, emphasised in one of his speeches that only Islam and
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the Arabic language can bring all Sudanese people together around a united identity. Despite his
acknowledgement of the Sudanese people's hybridity and his recognition of their mixed races, he
considered that Sudanese culture owed its superiority and uniqueness to the Arabs (Sharkey 2007).
In addition, Fluehr-Lobban, (1990, p. 614) argues,

Islam has long played a key role in forming the northern Sudanese identity

and in providing political legitimacy to opposition parties and

governments alike. The Mahdist state was the first modern Sudanese

national entity, governing vast and diverse regions from a central capital

at Omdurman, with a centralized legal and political apparatus and its own

currency. It was also an Islamic state fashioned to revive the concept and

practice of the early Islamic community of Muhammad and his
companions.

Little (1995) demonstrates the significant role the Mahdist revolution in the 19" century played in
linking politics and religion and building the northern Sudanese identity around Islam, a tendency
has continued throughout the history of post-colonial Sudan. Assefa (1990, p. 2) writes, “Since the
beginning of the Mahdi period, Islam has been the foundation of Northern Sudanese nationalism.
The brand of Islam practiced in Northern Sudan has had strong connection with the Arab language
and culture, so much so that identification with Islam has implied identification with Arab
ethnicity.” Deng (1995) emphasises the importance of the key role Islam has played to enforce an
Arabisation policy upon the minorities in Sudan and the influence it has in molding the national
identity around the Northerners’ image. Ahmed (2007, p. 190) demonstrates that “a striking
characteristic of the Sudanese political field is the powerful influence of religion. Most Sudanese
are Muslims, and Islam is the principal base of legitimacy for the major political parties and their
principal instrument of domination, but it is also the instrument of their rivalry”. Fluehr-Lobban
(1990) argues that the contested policies of Islamisation and non-Islamisation between the centre
and peripheries have brought to surface the negative history of slavery and exploitation, and at the

same time, cast a doubt on the country’s future.

The Islamists’ seizing of political power in 1989 was a turning point in the modern history of the

country. As De Waal (2007, p. 10) argues,

The 1989 Islamist coup marked the most ambitious attempt to overcome

this elite fragmentation. The succeeding years have not seen the kinds of
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revolving doors in and out of government notable under the previous
regimes. In the early 1990s, the regime embarked upon an ambitious
revolutionary project, displaying determination and energy that surpassed

its predecessors.

According to De Waal (2007), the Islamists adopted a radical Islamic policy called the “civilisation
project”, which was intended to impose Arab-Islamic identity coercively on the whole country and
make Islam a way of life. From a Marxist perspective, Hale (1999) observed a kind of contradiction
in the middle-class Islamist portrayal of their positions on liberalism and conservatism. In Hale’s
view, Islamism is entirely concerned with identity manipulation and culture reconstruction by
proclaiming an ideology of liberalism, to gain acceptance of the international institutions of
capitalism, while, at the same time, maintaining a posture of anti-imperialism in the wider Islamic

fraternity.

Clearly, the robust influence of Islam in Sudanese politics has been long-lasting and pervasive.
However, as O’Fahey (1996) argues, the most recent version of Islamic hegemony brought by the
Islamist rulers has created unprecedented polarisation. Ahmed (2007, p. 193) points out that “the
link between religion and the state was politically confirmed by constitutional decree: ‘Islam and
the sharia are the fundamental authority of the Sudanese state and the foundation of its laws, of its
organization, and of politics.” The goal of the regime’s civilisational project is “the Islamisation
of society and the state’.” According to Fluehr-Lobban (1990), the intention of the Islamists is to
Islamise government institutions, including the legal structure, and imposing the Sharia
exclusively as a holy law, thus turning the entire country into a religious state headed by a Muslim

leader.

Despite the historical resistance the ethnic minorities have shown against the assimilative policies
imposed upon them, the Islamists never stopped pushing the country into more conflicts and
political unrest. According to Ahmed (2007), the disregard the Islamist regime showed to non-
Muslims’ rights is one of the root causes of the political unrest and the ongoing civil wars in Sudan.
Simone (1994) argues that the Islamists’ failure to achieve Islamisation rests in the fact that they
have disagreed about whether a political approach or a theological approach is the most effective

tool for their project.
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Religion has been one of the factors, along with ethnicity, language, and identity, undermining any
attempts to unify the Sudanese people around a consensual national identity. The insistence on
homogenising a heterogeneous society like Sudan and annihilating its minorities’ cultures has been
one of the root causes of the prolong suffering the country has witnessed, a behaviour described

by Harir (1994) as an ongoing recycling of the past.

The seizing of political power by the National Islamic Front (NIF) in 1989 took the ethnic
polarisation and political unrest to unprecedented levels. The brutality the NIF showed in applying
their version of Arab-Islamic identity on the minorities led to the secession of South Sudan in 2011
and vicious civil wars in the Darfur, Nuba Mountains, and Blue Nile regions. The NIF also
oppressed political opposition from those in the dominant culture who did not share their Islamist
ideology. Hundreds of thousands were killed in those civil wars and millions displaced, and more

than three million fled the country searching for asylum wherever it seemed safer than home.

Religion has also been used to influence the social, political, and cultural dynamics in Sudan for
centuries. However, its direct influence in post-colonial Sudan is immense. Islam, in particular, is
considered the most salient identity marker in modern Sudan. Therefore, any attempt to understand
the political, social, and cultural events of the country since independence in isolation of its
influence will be misleading. The insistence of the political elites since independence on imposing
Islam on politics has caused national fragmentation, fragility, and political instability. Islam as a
political ideology has caused a division among the larger Muslim groups of Sudan’s population
and turned them against each other to the point of causing genocide in Darfur, which has been

internationally documented.

The interviews in the current study with many participants from different Sudanese ethnic and
cultural groups investigated the influence of religion in the homeland and in the diaspora on their
intra-relationships as migrants within the wider Sudanese community, and how they see the future
of such intra-relationships both in their homeland and in Australia. Although not all the
participants’ responses showed an explicit role for religion in the social and political unrest, a
considerable number believed that reducing the influence of religion on politics and

acknowledging the social, cultural, and religious diversity of the country is the only way to achieve
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unity and coexistence. Participants from the Darfur and Nuba Mountains ethnic communities,
despite themselves being Muslim, complained more strenuously about their unpleasant

experiences with the politicisation of Islam than did the Coptic participants.

Mohammed Keer believed the long history of using religion as a political ideology turns it into
“symbolic capital” that brings privileges and advantages to those who belong to the Islamist

movement, rather than those who share citizenship with them:

Yes, religion has played a significant role in Sudan’s political instability.
Islam in general and the Islamists in particular in the last 30 years of their
rule indicated to the Sudanese people that the only way to obtain privilege
is to be, ideologically, an Islamist. That it means it is not enough to be a
Sudanese to get equal treatment as a citizen. Your ideological belonging
to the Islamists opens the door for you to get a job or facilitates many
incentives that you might not get if you are not one of them...it is symbolic
capital because your citizenship is not enough to be fully a Sudanese
citizen. This situation causes a lot of problems and has affected the lives
of most Sudanese people. For example, the non-religious people felt they
were not wanted, and they have been isolated and excluded from society.

When he was asked what the solution might be, from his own perspective, to overcome such a
divided situation, he responded that full citizenship and the recognition of and respect for the
diversity of the society are the only way to achieve a better future:

Just to recognise citizenship and to recognise and respect the ethnic and
cultural diversity within the state’s institutions. I lean with the example of
multicultural Australia, as well as the USA, in how they have dealt with
the national language in diverse societies. The way the English language
has been adopted as the national language has not been at the expense of
the other languages. In Australia, for example, even the Arabic language
exists in every government institution, despite the fact that it is relevantly
new to the country.

Abbaker Adam characterised the role of religion in the disunity as not a “big issue”. He did not
see religion as a source of either unity or division:

I don’t think religion is a big issue in the Sudanese dispute. In general,
each group has the right to take their belief for granted and don’t try to
impose it on the others. Hence, I couldn’t see it as a problem.
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However, when he was asked what the best way might be to build a national identity for a country

as diverse as Sudan, he immediately mentioned secularism as the only solution.

A secular constitution is the best way to do that. An inclusive constitution
based on citizenship regardless of one’s religion, ethnicity and class. A
constitution emphasising the rule of law for everyone. We are on the brink
of collapse and if we don’t act preemptively, it won’t be a surprise to see
many regions breaking away.

Amjad Kamal believed that the issue of religion has been exaggerated and put on the wrong side

of the discussion. To him, the issue is political rather than religious:

To be honest, I don’t think religion is an issue in Sudan. I could be here a
little bit opposite to those majority voices who believe religion is a
problematic issue in Sudan. Yes, there are some regimes that tried to play
the game of religion for political gain, like the recent Islamist regime and
Nimeiri regime in its last period back in the 80s. However, in these two
cases, you will find the majority who left the country are Muslims. |
remember I was studying in England in 1981, and it was the first time I
encountered many Sudanese arriving in Britain applying for political
asylum. It was the first time ever to hear this terminology at that time, and
to see what it means. What [ am trying to say: it is politics, not religion,
which divided the Sudanese people. As a devout Christian, I don’t
remember that I have been subjected to any discrimination due to my
belief.

Abdelwahid Mohammed believed that the way Islam has been politically used has caused a huge

amount of damage and turned it into a disputed factor that cannot bring people together.

Religion is a problem because it has been used and abused by corrupt and
criminal-minded politicians to suppress minorities. Nowadays many
Darfurians have converted to Christianity. This is something new; we
never had Christians among us before. And to my best knowledge
Christianisation is increasing.

Abdelwahid Mohammed believed that religion and politics should not mix. In this regard, he

admired the Australian political system, in which church and state are separate.

Religion has caused our country significant damage. I can’t understand
what religion has to do with the banking system, education, or health. If
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you go to any Islamic hospital, you will find it runs as any other hospital
in the modern world, there is nothing different. This is what I call the
exploitation of religion for political ends. Personally, I think religion and
politics must not mix. For example, here in Australia 1 feel very
comfortable as someone not affected by the influence of religion. The
Christians don’t show any supremacy towards anyone who is not
Christian. Meanwhile, in Sudan, Muslims feel they are better than
Christians, pagans, and atheists. In sum, everyone in Sudan knows religion
is a problem, but they like to keep their opinions in the closet.

Habib George believed that the successive post-colonial Sudanese governments committed a
deadly mistake when they continued to empower the religious institutions and allow them to

interfere in legislation and influence political decisions:

Giving religion and religious scholars political power or generating
legislation from religion is the most devastating thing you can do to
coexistence in any country. Religion shouldn’t have to mix with politics.
I will give you an example: Indonesia is the most Muslim-populated
country, more than 200 million, if I am not wrong; nevertheless, it is a
secular country. Some people argue in a very naive way by saying, “Do
you want us to live without religion and with no belief?” It is not like that.
Religion is a special relationship between the person and God; hence, you
have the right to preserve it in the way you like. It is an individual and
private thing. In Sudan, the religious ulama think they know better than
anyone about any aspect of life, just because they have been trained to be
religious scholars; that is why they are so arrogant and self-centric. And to
be honest, this is the reason our brothers in South Sudan seceded and
walked away by creating their own country.... The behaviour of political
Islam in the last 30 years has been disastrous by all means. They justified
their corruption, misgoverning, and atrocities under the name of Allah.
During their time, we regressed more than 100 years from where we had
been. I remember when I was young, religion was not an identity as it is
now. Nowadays it has become salient, something you can smell in the
behaviour when you go back and visit Sudan; this is something bad.

6.6 Racism, discriminations, and ethnic tension in Sudan

According to Sikainga (2011), the inherited legacy of slavery is another factor to be explored to
unfold the political, social, and economic inequality between the Arab ethnic groups and the rest
of the population. “Slavery and the slave trade left an indelible mark on Sudanese history, ravaging

many parts of southern and western Sudan and leaving bitter memories” (p. 13). Abdel Salam
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(2000) argues that racism is rife in Sudan and expresses itself on a daily basis. Furthermore, skin
colour still has an important role to play among northern Sudanese in determining one’s social
stratum and economic privilege. “The history of slavery and exploitation is felt consciously by
many Sudanese in their day-to-day interactions” (De Waal, 2007, p. 5). Drawing on his experience
as a South Sudanese politician who served as a minister at different times in Sudan, Alier (1990)
attributed the failure of modern Sudan to create a national identity to the legacy of racial
subjugation intertwined with a sense of supremacy from the Arab-Islamic groups of the North
towards the Southerners and the rest of the African ethnic groups. The legacy of slavery is
embedded in negative language connotations and social interactions. As Sharkey (2003) points
out:

The words Sudan and Sudani, or Sudanese, were indeed familiar and

frequently used, but in the old sense of the original Arabic meaning

“Black™ as distinct from Biddan or “white”. To Northerners, who regarded

themselves as Arabs, being "Sudanese" meant being "Black," as the Arabic

root of the term denoted, and being "Black," in turn, meant having low

social status. Although blackness and low social status is usually derived

from the condition or heritage of slavery, Northerners sometimes applied

the term "Sudanese" to individuals who had come from one of the non-

Muslim, non-Arabic-speaking areas that had historically been targeted for
slave raids even if those individuals had never been enslaved.

In this sense, “the terms Sudan and Sudani are still sometimes used, especially by members of the
older generation among the Northern Sudanese, with reference to the non-Muslim and non-
Arabized sections of the population, particularly in the Southern provinces” (Abd Al-Rahim, 1970,
p- 237). Spaulding (1982) demonstrates that giving slaves and their children peculiar names was
not intended to assimilate them in the society; on the contrary, it was an act purposefully meant to

distinguish them from the free community.

The legacy of slavery in Sudan extended beyond the slavery era. The process of integration and
acculturation has been as complex as slavery itself. As Sharkey (1992) argues, being liberated from
slavey does not mean breaking with the past, in most cases. Theoretically, it could give slaves,
particularly male slaves, a feeling of freedom of mobility and little incentive to change their

occupation. Makris (1996) writes that by adopting Islam as the religion of their masters, the ex-
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slaves went through a process of Arabisation, in which they adopted Arab customs and the
dominant culture’s behaviour and language; nevertheless, they found it difficult to achieve social
equality in the community that had once enslaved them. Sikainga (1996) argues that the
emancipation of the ex-slaves has been a legal change, but on the social and economic levels has
had little impact on their lives. Culturally, the ex-slaves are still considered inferior to the

Northerners, and most of them are still at the bottom of the social and economic ladder.

This is not to say that the ex-slaves did not continue to strive to change their position from outsiders
to insiders. Sharkey (1992) points out that slaves did not love slavery. “They have to come to terms
with their enslavement and give up emotions and grief to continue their life. At some point the
trauma of enslavement began to give way to social adaptation, until the veils of time reduced the
former life to a mere memory” (Sharkey, 1992, p. 102). But to what extent has been being insiders
given ex-slaves a chance to improve their life condition. Sharkey (1992) argues that ex-slaves
showed a voluntarily assimilative attitude towards the former masters’ values and way of life in

order to give their own lives meaning.

Deng (2004) writes, “The abolition of slavery did not necessarily make the journey to equality in
a post-colonial Sudan possible or help healing the past. The connection between slavery and
humanitarian crises in modern Sudan is inherent in the atrocities associated with slavery, the
resistance to it, and the tragic consequences on the victims and their communities.” Sharkey (1992)
argues that by conforming with the religious and moral values of their former masters, the ex-
slaves were seeking acceptance and membership in the culturally dominant society that had once
enslaved them. Although abolition in fact helped the process of re-humanising the emancipated
slaves, at the same time it institutionalised their marginality in the social status quo (Sharkey,

1992).

Skin-colour is another aspect of racism that encapsulates the complexity of structural racism and
discrimination in the Sudan. While the dominant ethnic groups of the country who link themselves
to the Arabs genealogy have skin that could be considered black, they have never admitted their
blackness. Abdel Salam (2000) points out that racism in Sudan is rife and expresses itself on a
daily basis, and skin colour still has an important role to play in determining social strata and
economic privilege among northern Sudanese. Sharkey (2007) attributes the denial of black skin

among the dominant Arab groups to the legacy of slavery to which those from dark-skinned
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African ethnic groups had been subjected in the past. Historically, the Arabs, or Jellaba, used to
work as middlemen helping the Turco-Egyptian officials hunt men and women from the South,
Nuba Mountains, and Darfur and exporting them to Egypt. They inherited the slavery business
after the collapse of the Turco-Egyptian regime. The slavery trade flourished intensively after the
Mahdya regime, the first indigenous central government in Sudan's documented history, took over

in 1885 (Sharkey, 2007).

The stigmatisation of black skin colour among the Sudanese Arabs is phenomenal. To avoid being
described as black, the Northerners invented the term “green” to define their blackness. According
to Deng (2004), “green” has become a preferred colour of skin and a symbol of beauty in their
poetry and songs. To them, as Mukhtar (2004) points out, the black person is the abid (servant),
who belongs to the African ethnic groups from the South, the West, the Nuba Mountains, and the
Blue Nile areas. Idris (2012) attributes this attitude to the enslavement practice in which the
Northerners imposed cultural and social meanings on skin colour and benefited from religious
differences to redefine the ethics and norms of the society and its polity. According to Deng,
although the term ‘“green” is merely a synonym of blackness, the meaning the Northerners
projected on it makes it a colour of masters. Mukhtar (2004) attributes the behaviour to the
inferiority complex Northerners feel towards the Gulf Arabs in the Middle East, who see the
Sudanese Arabs as merely black abid (servants). The failure of full inclusion and recognition the
Sudanese Arabs wished to gain from the Gulf Arabs has turned to self-hatred that expresses itself
in an uneasy relationship between them and the ethnic minorities of the country, Mukhtar (2004)
argues. O’Fahey (2006, p. 34) writes, “In Sudanese Arabic, there is an elaborate colour-coding
vocabulary. These are topics that are only now beginning to be discussed. The reason for this
reticence is slavery.” Pekkinen (2009) points out that the Sudanese elites persistently resist the
way the Arab world regards them as Africans. This notion is reminiscent of South Africa’s
apartheid colour code, which was the basis of privilege for the minority white elites and
disadvantage on the part of the majority indigenous people, as Pirtle (2021) points out. For
example, identifying with the religion of the elites did not allow the disadvantaged population

access to the identity and privileges of the minority white population.

The legacy of slavery and racism has a significant role in the way the Sudanese migrants divide

themselves along ethnic lines, even if it seems a “natural” tendency, as one of the participants
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described. However, to what extent does this legacy continue to articulate itself, and how has it
worked to intensify the ethnic tensions within the wider Sudanese community in Australia? To
what extent has this undermined any attempts to overcome the past to create a more unified

congruent community?

Mohammed Keer believed that the forced-assimilation policy adopted by the successive regimes
in Sudan since independence have not been successful; instead, it has perpetuated the political and

ethnic tensions.

If we could succeed in creating one national identity with respect to our
diversity in Sudan, the matter would be different. We could choose the
Arabic language voluntarily, as a national language shared by the wider
ethnic groups. Unfortunately, the way the Arabic language has been
adopted hasn’t produced inclusion. The minorities felt they had been
excluded. This feeling of discomfort definitely has led to hatred of the
dominant culture. It is not necessary for Sudan to adopt the Arabic identity
as a national one; it is an inclusive Sudanese national identity that we all
need. A national identity that recognises and encourages the diversity of
the Sudanese people. If this had happened 40 or 50 years ago, we could
now live in a different Sudan, and the South wouldn’t have separated and
created its own country, and we wouldn’t have witnessed the conflicts that
are happening now in Darfur. Also, the imbalance in development has
always been a problem and a reason for unrest. The concentration of the
wealth and infrastructure in the centre and the capital, Khartoum, widens
the gap between the urban and the rural areas, which has resulted in
ruralising the centre itself.

Abbaker Adam believed that the predominant ethnic chauvinism among the wider Sudanese ethnic
groups reflects the situation back in Sudan.

Racism has a negative impact and is the reason for not being able to create

one wider Sudanese community for all of the Sudanese migrants. What is

supposed to be a wider Sudanese community does not represent all

Sudanese migrants. It has been hijacked by a group who are not willing to
make it inclusive for Sudanese people.

Sawsan Zakaria believed that the forms of injustice and discrimination in Sudan affect the intra-

relationships of the Sudanese migrants in Australia.
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We do not like to talk or address our issues. In Sudan we are still
discriminating between people according to their tribes and ethnic
background. It is not enough to be a Sudanese to be treated equally
according to constitutional rights, as happens here in Australia.

Yousra Mubarak, a musician and feminist, reflected on how belonging to the dominant culture is
a privilege that has many benefits.
Unfortunately, it is a matter of fact in Sudan that once you belong to the

mainstream, then you are privileged. It is enough in Sudan to have a bit
fairer skin colour and long hair and to speak Arabic to be privileged.

Abdelaziz Kuoa, from the Nuba Mountains ethnic community, reflected on his own experience
with what is called the “Sudanese” community — in principle, an inclusive Sudanese community

for all Sudanese migrants in Melbourne.

The question of representation is always going to be there. I remember we
were the first group from the Sudanese migrants to arrive the city of Perth
in early 2002. At that time, we decided to overcome our ethnic identity as
Nuba Mountains for the sake of the inclusive one, which is the Sudanese
identity. We created a soccer team named for Sudan. We chose a uniform
representing the whole country. Also, we decided to sing the national
anthem before any game. However, and despite all these efforts, the entire
Sudanese community could not help but to see us as merely a Nuba
Mountains team! As you can see, it is more complicated than we think,
sometimes, but we should not have to succumb to our frustrations. We
have to keep trying relentlessly for an inclusive Sudanese identity.

6.7 The advantages of ethnic identity in Australia

Although ethnic division is a reality in the Sudanese-Australian migrants’ context, not everyone
considers it a curse. On the contrary, many participants from the Darfur and Nuba Mountains
communities believed that ethnic identity is an advantage and privilege they never experienced
back in Sudan. To them, getting an opportunity to build an ethnic identity as a benefit of the cultural
space the Australian multicultural policies provide has been both healing and inspiring.

Although they did not feel any contradiction between being a member of an ethnic group and a

Sudanese at the same time, they thought the recognition Australia gives to minorities and the
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encouragement they receive to maintain and develop their own cultural identities is a privilege. As
a considerable number of them commented that Australia had given them the chance to know
themselves better for the first time and feel proud of who they are after prolonged suppression and

deprivation in the homeland.

Abdelwahid Mohammed believed that the tendency to embrace one’s ethnic identity as a Darfurian
has much to do with the indifferent attitude from the dominant culture towards the injustices and

grievances suffered by the Sudanese migrants before their departure for Australia.

As you know, we had been persecuted by the Sudanese central
government. As a result, when we came here to Australia, we found the
Sudanese community so indifferent towards our tragedy that we decided
to create our own ethnic community. As you can see, the division has more
to do with politics than with cultural or ethnic differences. Later, we tried
to build a wider Western suburbs community, including even the ethnic
groups we are at loggerheads with back home, like the Janjaweed, in an
attempt to overcome our political antagonism and maintain our Darfurian
cultural identity.... I mean, through the Sudanese community it seems a bit
difficult. In contrast, it has always been easier for us to address the
Australian authorities regarding our people’s suffering as a Darfurian
community, because the Sudanese community on many occasions showed
no desire to address our people’s suffering in Darfur.

Mohammed Keer, another Darfurian, believed in the importance of ethnic identity as long as it

gives them the opportunity to develop and practice their local culture peacefully.

I have my own culture and heritage, and I have got many things giving me
different feelings and I sense them in a specific way. Look, now we live
in Australia, but we still maintain our Sudanese culture and hope to pass it
to our children who are born here. Based on this logic, the Darfurian
identity has the same meaning as the Sudanese one: the sense of belonging.
And this is something very important to me.

Kodi Anan from the Nuba Mountains Ethnic Community valued the importance of ethnic identity

within the Australian Multicultural Policy and the cultural role that it can play.

Yes, ethnic identity is important because the Australian multicultural
system encourages ethnic groups to organise themselves around social and
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cultural activities to develop their own voices. As individuals it is hard to
achieve that. Nevertheless, as ethnic groups still we didn’t know how to
use this cultural space and produce what it can give us — reasonable
recognition.

Having said that, nevertheless, Kodi Anan was able to differentiate between ethnic identity and

ethnic community and where the harm can be when they mixed.

From day one, I rejected the narrow definition of ethnic communities,
because I know it is not going to help us unite in this country. I always
encouraged the idea of the wider Sudanese community instead of these
sub-communities. We missed the opportunity to create a very diverse and
colourful community reflecting the richness of our skin colour, culture,
and traditions. Unfortunately, we came with the packages of our divisions.
We need to sit and address our shortcomings for the sake of our second
generation. We have to help them live in harmony and get enough strength
from their cultural background to establish themselves firmly.

Amjad Kamal believed that there is nothing wrong with adopting an ethnic identity as long as it is
not in conflict with the national one. To him, it is a constitutional right represented in the Australian

multicultural policy which encourages minorities to be proud of who they are:

Every ethnic group has the right to feel proud of their culture and social
heritage and to pass it on to their next generations. Even the Australian
multicultural system encourages and supports people to do that. However,
I don’t agree with those who put their ethnic identity above the national
one. Yes, I am Coptic, but first and foremost I am a Sudanese.

6.8 Discussion

This chapter has discussed the influence of homeland political, social, and cultural divisions on
the intra-relationships within the wider Sudanese community in Australia. The purpose has been
to investigate whether Sudanese migrants have shown a desire to establish a new life in Australia
by overcoming their ethnic tensions and historical divisions, and to explore the forms of diasporic

identities they have developed, if any, and in what direction they have evolved.
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The analysis of the interviews indicates that the homeland’s divisions in terms of politics, culture,
and religion have a significant impact on the Sudanese migrants’ social intra-community relations
in Australia. The political, religious, and cultural polarisations have hindered their intra-
relationships are revealed in the development of sub-ethnic communities and rivalry in the area of
political activism. So far, and according to the responses of the majority of the participants, all the
attempts to unite the Sudanese migrants around one wider Sudanese community have not borne
much fruit. Many factors such as racism, national and ethnic identities, and religion have played
significant roles in perpetuating the fragmentation of the post-colonial institutions in the homeland;
this has extended to undermine the social fabric at the public level. A psychological barrier
between the ethnic minorities and the culturally dominant group has marked their social
interactions, whether in the homeland or in host countries. These key factors need to be explained
to have a better understanding about the difficulties Sudanese migrants in Australia encounter in

forming and maintaining intra-relationships.

Adopting the Arabic language and Islam as a state strategy to coercively assimilate ethnic
minorities under the pretext of building a unified national identity has been the root cause of the
civil wars and political instability in Sudan since its independence (Johnson, 2003). The successive
post-independence governments’ relentless pursuit of the homogenisation of such a heterogeneous
country has failed. Moreover, the damage inflicted in this pursuit has also exacerbated the social
cohesion and coexistence among its people and divided them into two distinct parts: the culturally
dominant groups and the rest of the diverse minorities. The intense imposition of Arabic culture
and Islamisation through education and media institutions has worked simultaneously to both
indoctrinate the dominant groups and give them a sense of racial and cultural superiority. They
have internalised the idea that their cultural behaviour and attitudes are a yardstick of who is the

“true” Sudanese and who is not. As Sikainga (2011, p. 13) argues:

The adoption of an Arab descent became a mark of distinction and a base
for social stratification. Those who adopted this form of identity came to
view themselves as ethnically and culturally superior to the “non-Arab”
and non-Muslim groups in the country’s southern and western hinterland.

This status elevated people of the dominant culture as assets ready for use and abuse by the regimes

whenever they encountered a rebellion from any of the country’s ethnic minorities. In this regard,
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three influential major events need to be highlighted to build some awareness about the complexity
of the ethnic tensions among the Sudanese people in the homeland and the diaspora due to the
consequences of the assimilative policies the successive governments have adopted since
independence. A. A. Ibrahim (2001) reflected on the aftermath of a failed coup in 1976
orchestrated by the political opposition allies against the then-dictator Nimeiri, a military general.
The allies consisted of the Umma Party, the National Islamic Party and the Democratic Union
Party. The operation was supported and funded by the then-Libyan president Muammar Gaddafi.
The allies invaded the capital, Khartoum, to oust the dictator. The capital was under their control
for three days before the coup failed. The majority of the allies’ forces were Darfurians, who
formed the majority of the Umma Party’s followers. During the fighting the government
propaganda machine described the fighters as foreign mercenaries speaking broken Arabic or
rutana (Arabic with a non-Arab accent). The government’s radio and television stations
continually reminded people to report on anyone who looked “suspicious” — that is, with African

features and speaking broken Arabic or Arabic with an accent.

The second event took place when the Islamists seized power in 1989. They planned to put an end
to the South Sudanese rebellion, which was being fought by the Sudanese People’s Liberation
Army. To do that, the government made a shift from a political war discourse to a religious one.
The state propaganda machine declared jihad against the kuffar infidels. Huge brainwashing
campaigns to recruit young people from the Arab-Islamic North were conducted. Thousands of
youths died before the “holy” war ended in 2005 and a peace agreement signed between the
government and the rebels that gave the South the right of separation; this ultimately occurred in

2011.

During the third event, known in the international media as “Darfur genocide” between 2003-2005,
hundreds of thousands of Darfurians were massacred, and millions displaced by the government’s
proxy militia Janjaweed, recruited mainly from nomadic Arabs of the region. By encouraging
racism and hatred among the ethnic groups in region, the government propaganda machine
successfully mobilised them to fight on behalf of the regime, a situation defined by De Waal as
“rural decay”, in which the neglected people of the abandoned peripheries can be a brutal weapon

in the hand of anyone who gives them means of surviving.
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The tragedy of these events reflects the complexity of the co-existence of Sudan’s ethnic groups
and the difficulty of finding any common ground between the ethnic minorities and the culturally
dominant groups; rather, it is a “war of vision” where the expectations of the two sides are in
absolute conflict (Deng, 1995). The dominant groups fight to sustain the status quo because the
economic disparities are huge between them and those in the peripheries (De Waal, 2019).
However, the most problematic factor lies in the fact that the dominant groups cannot see the
national identity as anything other than their image after decades of investing in their cultural
markers — language, religion, and way of life — as its exclusive representation. This attitude reflects
itself as, in Barthes’s (1973) terminology, “exnomination”, in which dominant groups’ ideas and
behaviours are perceived as common sense and do not draw attention or require clarification. Also,
according to Pratto and Stewards (2012), the existence of a dominant group in any stable society
seems like a matter of fact, whether this dominant group is religious, ethnic, or racial, and that
national states maintain this dominance based on institutionalising discrimination and allocating

the best economic and educational resources to the dominant group's members.

Sudan’s history of slavery is another the key factor that cannot be overlooked when examining the
complexity of the intra-relationships of the Sudanese migrants in Australia. It is true that slavery
was abolished almost a century ago; specifically, by the British colonisers in 1926 (Sikainga,
1996). However, its ramifications still reveal themselves in many ways. Systematic discrimination
based on physical features and skin pigmentation is still practiced. As one of the participants said,
all you need in the homeland is to have a bit of fair skin and long hair to be privileged. Name-

calling and mockery are common.

This chapter’s examination of the troubled history of post-colonial Sudan raises a question: why
do Sudanese migrants after more than two decades since their arrival to Australia still find it
difficult to overcome their historical ethnic tensions and differences? And why could they not
benefit from this new environment (Australia), which encourages unity and reconciliation, as many

of the participants suggested?

The findings have shed light on these questions, despite the complexity and entanglement of what

is historical and what is present in the context of the Sudanese migrants’ intra-relationships in
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Australia. For example, the concerns the ethnic minorities raised in their responses are
concentrated around both historical and current grievances in which the dominant culture’s
policies have worked to annihilate their customs and traditions and deprive them of the right to
sustain and maintain their way of life. As many of them pointed out, this attitude has built a barrier
of distrust between them and those from the culturally dominant groups in the homeland and in
the broader Sudanese community in Australia; the reason for this distrust has been the indifference
that migrants from the dominant culture continually show towards the Darfurian and Nuba
mountains’ suffering in the constant civil wars and unjust policies back in Sudan. The past overlaps
the present, causing what Franz Fanon (in Borossa, 2018), calls “narcissistic wounds”, in which
historical mistreatment and the atrocities of the present time combine with lack of
acknowledgement by the culturally dominant groups, leaving psychological scars that stand in the
way of any constructive solution. Having said that, it would be inappropriate to assert that all
Sudanese migrants from the dominant culture are indifferent or in denial when it comes to
acknowledge the minorities’ injustices and grievances. In fact, a considerable number of the
participants showed an awareness of the injustice and negligence to which the ethnic minorities
have been subjected since independence. However, as Harari (2014), argues, it is important to
differentiate between awareness and consciousness: the latter extends past mere acknowledgement
that suffering exists to being able to express sympathy and compassion towards those who are
suffering. The cultural supremacy the Sudanese migrants from the dominant culture feel and sense
explains much about their indifference. As Wilson (2011) argues, the cultural tenets of a dominant
group work to enhance and reinforce the status quo and patterns of inequality against other
minorities, usually in a society ravaged by racism and experiencing an identity crisis. According
to Wilson, sociologists have consistently underestimated the impacts of cultural forces when they
aim to address and analyse the root causes of inequality and discrimination in societies
characterised by injustice and racial supremacy. Cultural forces and social structural patterns of
racism, discrimination, and asymmetrical political relationships between the centre and peripheries
go hand in hand to simultaneously sustain the status quo and privileges of dominant groups and
hinder any attempts to institute justice, power-sharing, and equality. In such situations, cultural
forces can dictate people’s attitudes and impose a certain way of dealing with each other.
According to Visser (2003), cultural forces are embedded in the education, language, identity-

perception, values, and political orientation of the dominant groups. In this regard, cultural forces

97



can be considered a conscious and subconscious reflection of the cultural tenets and national
beliefs of the dominant groups. In the Sudanese migrants’ context, it is evident that the wider
Sudanese community struggles to find a way to help Sudanese migrants from all ethnic
backgrounds overcome their political and cultural rifts or the narcissistic wounds caused by the
history of slavery, racism, and systemic discrimination. It seems that both sides have succumbed
to the influences of these factors, which act as hidden mechanisms that undermine any efforts to

change behaviours and attitudes.

The interview data suggests that the influence of Australian multiculturalism in building an
awareness of cultural actualisation adds another hurdle to the process of unifying a wider Sudanese
community in Australia. Having lived in the shadow of the dominant culture for decades, a
considerable number of the ethnic participants, particularly those from the Darfurian and Nuba
Mountains communities, said that having the chance to create their own ethnic community helped
them for the first time to gain self-understanding and a self-realisation of who they were. By
moving to Australia, they could break away from the influence of the dominant cultural forces that
had been used as legitimising myths that had been linked to a basic cultural cosmology to make
them unquestionably true (Pratto & Stewards, 2012), including the political and economic forces

once used to suppress and subordinate them for the benefit of the dominant groups.

In conclusion, the study findings show that the political divisions and ethnic tensions in Sudan
have significant implications for the social cohesion, tolerance, and coexistence of the Sudanese
migrants in Australia. While most of the participants expressed a desire to unite around a Sudanese
national identity, they also described many real obstacles in the way of achieving this dream.
Cultural forces from both sides seem to act as hidden mechanisms that sustain the political and
ethnic polarisation between the two groups, increase the discord, and widen the divergence.
Building the national identity based on the beliefs, language, and characteristics of the Arab
Northerners has empowered them, but simultaneously jeopardised the minorities’ identities and
their ways of life. This situation has brought unrest and created psychological barriers between the

two groups. That is why cultural forces on both sides are in conflict and cannot overcome the past.
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Perhaps the most significant finding reported in this chapter is the way the ethnic Sudanese
migrants have encountered Australian multiculturalism in its recognition of the rights of
individuals and minorities to enjoy their cultural identities. The interview data suggests that this
right, in the case of the Sudanese migrants from ethnic backgrounds, can be considered a game
changer, because for the first time in their lives, they are receiving such recognition. Cultural
actualisation and self-realisation have added a new dimension to who they are, as one of the
participants said. However, perhaps this situation could be seen as another obstacle on any attempt
to bring the Sudanese migrants under one umbrella in the future. Having consider the benefits that
multiculturalism might bring to the ethnic communities in terms of symbolic and material
recognition and support, it is interesting to imagine the Sudanese ethnic groups shifting their

allegiance and back to helping create a wider Sudanese community in Australia.

In sum, this chapter set out to investigate the Sudanese migrants’ intra-relationships in light of the
challenges of ethnic tensions and political rivalries, and to determine whether the Sudanese
migrants in Australia have been able to overcome the historical divisions back in Sudan in the
interests of creating one inclusive national identity. Further, the chapter has explored what form of
diasporic identity or identities the participants have created, if any, and how these identities might
evolve. The evidence from this study suggests that the dynamic of social interactions among the
Sudanese migrants in Australia has been subjected to the influence of the homeland’s discord and
reflected itself in forms of ethnic, religious, and political divisions. It is likely that this dynamic
will encourage the persistence of the ethnic sub-communities as a de facto by which forms of
diasporic identities will emerge and evolve around ethnicity, rather than the development of an

inclusive and unified Sudanese diasporic identity.
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Chapter Seven

The Sudanese migrants and the interrelationships with the wider Australian society

7.1 Introduction

Exploring the interrelationships between Sudanese migrants in Australia and the mainstream is
another level of seeking to understand the way the Sudanese migrants use the cultural space as a
wider community, and for what purpose. Although such interaction can take place between
individuals as well as in a collective, this theme came out of the study’s intent to investigate the
Sudanese migrant community as a socio-cultural entity that reflects the plural activities of its
members. Having said that, it is noteworthy to mentioned that the integration-related individual
behaviours of Sudanese migrants have been discussed throughout (and in detail in Chapter 8). In
this chapter, all the participants in the study responded to the thematic question: to what extent
have or haven’t the wider Sudanese community’s activities been able to close the gap between
them and the mainstream? The question had been designed to give the participants the opportunity
to reflect critically on the role of the activities of the wider Sudanese community and whether or
not they have been employed to close the gap between them and the mainstream. The responses
were unique and diverse, reflecting different perspectives as they addressed the challenges and the
root causes of what they considered shortcomings that affect the interrelationships between them
and the mainstream, on one hand, and what could have been done better to improve the
interrelationship, on the other. Although the responses were varied, the common denominator
among all the participants was their acknowledgement of the community’s reluctance to show
interest in, or willingness to use its cultural space for, closing the gap or reaching out to the
mainstream. The participants suggested different reasons for this. The majority of the participants
believed that the disunity of the wider Sudanese community and its members’ incapacity to
overcome the inherited divisions back home have maintained these divisions in Australia and

crippled any efforts to reach out and be part of the wider Australian community.
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The responses of the participants can be categorised under five themes pertaining to the
interrelationships between the wider Sudanese community and the mainstream. These five themes

provide a scheme for analysis and discussion.

o The first theme relates to the significant role of the prolonged political divisions in Sudan
in the interaction between the general Sudanese community and the wider society.

e The second theme has to do with leadership failure; the responsibility is on the Sudanese
community’s attitude of invisibility and lack of competence.

e The third theme has to do with conservative values and what is referred to as a “nomadic
mentality”. Participants viewed these two Sudanese values as having a negative influence
on Sudanese diasporas’ efforts to integrate, or at least to actively contribute to the
Australian mainstream.

e The fourth theme looks at the role of language and culture to connect or disconnect. The
various levels of proficiency in the English language and the cultural distance of Sudanese
cultures from the Anglo-European dominant outlooks form a gap between Sudanese
community groups and the mainstream.

e The fifth theme singles out experiences of the Coptic community, reflecting their efforts

to achieve rapprochement between themselves and the mainstream.

7.2 The influence of political divisions in the homeland

Attributing a significant part of the general Sudanese community’s lack of interaction with the
wider society to the disunity of the community itself due to the inherited divisions back home is
very consistent with the abundant literature available, as I illustrate below. Many scholars have
described Sudan as a dysfunctional country plagued with civil wars and ethnic and religious
tensions since its independence from Britain in 1956. Simone (1996) argues that the dominant
groups have insisted on building the national identity on their “own image” based on their singular
identity. This identity is the main reason for the country’s political and social instability. This
insistence of the dominant group to subjugate all others to their form of identity has produced, as
Lesch (1998) argues, a situation where identities are contested to the extent that a possibility to
merge them into one national identity has not been given a chance. Having said that, one of the

interests of this study is to investigate whether the Sudanese migrants outside Sudan, and in
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environments that provide space and a means of reworking a common identity, can or do rise above
the contestations that operate in Sudan, to forge an identity that would reflect the strengths of their

diversity to contribute positively as part of the wider Australian social fabric.

Many participants found it ironic that the unity that many of them desired and even fought for in
Sudan has not been reflected in the Sudanese migrant communities in host nations. As Abbaker

Adam, from the Darfur ethnic community, observed,

I think our mindset is based on denial. We don’t learn from our mistakes
because we think we don’t make any mistakes. Racism, injustice, and
disrespect to each other are there, but no one has the courage to admit
them. If someone considers himself a victim to what was happening there
in Sudan, ironically, when he came to Australia you see him started to act
the same way his predators used to do; so, what kind of change are you
going to talk about in this situation?

Emad Hassan from the Sudanese Conference Party also believed that the reason for the wider
Sudanese community’s failure in closing the gap has much to do with their disunity and the
challenges associated with the way they fail to accommodate their differences or appreciate their

diversity.

If we look at the sort of the activities themselves, I think it will be far-
fetched to think they can have any influence on the mainstream. The
reason behind that is related to the way we have been brought up as
Sudanese. We are struggling to accept each other, let alone to have
influence on others. Our tribal and ethnic identities prevent us from
overcoming our differences and coming together around a national
identity. We couldn’t benefit from the rich culture we have as a diverse
country. If we succeeded in doing that, definitely, we would have a lot to
share and contribute to the mainstream. Our diversity and richness in food,
art, folklore, and culture are unique, and I doubt if they exist anywhere
else. I travelled to many countries in Europe, Asia, and Africa, and I can
say I never saw as a diverse and rich culture as we have in Sudan. All we
need is to come together and appreciate what we have. Then, I guarantee
you, we will have a significant influence on the Australian mainstream in
an unprecedented way.
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Mohammed Keer, from the Darfur Ethnic Community, attributed the reluctance to socialise with
people outside the general Sudanese community to the same reason: divisions back home. He felt

that the strong tendency toward ethnic division frustrates any efforts of unification:

I attributed this poor outcome to our divisions back home. The
contradictions we live in reflect themselves here. Sudan is a continent-
state, with huge diversity, ethnically and culturally, besides the class and
cultural struggles. So, what happened to those people from all walks of life
when they came to Australia? They just divided themselves the same way
they used to do back home. This seemed to happen “naturally”. It
happened to me when I came here, and I linked myself to my ethnic
identity, Darfur. Even the Northerners themselves, although they are the
mainstream back home, due to the historical advantages they have got in
terms of education and social progress, when they arrived in Australia,
they linked themselves to their ethnic backgrounds.

Kodi Anan, from the Nuba Mountains community, stated that Sudanese migrants need first to unify
themselves before trying to reach out others. He believed that what prevented them from achieving

this is what he called “mental slavery”:

I have to ask myself a question: have we been treated and valued as human
beings by the country we came from? The answer is no. This painful truth
has lasting impacts on our salient dysfunctionality as migrants in Australia
and everywhere. This tendency of dividedness has become part of our
characteristics, to the extent that it is very difficult to find any two
Sudanese who agree about anything.... I am talking here about what I call
the “mental slavery”, which is a characteristic in any Sudanese person
regardless of the degree of his skin colour. This situation makes it very
difficult to get any mutual agreement or acceptance. As the saying goes,
“a slave can’t lead a slave”! We need to liberate ourselves first to be able
to accept each other.

The phenomenon of disunity among Sudanese migrants is not confined to Australia. Abusharaf
(2002) documented in an anthropological study about the Sudanese migrants in North America
how political instabilities in Sudan have continued to create boundaries in the wider Sudanese
community and significantly affected the social relationships among Sudanese migrant groups.

Similarly, Wilcock (2020) writes that varied forms of political activism among the Sudanese
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migrants in the UK and the disparities of their points of views on how to intervene in homeland

politics have caused rivalry and tensions.

One can argue that having settled in national settings such as Australia, where diversity is
celebrated, Sudanese migrants would appreciate the opportunity to reinvent their communities,
drawing on their strengths and rich diversities. The findings so far do not indicate that communities
have overcome their traditional differences and divisions to transform themselves into discernible

community entities.

7.3 Community leadership

A considerable number of the participants held community leaders responsible for their poor
performance and reluctance to reach out and interact with the wider Australian society. They
offered various explanations such as incompetence, mediocrity, and self-interest to single
community leaders out as the core problem of the community’s poor performance and invisibility.
Interestingly, the participants’ responses did not demonstrate how those leaders had been elected
to run the community, and why they were given the liberty to run it against the will of the
community’s members. Further, the participants seemed to play down the consequences of how
Sudanese migrants have divided themselves along ethnic, religious, and political lines since their
arrival, and the impacts of this on community leaders’ performance. Such a division can be seen
as an obstacle put in the community leaders’ way and may have played a role in complicating any
attempts they may have made to bring unity to the Sudanese diasporas, on one hand, and reaching
out to the mainstream, on the other. Without enough information about the system of election for
community leadership and what power they have, the participants’ accusations remain ambiguous.
A considerable number of the participants labelled community leaders as mediocre and lacking
vision and noted that the leaders held full responsibility for failing to connect the general Sudanese
community with the wider Australian society. Adil Hassan, from the Sudanese Conference
community, believed that the community leaders were incompetent, and that their mediocrity was
reflected in a lack of vision and creativity:
We don’t have leadership. I think our gathering as Sudanese became a

problem in itself. There is no harmony. We are reflecting the same
disharmony back home.... I attributed it to the same dividedness back
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home. If you look back to the country 200 years ago, you will find that
Sudan was a confederation of many different kingdoms. We have been
frozen across those 200 years.

Abbaker Adam believed that effective leadership could close the gap only if leaders are serious
enough to accept government resources and services that have been provided for such purposes.
He thinks such a disconnection between the community leaders and the government institutions
has a negative impact on community activities in general, which is reflected in poor community
outcomes:

The community leaders should have a strong connection between them

and the government institutions and try to benefit from the services and

the funds the government provides to empower the minority communities,

in terms of education, cultural exchange, and integration. Unfortunately, I

don’t see this kind of connection. Our leaders are very laid back, as if they
are still living in their villages back home.

In contrast, some participants, in particular those who belonged to the ethnic communities,
believed that multiculturalism in Australia has empowered them and raised their awareness about
their uniqueness as ethno-cultural groups. To them, Australian multicultural policies have
provided the space and resources to sustain and maintain their ethnic identities. This tendency, one
can argue, has weakened the desire of many Sudanese ethnic groups to be part of the general
Sudanese community. (Chapter Seven will discuss the intra-relationships and the ethnic identity

within the general Sudanese community in more detail).

7.4 Conservative values

A considerable number of the participants considered conservativeness as one of the major factors
that hinder the Sudanese diasporas’ communication with the wider Australian society and a reason
for their invisibility. The way the participants described a certain behaviour of the Sudanese
members of the diasporic community as “conservative” was reminiscent of a literal interpretation
of the Arabic word muhafiz, which means a strong adherence to traditional customs and values or

religious morals, with a tendency to resist or reject change. However, for the benefit of the
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discussion, the term ‘“‘conservativeness” is going to be used as bearing the same meaning. This
adherence to conservative values is also referred to as “nomadic mentality”, as one of the
participants said. This notion is underpinned by the practice of keeping communities invisible and
unable to interact with the wider society. The “nomadic” mentality and conservative outlook of
the Sudanese people is one of the main factors why the community does not as actively interrelate
with the wider society as it could. Isam Nour, from the Umma Party, believes that the Sudanese
people’s nomadic background has left vestiges of a “nomadic” mentality that makes it hard for
them to develop any sense of belonging to an urban lifestyle. He attributed their constant resistance
to any forms of modernist behaviours and the unwavering rejection to any change to their
premodern life to these nomadic characteristics:

The Sudanese migrants came to Australia with their political, cultural, and

religious divisions. That is why they did not show any kind of unity among

them. They built their own shells, and each group confined itself to its

shell, no connection, no communication with each other.... It is a matter

of fact that you cannot achieve any process of integration while as a

community you cannot accept each other. I attribute this attitude to the

nomadic mentality of the Sudanese people. Still, we could not develop an

urbanising attitude or feel comfortable living in urban cities. We do not

know how to coexist and share space with others. Having said that, the

main problem facing us as Sudanese migrants has much to do with the

uncertainty about our life in Australia. This uncertainty expresses itself in

different ways: very few Sudanese migrants have their own houses and

very few pay taxes. What I am trying to say is, the core relationship

between the Australian government and the Sudanese migrants is based on

the rejection of citizenship in terms of rights and duties. The reason behind

that is the nomadic mentality, in which returning back home is always a

dominant feeling. Reaching such a level of disconnection, it is impossible
to achieve any sense of belonging to the place you live in.

Isam Nour’s response is somewhat similar to the ideas of a well-known intellectual Sudanese
writer, Dr Al-Nour Hamad. In his metaphorical use of the notion of “nomadic mentality”, Hamad
(2020) equates nomadism with social backwardness. Hamad argues that structurally, Sudan has
been dominated by a “nomadic mind” that hates modernity and ridicules it whenever it finds ways
to do so. Modernity, in his opinion, suppressed this structure, which made a mockery of law,
undermining civilization, its main target. Hamad goes on to explain that the “defeat of the nomadic
mind does not mean it disappeared; on the contrary, it disguised itself and waits for revenge as

history keeps telling us” (Hamad, 2020, pp. 9-10). He argues that nomadic behaviour can come in
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different forms: secular, religious, and tribal. Hence, the Bedouin-urban dichotomy is longstanding

and well-founded, withs an overlapping and ambiguous nature (Hamad, 2016, p.9).

Hamad’s “nomadic mentality” thesis has caused a stir in intellectual circles in Sudan because many
find it vague or obscure. A. A. Ibrahim (2021) is one of those who have criticised the way Hamad
uses the term “nomadic” inaccurately to prove his own point of view. Ibrahim argues that
nomadism as it has been represented in its pastoral activities is an important socio-economic sector.
It has a significant role in the economy of modern Sudan; hence, it is absurd to hold it responsible

for the country’s social disunity and political failure.

Hamad clearly tried to demonstrate the vulnerability of modernism as a socio-economic and
political system that should not to be taken for granted, particularly in countries like Sudan that
have not yet gone a long way along the path of modernity. Hamad insisted that the use of the term
“nomadic” was metaphorical, intended to describe a social phenomenon, and that he was not
concerned with its epistemologically accurate connotations. This justification cannot detract from
the controversy of the idea on which his book is based. Tolerating the “loose” meaning of the term,
as Hamad stressed, does not change the essentialism and absolutism with which it overlooked the
dialectical interrelationship between the modern state institutions and the whole society. As A. A.
Ibrahim (2021) argues, Hamad insisted on essentialising the traits of nomadism to something
immutable and not subject to any historical dialectic that can produce new forms of social or

economic transformations similar to those that have taken place in most of modern societies.

In sum, the interview data suggests that many participants have internalised the persistent notion
that the Sudanese people have unchangeable characteristics. In particular, Isam Nour’s response
indicated the extent to which Hamad’s notion of nomadic mentality has influenced Sudanese
migrants. Isam Nour did not give any attention to the civil history of the country as it has been
represented in its trade unions, political parties, and civil society, or to the significant role these
institutions have played in urbanising the society despite constant political instability (Saeed,
Alshafie, 2022). The existence of offshoot political parties and the intellectual activity among the
Sudanese migrants also negates the idea of the “nomadic mentality” of Sudanese migrants in

Australia or elsewhere.
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A considerable number of participants pointed out that conservativeness, the desire to keep
distance, and the tendency to stay largely invisible and live in a closed community are reasons for
the disconnection between Sudanese migrants and the mainstream. Abdelwahid Mohammed, from
the Darfur ethnic community, believed that the general Sudanese community is reluctant to
integrate, and that this attitude has started to have a negative impact on the behaviour of the second

generation.

We don’t have an awareness of the importance of integration. I didn’t see
that any of the Sudanese communities have made any visit to one of the
Aboriginal communities or the Russian community or to the Chinese
community. Those communities were here before us, and they have
achieved a reasonable degree of integration compared to us.... Dividing
ourselves into small groups not only affects our integration as a first
generation, but also affects our children’s integration. From what I can see,
they are less integrated than other migrants. I have never seen them in
music concerts or sport learning centres or interacting confidently in the
mainstream venues. We have neither passed some of our cultural tenets on
to them nor left them to acculturate naturally in the mainstream. For
example, my daughter could say “I want to go outside and don’t want to
wear hijab,” but I insist that wearing the Aijab is a must if she wants to go
out.

Gada Awad, a feminist and a former community leader, believed that the main problem facing the
community and preventing it from interacting with the mainstream is its conservative leaders and

their insistence that the community’s activities conform to their values:

Look, I’ve been working in the community before, and I know very well
the mentality of its leaders. They are all conservatives. That is what brings
them together. They fight by all means to keep the community away from
the mainstream. They think this is the right way to maintain their Sudanese
way of life. Another thing, most of those conservative men have been here
in Australia more than two decades; nevertheless, they are likely to go to
Sudan and marry a woman from there. To them this is a preventive step to
keep the community closed from any outside influence, and to maintain at
the same time the Sudanese way of life, the same way they know and sense
it. They desperately do that because they think the mainstream is a threat
in terms of women rights and freedom and gives their children more rights
than they should have. Given the fact that I worked in a hostile
environment, where the conservative leaders can do anything to keep the
status quo as it is, I can assure you, they are not willing for any change,
and they don’t have any desire to reach out and build any kind of
relationship with the mainstream.
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Yousra Mubarak, a liberal woman and a musician, has successfully reached out to the wider
Australian society throughout her musical performances. She believes the Sudanese in general
prefer to live in closed communities and distance themselves from others. She defined this attitude

as a tendency of ghettoisation:

As Sudanese migrants, we did not close any gap...I don’t know why. All
I can say is that this is a very sad and painful situation. I tried many times
to think of why as Sudanese migrants we are so closed and can’t open to
others. Why are we preferring to ghettoise ourselves and are not willing to
share our socio-cultural experiences with other migrant communities, or
to reach out to the Indigenous people of Australia? Many questions keep
crossing my mind all the time, to the extent that I decided to make a survey
approaching women of the community who came first to Australia, to ask
why they don’t want to engage with different people or show solidarity
with, for example, asylum seekers. Or why they don’t want to step out of
their bubbles and try to develop their education and skills. My intention at
that time was to ask women how they spend their time during the day. And
what do they like? etc. I think the Sudanese migrants have a ghettoisation
tendency, and they prefer to live in a closed community?

Sawsan Zakaria, a liberal woman and a community leader, believed that there is an
incomprehensible fear on the part of the Sudanese migrants that hinders their lives and prevents
them from communicating with the wider Australian society. This fear, she believed, has built

barriers between them and the dominant culture:

I don’t think [Sudanese community members’] activities are
meant to close the gap between them and the wider Australian
society, because they are scared by anything Australian. It is very
weird. For example, you find the children of Sudanese families
speak fluent English, while their parents have broken English;
nevertheless, they are fine with that. Also, at the same time they
don’t want their children picking up or belonging to the Australian
culture; they want them to be Sudanese. I think this fear is the
main barrier preventing them from adapting themselves to the
wider Australian society.

Similarly, Najat Al-mahadi, a liberal woman and civil activist, believed that the Sudanese
diasporas are not willing to engage in any kind of activities to facilitate their integration. This

attitude may be part of the migrant psychological adaptation to their new context and its culture
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and outlook to life. In Najat’s view, the Sudanese aloofness stems from their conservative values;
she believed this behaviour helps them as “an avoidance strategy”, as Matschke and Sassenberg
(2007) argue. Sudanese migrants can hide and avoid any sort of frightening interaction with
undesirable groups from the mainstream society:

I think they don’t feel interested in integration. Part of it is, I think they

don’t think that any benefits will come from such integration. I think they

feel comfortable with the space they have created here or the sub-identity

they have invented as Sudanese living in Australia, which I can define as

Sudanese-Australians. This comfort zone seems very convenient to them,

as within it they can live and socialise as Sudanese without being obliged

to pursue any adaptation or interaction with the mainstream culture and

can avoid other things that can be frightening to them like, for example,

the LGBTQI+ community and how to deal with it. So, this comfort zone
gives them the chance to hide themselves and avoid any challenges.

7.5 Language barrier and culture differences

Many of the participants considered the language barrier to be one of the salient factors in the
disconnection between Sudanese migrants and the wider Australian society. The majority of the
participants talked about their own struggles with language when they arrived. Lack of English-
language proficiency has a significant impact on migrants in Australia, in terms of both
communication and psychological adaptation. Gaining English-language skills indicates a greater
acceptance of the host country’s society comparing with those who do not gain these skills
(Buchanan, Abu-Rayya, Kashima, Paxton, & Sam, 2018). The participants also attributed
Sudanese migrants’ unwillingness to reach out and interact with the Australian wider society to
low English-language proficiency and culture differences. Dion and Dion (2001) cast light on the
complexity of cultural adaptation among migrants in Canada and the psychological distress
involved, particularly in relation to gender roles and families’ expectations from women in the
receiving countries. Low education and lack of mainstream-language proficiency can be a main

reason for depression.

Casting light on his own experience, Hashim Saleh, from the Sudanese Communist Party, reflected
on the low English-language proficiency he had struggled with during the first few years in

Australia:
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At the beginning, yes, it was a real barrier. For example, | would struggle
to get the correct name of one of the cooking spices if I went shopping, or
I might find it difficult to describe to my doctor what I was suffering from.
However, over the course of time I worked on learning the language;
eventually, I overcame this barrier.

Jalal Wahbi, a member of the Sudanese Communist Party and a former community leader, gave
an example of how low English-language proficiency can have a negative impact on migrants.
“Absolutely. Until now, I was really struggling with the language. It prevented me from doing way

better than I have so far. It limited my social contribution. It is a barrier.”

Gada Awad believed that the language barrier can limit the capabilities of migrants, preventing

them from fully integrating:

Personally, yes, language was a barrier, although it is not the same issue
right now. However, yes, it is a barrier, even myself, I still have a strong
accent. Don’t forget, we came to this country not at a young age. In terms
of knowledge and information, I am okay, but in some areas, it can prevent
you from fully interacting. As I mentioned, I work with the wider
Australian community, including white Australians. Yes, I can say it is a
big deal.

In contrast, a number of the participants, in particular those who spoke fluent English, believed
that low English-language proficiency cannot be considered a barrier to interacting with the wider
Australian society. Instead, they thought cultural differences are the main source of disconnection
and can be a real barrier. Habib George, from the Coptic ethnic community, believed that it is
cultural differences, not the English language, that hinders interrelationships with the wider
Australian society. He asserted that the liberal values and way of life in Australia are in contrast
with the traditional customs and values with which the Sudanese migrants were brought up.

No matter the level of English-language proficiency the Sudanese person

has, he still can communicate. Instead, I attribute the problem to the

cultural disparities between us and the mainstream. For example, it is hard

for us to accept our daughters having a boyfriend in an open manner who

can come to the house and be welcomed by the family, while this thing is

normal within the white culture. I am not here to judge or to tell who is

right. I am just trying to demonstrate some of the difficulties of the
integration process, including community activities.
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Sawsan Zakaria could see the difference language can make in terms of privilege and life
opportunities it provides; nevertheless, she believed that Sudanese migrants in general deeply fear

contact with people from different cultures:

I think language makes the difference. Hence, the similarities among those
who are well settled and integrated are coming from a well-educated
background and they are young.... I think language here can be seen as a
significant deterrent along with religion: in this regard, Sudanese migrants
feel afraid to be in contact with some people from different religions or
visit them and eat their “not halal” food...etc. To be honest, all of us as
Sudanese have that fear of trying something new. Even myself, I’ve been
many times invited for camping, although I love camping but still, I feel
uncomfortable going for it. Part of it is because I am scared of insects;
besides, I am not familiar with sleeping on the ground. I attribute this
behaviour to our psyche as Sudanese people; we are so attached to our
ways of life. We like familiarity and confine ourselves to what we know.
I think it has something to do with our culture.

In some responses, participants attributed the community invisibility to different reasons. Yousif
Ali, from the Sudanese Communist Party, attributed the disconnection with the mainstream to the
lack of diasporic experience among the Sudanese migrants, as well as the negative impact of the
language barrier. The priority upon their arrival, as he mentioned, is to feel safe and connected

with their culture, and to help families back home.

At the beginning this wasn’t the case. The interrelationship between them
and the mainstream wasn’t on the radar. The gathering was mainly to ease
and compensate for the feeling of gurba, that is, loneliness and isolation.
Also, don’t forget the negative impact of the language barrier. Most of the
Sudanese migrants who came here didn’t get a chance to go and learn
English. They were overwhelmed by their family’s difficult financial
situations. That’s why their priority at that time was to get a job and send
money back home. Having said that, the main goal for the gathering of the
Sudanese migrants is not to interact with other people, but to feel safe and
connected with their culture.

Jalal Wahbi believed that culture and religious affinities besides geographical proximity can have

more influence on the way the community can reach out:
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To be honest, we are still struggling in this area. | have been working with
the Sudanese community for a while, and I know very well this is a
problematic thing. We showed some rapprochement with some Horn of
Africa communities, such as the Eritrean community, the Ethiopian
community, and the Somali community. Also, we recently started a good
relationship with the Turkish community. I think Islam as a religion played
a big role in this rapprochement...yes, religion is a determining factor.
Besides that, there are geographical and cultural factors; that is why we
feel close to the Horn of Africa communities. The Turkish community,
with which we share the Islamic religion, has been very helpful to us when
we ask for their assistance.

7.6 The experience of the Coptic community

In contrast to the participants’ experiences reported above, the Coptic community seems to form
interrelationships with the mainstream culture in a very different way to the general Sudanese
community. The discussion section below will detail the reason behind the unique experiences of
the Coptic community compared to other Sudanese ethnic communities. Najeeb Yohana, from the
Coptic community, demonstrated how their interrelationships as a community with the wider

society have worked positively to facilitate the process of their integration in Australia:

Any work we do is intended to facilitate the process of our integration. For
example, our Coptic church has an annual fair in Melbourne. We have in
total about 17 churches. As you know, our Sudanese church is a member
of the hierarchal Egyptian Coptic Church; therefore, we have large
numbers of our Egyptian Coptic brothers who share the Coptic community
with us. We have a huge religious community and school for our children.
The fair the church holds is in coordination with the council. These kinds
of social activities in the area have given us a good reputation and we
receive regular funding from the council. The mayor usually comes and
visits our events. Also, we have our own community, the Sudanese Coptic
Association, which is a very active body and constantly gets government
grants to run its activities and achieve its aims. We build credibility among
the government funding bodies because we have a mission.

Many of the participants mentioned the influence of religion on Sudanese migrants’ reluctance to
interact with other communities. The relatively greater engagement of the Coptic community may
be due to the fact that Australia’s values are largely Judeo-Christian. This point is expanded on in

the discussion section below.
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7.7 Discussion

Attributing the dysfunctionality of the community and its invisibility solely to the historical
divisions back home and to the attitudes of the community leaders in the receiving country is
concealing the challenges the dominant culture has posed to the community members throughout
their process of settlement. The issue of priority is another level of challenges that migrants
encounter in their process of resettlement. Their interrelationship with the wider Australian society
is not always a matter of priority. Instead, as Yousif Ali commented, at the time of arrival the
priorities were to help the family back home and to overcome racism, isolation and the language
barrier and to feel safe, rather than to reach out to other communities or interact with the
mainstream. Further, the challenges of adaptation could result in a resistance to change, which
some of liberal women participants interpreted as a sign of the conservativeness that they felt
characterised the wider Sudanese community, or an attitude related to the “nomadic mentality” of

the Sudanese people in general, as discussed below in more detail.

The self-identified liberal women participants agreed that conservative behaviours and attitudes
are what have crippled the wider Sudanese community’s social and cultural activities. They believe
the prevailing behaviour turns the community into a closed society that values its self-monologue
while avoiding any sort of communication and interaction with the mainstream. For some of them,
it is a sign of a deeply entrenched fear the origins of which are hard to trace its origin. Najat Al-
Mahdi believed that the community is not interested in or willing to make any sort of compromise,
such as interactions with “undesirable” groups that espouse Australian liberal values, that can
challenge its way of life. She asserted that conservative community leaders stand in the way of any

change and feel threatened by working alongside liberal women in the community.

The Sudanese liberal women participants noted that they came from well-established high- or
middle-class backgrounds. Further, most of them enjoyed a quality education and spoke fluent
English, and many had skilled professions, in contrast to the rest of the community women. In
their responses, they admitted that their privileges back home had given them advantages in

Australia in terms of communication and job opportunities.

The liberal women’s responses indicated that they were more clearly motivated to integrate and

benefit from the life opportunities in Australia than other members of the community. As discussed
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in Chapter 5, the conflicts between their perspectives and those of community leaders on how the

community should be managed and directed have caused constant tension.

The tendency to label the invisibility of the community as conservativism does not necessarily
reflect the collective attitude of the whole community, bearing in mind individual diversity in
political, social, and intellectual principles and attitudes. The liberal women participants’
inclination to essentialise the community’s behaviour can be seen as a frustrated reaction towards
the community initiatives that do not meet their expectations and their eagerness to reach out and
interact with the wider society in order to maximise their life opportunities in general. In contrast,
the way the community leaders exaggerate their traditional and religious values by imposing them
on the community members, as the liberal women claimed, does not necessarily stem from
conservatism. Confining the matter to conservatism can be regarded as a subjective
underestimation of the complexity of the diasporic journey and its repercussions on the whole lives
of individuals and communities. The participants overlooked the power relationship between
dominant groups and migrants when they passed judgement on the wider Sudanese community’s
leaders and the “traditional” women of the community. The collected data from the interviews
showed that the community leaders are diverse and adhere to various ideologies, including secular
ones such as Marxism and cultural modernism. Thus, accusations of “conservatism” in this regard

blur, rather than clarify, understanding.

The dialectical relationship between the dominant culture and the minority, in general, is an
asymmetrical one that leans towards the mainstream. Sociologists and anthropologists have
considered the fear of assimilation under the powerful influence of the dominant culture, along
with language barriers, cultural differences, and civilisational gaps, to be among many challenges
that diasporas encounter in their integration process in host countries. According to Hall (1994),
the fear of assimilation and the influence of acculturation can trigger an instinctive resistance to
any sort of cultural-identity expropriation. Berry (2005, p.705) points out, “[W]hen individuals
place a value on holding on to their original culture, and at the same time wish to avoid interaction
with others, then the separation alternative is defined. Here, individuals turn their back on

involvement with other cultural groups and turn inward toward their heritage culture.”

It seems that the liberal women participants tried to make a point by raising their concerns about

the challenges they have faced from the patriarchal structure of the wider Sudanese community
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leadership; however, it is obvious that they underestimated the challenges of socio-cultural
adaptations that migrants encounter throughout their process of resettlement. As Safran (1991)
argues, clinging to a specific way of life resembling the homeland culture can be interpreted as a
desperate attempt to keep the idea of home alive until the day comes when migrants can return to
the homeland. Chiang (2010, p. 33) argues that “the defense of communal interests often mobilizes
the fantasy of a static culture and a frozen identity”. It is how the diasporas’ collective memory

constructs and recreates imaginatively the homeland using traditions, customs, and rituals (p. 37).

Furthermore, the responses of the participants that related to language barriers and cultural
differences emphasised the impact of low proficiency in the English language and unfamiliarity
with the dominant culture as salient challenges preventing them from reaching out and interacting
fully with the mainstream. This underlies a deep understanding of the complexity of what
diasporism itself means. Even those participants who arrived in Australia proficient in the English
language spoke of the difficulty they faced at the beginning to understand the Australian accent
and the daily language. As Yousif Ali commented, “I decided to join the Australian Socialist Party
once I arrived to overcome the language barrier by picking up the Australian accent and get used

b

to the daily language.” The language barrier has hindered communication and imposed
psychological barriers and a noticeable misunderstanding between the Australian mainstream and
minorities in general. The struggle to deal with a system requiring a significant level of
communication in English is particularly difficult for those who came from non-English-speaking
backgrounds, and those unfamiliar with the complexity of the sophisticated government system.
A few participants believed that the formal language and its discourse have been assigned to white
people and their issues exclusively. Najat Al-Mahadi was one of those who believed that the

television news and programs did not speak to her, and that the language did not represent or reflect

her needs, despite her fluency in English.

Language as it has been defined by Haviland, Prins, Walrath, and McBride (2008) is a system of
symbolic communication producing mutual meanings agreed by society. A language barrier in its
simplest form is where individuals and groups from different ethnic communities cannot
communicate because they do not understand each other’s language and there is no common
language in place to facilitate their communication. In the migration context, the matter is more

complicated, and its repercussions are beyond the struggle of communication and the desirability
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of social interaction. Language in diverse societies embeds power relationships, through which the
dominant culture can be terrifying to minorities who fear assimilation and acculturation under the
pressure of using the dominant language and way of life. This could explain the hesitance migrants
in general show in the host countries, as many studies suggest. Lack of English-language skills
among migrants’ families and individuals could cause, as Thomas (1995) argues, acculturative
stress, which Lueck and Wilson (2010, p .47) define as “a reduction in mental health and wellbeing
of ethnic minorities that occurs during the process of adaptation to a new culture”. To decrease
acculturative stress, as Doucerain, Varnaamkhaasti, Segalowitz, and Ryder (2015) argue, migrants

require enough language proficiency to achieve a reasonable level of cross-cultural adaptation.

Sudanese migrants in Australia are no exception in this regard. The frustrations expressed by the
participants who spoke fluent English due to what they perceived as the community’s invisibility
and lack of desire to interact with the wider Australian society do not consider the repercussions
of the language barrier and how it can work against any attempts to achieve closeness towards the
mainstream. Instinctively, the fear of assimilation can make the community withdraw into itself
and resist any rapprochement with others, which works to draw boundaries between them and the
mainstream. Simultaneously, exaggerating the cultural identity of the community members to
avoid any threat can be caused by outside pressures as well. La As Spivak in Moore-Gilbert (2005),
points out, lack of self-confidence, inability to approach and benefit from health care, job
opportunities, and welfare services, and lack of voice are among many obstacles that confront
migrants as they are relegated to the status of “modern subalterns” in their host countries’ social

ladders.

Many of the participants believed that the negative impacts of the language barrier cause less harm
than cultural barriers. They felt that language acquisition can be gained across time and in different
ways, such as education and inevitable interaction with the people from dominant culture;
however, cultural differences seem difficult to deal with for many reasons. For example, one of
the participants asserted that the reason of disconnection between the Sudanese community and
the mainstream has much to do with the fact that Sudanese people are raised and shaped by
communal and traditional values; hence, they cannot cope with Australian liberal and individual
values, regardless of the level of English proficiency they have. The participant mentioned above

who enjoys a prestigious profession acknowledged that he has many close friends who belong to
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the dominant culture and that he is in a constant social relationship with them; nevertheless, he
notes that his greatest joy is when he catches up with his community members and enjoys the
culture and language. The majority of the participants emphasised the challenges posed by cultural
differences, and in particular their concerns about liberal and individual values. As one of the
participants observed, their second generation have been put in a perplexing situation due to the
community’s resistance to Australian liberal values. “We neither passed them some of our cultural
traits nor left them to acculturate naturally in the mainstream. For example, my daughter could say
I want to go outside and don’t want to wear hijab, but I insist that wearing the hijab is a must if
she wants to go out.” (The impacts of cultural differences will be discussed further in Chapter

Eight).

The participants’ emphasis on community resistance to any attempt to get along with mainstream
values meant that their way of life and cultural identity had never changed. However, their
responses do not reflect the complexity of their situation as new arrivals doomed to live as
minorities in their adopted countries, and the unnoticeable changes they have, in fact, been going
through. The way people have interacted, either voluntarily or coercively, throughout the course
of human history has left no doubt about the inevitability of culture change. As Haviland, Prins,
Walrath, and McBride (2005, p. 395) argue, changes in even relatively stable cultures resulting

from innovation, diffusion, cultural loss, and acculturation are the norm.

The assumptions that social groups may hold about the unchangeability of their culture have much
to do with the gradual and unnoticeable nature of cultural change. Minorities’ observations of their
cultural identities under the influence of a powerful dominant culture makes them vigilant, and
even combative, towards anything they perceive as a threat to their culture; nevertheless, change
happens. As Voicu (2013) argues, culture is fluid and dynamic; it can both adopt and be adopted.
According to Kilduff and Corley (1999, p. 3), “cultural capital can consist of values, skills,
training, language, customs, life experiences, and other socially learned behaviours and attitudes
acquired through intense interaction with members of a specific cultural heritage”. These elements
of cultural capital give every society its unique traits and characters, through which they shape
individuals’ characteristics and cultural identity. As Kilduff and Corley (1999) argue, migrants,

like any social group, have their own cultural blueprints and uniqueness that differentiate them
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from others in their host countries; however, communities tend to develop a hybrid culture over

time through a long process of interacting with the mainstream.

Sudanese migrants in Australia are not immune to cultural change, despite their strong tendency
to avoid any sort of interaction with the mainstream or trying to reach out by exhibiting and
celebrating their own culture. As Ning (1997) argues, interacting with people from different
cultures always brings some modifications and adjustment, because a new environment poses
unexpected challenges that need different skills, like language and specific patterns of behaviour.
The way exiles modify their cultural practices brings hybridity and a permanent change in their

culture.

In contrast, the Coptic community can be regarded as a good example of how Sudanese migrants
can, in some cases, be willing to adapt to their new environment. The Coptic community, unlike
other ethnic Sudanese communities, has shown a great deal of willingness to interact with and
reach out to the mainstream. Abusharaf (2002) writes that the Copts, a Christian sect originating
largely in Egypt, had been subjected to constant religious persecution, particularly after the
Muslims invaded and occupied Egypt. Their largest migrations into the Sudan region occurred
during the Turco-Egyptian invasion of Sudan in 1821 and after British colonisation in 1898.
During the latter wave, they came to Sudan as skilled workers, helping the colonisers to build the
modern Sudan. As Abusharaf (2002, pp. 82-83) points out, “At the time, Egyptian Copts came to
occupy leading positions as civil servants, financiers, clerks, and traders, and others arrived as
craftsmen, weavers, leather binders, painters, carpenters, and tailors.” The Copts inhabited the
urban areas in the northern and middle regions of the country and became the backbone of the
colonial state’s bureaucratic system across two periods of colonisation. Few studies have examined
the rise of the Coptic community as one of the most influential communities in modern Sudan,
both pre- and post-independence. Despite more than 200 years of being part of the social fabric in
Sudan, and enjoying full citizenship as Sudanese, the Copts remained keenly aware of their
distinctiveness as a Christian religious community in a dominant Muslim society. Now, their
concentration in urban areas and big cities, where religious tolerance and co-existence are a norm,
helps them to maintain their economic and social status quo as a community. Their traditional roles
over the last 200 years as part of the bureaucratic system have given them the advantage of

maintaining and observing their interests as a community of elites. To maintain this position, they
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continue to empower each generation with high-quality education and provide careers for them in

the bureaucratic system and the private economic sector.

Despite the fact that they have an Egyptian background and maintain close ties with the Egyptian
Orthodox Church, as Abusharaf (2002) observes, Sudanese Copts have never doubted their
Sudanese identity, nor have they considered it as conflicting with their religious identity. There is
a consensus among the participants that they are, first and foremost, Sudanese. As Habib George
commented, “I am a Sudanese beyond anything else. Having said that, the creation of the Coptic
community was a coincidence rather than a sign of ethnic fanaticism. We were the first Sudanese

group to arrive in Australia, from what [ know. We have been here since 1965.”

According to Abusharaf (2002), the first migration journey outside Sudan for the Sudanese Copts
was during the time of former president Numerie (1969-1985), when their businesses and
properties had been confiscated. The second large wave of emigration was related to the religious

persecution to which they were subjected to once the Islamists seized power in 1989.

The available literature about the history of the Copts in Sudan and their long experiences in
diaspora suggests that throughout centuries of unsettled diasporic journeys as minorities seeking
to maintain their ethno-religious identity, the Copts have learned how to compromise and negotiate
their cultural space. Benefiting from their history as modernity agents and skilled professionals in
Sudan, they have succeeded in building their own urban characteristics that help them to integrate
more readily than other ethnic Sudanese communities. Their traditional excellence in education
and high-profile professions have always been their strongest resource to navigate their way and,

to some degree, interact positively with dominant cultural groups in their adopted countries.

In conclusion, this chapter has explored the interrelationships between the general Sudanese
community and the wider Australian society by investigating the socio-cultural activities of
Sudanese migrants as one of the aspects reflecting how and why they use the community as a
socio-cultural space. The study findings show that, in general, the Sudanese community tends
towards invisibility and drawing boundaries. The participants’ responses have suggested different
reasons for this. Most of the participants believed that historical divisions in the homeland have
been the salient root causes for, and the main reason behind, the persistence of these divisions in

Australia.
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A number of participants, particularly the group who self-identified as liberal women, considered
the community’s leadership as a source of division. Community leaders within the wider Sudanese
community have been condemned as mediocre, conservative, and lacking initiative in reaching out
to and interacting with other communities in Australia. The liberal women attributed such
conservatism to the men’s fear of Australian liberal values, which promote women’s rights and
individual freedom. However, other participants felt that the community leaders cannot be blamed,
because they merely follow the communal and conservative values espoused by the majority of
the community’s members, who are not willing to be exposed to “others” or to interact outside the

community’s boundaries.

Also, a considerable number of the participants believed that language barriers and cultural
differences have significantly affected the community’s interaction with the wider Australian
society. Those participants with English proficiency believed the issue is more complex than just
a language barrier; instead, they feel that English expresses power relationships and gives

privileges to the predominant population through the media and political discourses.

Culture differences are another factor the participants believed have much to do with the Sudanese
community’s disconnection from the wider Australian society. The majority of the participants
acknowledged their struggles to come to terms with Australian liberal values, particularly

individual freedom and women’s rights.

Ultimately, the interview data shows that since their arrival in Australia, the wider Sudanese
community has adopted an inward-looking attitude and strived for invisibility rather than reaching
out and interacting with the wider Australian society. Such interaction remains minimal and
circumstantial at best, and the interview data suggests that it is more an individual matter rather
than a community matter. Thus, such interaction might not play a large role in the development of

a diasporic identity among the Sudanese migrants in Australia.
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Chapter Eight

Integration process and challenges

8.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters, the study explored the lived experiences of Sudanese migrants since their
arrival to Australia more than two decades ago. To do that, the study examined the way the
Sudanese migrants use the community as a socio-cultural space to reflect their diverse activities.
Political activism and the formation of ethnic communities, as well as less-formal groups like
liberal women, reflect the social dynamic of the community’s members bringing the issue of
integration to the surface for closer inspection. Hence, the main interest of this chapter is to discuss
whether, and how, these activities and affiliations have influenced process of integration; what
kind of challenges have hindered it; and to what extent the influence of homeland politics and way

of life may have interrupted it.

Integration is the core theme of this research, as it reflects through its processes the challenges,
suffering, ability and inability to adapt, torn loyalty between the adopted home and the homeland,
feeling of in-betweenness, and desire for belonging that Sudanese migrant experience. The
research also investigates the emergence of a diasporic identity or identities, if any, and in what

form, as a response to these experiences.

8.2 Defining integration

Integration as a concept is relatively new in the field of sociology, reflecting the shift from
assimilation policies once adopted by Western countries towards immigrants (Asselin et al., 2006).
Gordon (1964) argues that integration will be a matter of time once a given migrant group has
acculturated, in that the migrants have adopted the dominant culture’s language, values, and some
behaviours; this eventually and inevitably leads to assimilation, in a process called structural
assimilation. Integration as a policy, as adopted by many Western countries after the collapse of
the Soviet Union in 1989, is a contextual concept rather than a solidly defined course of action. As

a sociological term, integration has no a clear definition or precise interpretation. The difficulty
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comes from the fact that, as Asselin, Dureau, Fonseca, Giroud, Hamadi, Kohlbacher, Lindo,
Malheiros, Marcadet and Reeger (2006) argue, the complexity of integration stems from the
interplaying among identification, acculturation, and social stratification, on which individuals’
patterns of interactions are superimposed. The dynamic nature of integration makes it, as
Heckmann (2004) writes, a process in which a group of people from a dominant social system
interrelates and interacts with another group of people in a given social context. Sheffer (2013)
defines integration as a continuous dynamic between migrants and the host country’s society in
which migrants adapt themselves to the socio-cultural environment of the host country, with the
government creating a proper policy context that allows them to become part of society, while still
maintaining the embedded memories that represent their ethno-historical entities. Esser (2010)
argues that integration as a social pattern has four dimensions: acculturation, interaction,
identification, and positioning. Kearns and Whitley (2015) note that language proficiency,
education, and employment have been considered functional factors by which migrants’ social
integration improves over time.

Ahsan Ullah, and Kumpoh (2019) argue that these normative definitions of integration are no
longer convincing. They write that the rise of globalisation and advances in the technologies of
communication and transportation have created patterns of transnationalism by which migrants
can intensify their connectivity with their homeland and form a trans-state entity in their host
countries. This new situation has challenged old patterns of assimilation and integration, which
are still reflected in the migration policies of host countries. Faist (2010) argues that this
transnationalism results in the use of fields, social spaces, and formations to reflect the daily

cultural transferring and retransferring of customs and activities to maintain the homeland identity.

The intention of this chapter is to investigate, based on the activities discussed in the previous
chapters, the ways the Sudanese migrants have tried to establish their new life in Australia, what
kind of mechanisms they have applied and developed to adapt themselves in their new
environment, what challenges they have encountered, and to what extent they have or have not

been able to integrate themselves as individuals and groups within the wider Australian society.

Drawing on the collected data generated from the participants’ interviews, the study discussed the
issues of integration in the context of the socio-cultural activities of the wider Sudanese

community, and the way these activities have been able to interpret the lived experiences of its
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members. Many themes that emerged from the participants’ responses are set out in the following

sections.

8.3 Defining integration from the participants’ perspectives

The participants’ responses suggest that integration in practice is no less complicated than its
theoretical definition. The participants’ perspectives were varied; nevertheless, they showed a
reasonable awareness of what integration meant to them and how they had dealt with their
integration experiences, whether as individual agents or in a collective manner. Creating a nuclear
family in Australia, and having extended family and close relatives, further education, job
opportunities, English proficiency, and liberal values are among the main factors in individual

participants’ willingness to integrate.

Ahmed Sulieman from the Sudanese Communist Party believed that legal and cultural
convergence have a big impact on his growing sense of integration; this resonates with Esser’s

(2010) category of identificational integration as one the integrational dimensions he set out.

As a legal practitioner by training, I know the Australian law agrees [that
someone can have] dual citizenship. Hence, there is no conflict, given the
fact that the two countries are not neighbours and there will be no conflict
of interest. Personally, a sort of cultural hybridity is evolving, and I started
to feel it. In short, I can say I belong to the two countries without feeling
any conflict.

Amjed Kamal, from the Coptic community, believes that age and equal rights along with the
presence of family and relatives can have a significant impact on the integration process. In his
opinion, the influence of multiculturalism has become a game changer and is more effective on

the ground than when he came to Australia in 1990s.

I have Australian citizenship and, as you can see, life here is easier, besides
the fact that I am now old enough to settle down and have a quiet life. This
is not going to be difficult, as besides my family, I have many relatives
and lots of close friends. Also, multiculturalism has become a matter of
fact in Australia. I remember when I came to Australia in 1994 it was not
like today. It was hard to notice any diversity on the street at that time.
Everything was British: the food, clothes, and features. Today, Australia
is a very colourful country. Plenty of different cultures in terms of food,
costumes, languages, and entertainment. There is an immense change that
has taken place in the last 20 years, and the influence of the migrant
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community on the mainstream is obvious. So, the integration process is
working well, I think. The Sudanese migrants are no exception in this
regard. Their process of integration is well noticed. You see them working
in different sectors: tax office, Centrelink, hospitals and clinics as doctors
and nurses, lawyers, social workers...etc.

Abbaker Adam, from the Darfurian ethnic community, believed that living in Australia has
inevitable impacts on individuals in terms of ideas and personality, to the extent that they are no

longer the same person they used to be.

I live here on a daily basis and every day I get familiar with the way of life
here. I learnt a lot from my experience in Australia. I am not the same
person [I was] before coming to Australia. The experience changed many
things and ideas and I started to see things in a different way. I learnt the
value of living with people from different cultures, languages, skin
colours, and religions. It is something precious, especially when you
reflect on your own life and the background you came from.

Sawsan Zakaria, a feminist and a community leader, believes that migrating at a certain age, when
one is more settled with who they are, can make one more willing to fit in a new culture and adopt
to some degree its way of life:

I am very comfortable in this regard. Probably, this has much to do with

the fact that I came here old enough, and my Sudanese identity was well

established; that is why I find myself willing to embrace another identity,

the Australian one. Being a Sudanese, I think the Australian identity,

definitely, is an addition to my Sudaneseness. Vice versa, coming to

Australia with a different culture and language is also an addition to the
Australian identity.

Kodi Anan, from the Nouba Mountains community, believes that assimilation is primarily the
result of one’s awareness of the existential decision they took to leave their homeland and resettle
in a different culture and environment. To him, the time when one accepts this reality is the time
one starts to adapt and integrate.

Look, once you left your country, it is important to adapt yourself to match

the new way of the country you are going to settle in. When the system
here says: people are our business, that means the system that brought you
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here is going to work on you and your family in a way to get the most out
of you as a migrant. In return you will get some benefits helping you to
adjust and start your new life. Coming to this country as a refugee means
you have fewer options than those who come as skilled migrants. The latter
are well equipped and bring plans with them and know exactly what they
want. Furthermore, diasporism means that you left behind your family law
and all cultural yardsticks that you used to adjust your life and moral
compass. You have to know and learn how to adapt and adjust your life in
the host land, so you can survive and integrate.

Gada Awad, a feminist and a community leader, believed that understanding one’s life choices
and developing one’s individual identity can help very much in adapting oneself as a migrant to

the new culture:

I am Australian because this is where I chose to live and resettled despite
the ups and downs of such a relationship, which I explained before in one
of my answers. The relationship between the two identities is overlapping
based on the dynamic life and the ongoing dialectic and constant reflection
I do through my diasporic journey and the back and forth traveling to and
from the homeland. Due to the maturity of my age and lived experience, I
can reflect on my own life and start to see things from different
perspectives, especially the sensitive issues that related to religion, gender,
and political attitudes. You start to realise that it is not necessary to do
things collectively, as people used to go back home: you are now an
individual and whatever decision you take represents who you are.

Yousif Ali, from the Sudanese Communist Party, believed that belonging as an aspect of
integration is a process cemented by many social factors like familiarity to the new way of life,

making a new family, and having children, in addition to job opportunities.

In general, I think most of the Sudanese migrants in Australia have
achieved some degree of integration — bear in mind integration itself has
different stages. The first sign of integration, as I can see it, is the job
stability most of them strive to get. That was not the case at the beginning.
They were just trying to link themselves to any kind of job, no matter,
casual or cash-in-hand. Now most of them have stable, full-time jobs as
laborers or highly skilled professionals. Full-time jobs encouraged most of
them to own houses. Another strong sign of integration is starting a family.
Most of those who came Australia as individuals now have their own
families and children born and growing up here. From this perspective,
you can fairly say, they live the integration process on a daily basis.
Personally, I think my belonging went through some stages. At the
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beginning, 1 was totally focused on establishing my life in this new
environment. It took me, like, seven years to get the feeling of belonging
to Australia. Then, I got married and now I have a child. All these things,
as you can see, have worked to root me in Australia and give me the feeling
of belonging.

For Yousra Mubarak, a feminist and musician, integration can be found in the universal values
that all human beings share. Further, reflecting on her relationship as a mother with her children
who were born and were now growing up in Australia, Yousra said that the challenges of raising
them in a different culture from where she was born and grew up have been rewarding in helping
her become more open to integrating.

Look, I believe that human beings share universal values. So, whenever

you go you have the chance to give and take what will definitely enrich

your life experience and expose yourself to different modes of values.

Having said that, my coming to Australia helped me to modify and change

many things I used to take for granted. The biggest lesson was my children

and the way they grew up here. The challenges of their upbringing teach

me a lot of things. I have been subjected to a diverse way of values and

attitudes since my coming here; this helped me to build a sense of

awareness about my own values and the attitudes I hold, and I started to

question and refine what seemed not suitable. I have become more open

to accepting new values as long as I think they match my attitudes, and to
getting rid of what I think no longer suits me.

The responses in this section reflected the various perspectives of the participants about what
integration means and how virtually all the participants felt that it was based on their socio-cultural
and class background. For some, age was a key-factor in dealing with such an existential
experience in a realistic and effective way with less damage. The participants’ responses also
indicated that those who defined themselves as liberal women and those who had created nuclear

families in Australia were more willing to embrace new ways of life and more ready to adapt.

8.4 Opportunities, the rule of law, and democracy as means of integration

The way host countries treat their migrants, whether with hostility or hospitality, Sheffer (2003)

argues, has significant impacts on the migrants’ integration. Showing hostility can encourage
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migrants to stay invisible and live in closed communities, while welcoming attitudes could
encourage them to reach out and feel confident to share their cultures and values. Australia is
among those countries that have instituted policies that are intended, in principle, to encourage
migrants to be part of the social fabric of the wider Australian society, beginning with policies
enacted by the Whitlam government in the 1970s (Ho, 2013). “The political patronage and funding
central to Australian multiculturalism led to the development of organizations and leaders whose
task was not only to service the needs of specific ‘ethnic communities’ but to represent them in
the wider political field” (Tabar, Noble & Poynting, 2003, p. 267). Many scholars argue that this
claim is still far from reality. To them, racism, discrimination, and labeling of migrants still
prevail, as parts of this chapter will illustrate. According to Ndhlovu (2013), the shift in migrants’
policies from assimilation to multiculturalism has not changed the notion that to be Australian
means to associate oneself with Anglo-Australian cultural norms. Similarly, Vasta (1993) argues
that despite the fact that Australian multiculturalism has acknowledged and recognised the
country’s cultural diversity, Australian Anglo-Saxon values are still generally considered to
provide the overarching framework of social cohesion. Vasta (1993) goes on to expose the
contradiction of Australian multiculturalism as a liberating factor by providing the necessary
services to migrants, but at the same time, under-funding programs so that the structural

inequalities between the migrants and the mainstream are sustained.

How have the Sudanese migrants perceived and responded to Australia’s multicultural policies
and its claims to give people a fair go in both job and life opportunities? Do they see these
principles as motivating and inspiring them towards integration, or as discriminating against and
excluding them? Australian multicultural policies at their best are a process rather than an
established legal framework. According to Love (2021), it seems the quest for an effective method
to tackle racism and discrimination, and to guarantee access and equity by emphasising
multiculturalism, has been a priority of the federal government in the last decade. The participants’
responses varied in this regard; however, they have highlighted the overlapping elements of the
relationship between migrants’ lived experiences and the impact of government policies on the
integration process. Most of the responses reflected on individual experiences rather than

collective ones.
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Ahmed Sulieman showed his appreciation for the Australian political system in terms of the
opportunities it provides to migrants. Reflecting on his own lived experience, he said that the
opportunities Australia offers for education and financial security have significant impacts in his

life as a migrant.

To be honest, 1 feel indebted to Australia. It offered me educational
opportunities in a quality way that I could not find even in my homeland
or anywhere else. All resources and sources were available. The social
welfare and the social benefit you get is saving you time so you can reach
the goals you dedicated your life to achieve. The social support I got was
so helpful.

Suzan Mubarak, a feminist and a community leader, believed that job opportunities and the fair-

go system in Australia encourages migrants to settle and feel at home.

For the time being, Australia is the best place to be, because of our careers,
the quality of life, and the education of our children. I came here not that
young; however, the fairness and the success I achieved in my career as a
project manager, which matches my qualifications, won’t be easy to
achieve back in Qatar where I used to work. To me this is a hugely positive
thing. Another thing, coming here at the beginning with my young children
at that time and without my husband, who came later, created strong bonds
between me and my children, because we had to be together all the time.

Abdelwahid Mohammed, from the Darfurian ethnic community, believed that Australia is the land
of opportunity, where migrants can have a quality life. He also praised the Australian democratic

system, in which corruption and mismanagement is minimal compared with where he came from.

In my opinion, Australia is a welcoming country. It offers you as a migrant
dignity, security, serenity, respect, and life opportunities. This country can
help anyone to achieve his dreams if he is ambitious enough. Being hard-
working is the key, due to less favouritism, discrimination, and biases than
we have in Sudan. I so admire the democratic system in Australia. The
peaceful transferring of power after every election period is amazing. They
have a functional democratic system reflecting itself in the effectiveness
of the government institutions. By comparison, we have a dysfunctional
democratic system, relying on corruption and bribes to get votes. People
vote for their sectarian parties to show loyalty, not to address problems or
demand change for the better. The only thing I don’t like about the
Australian democracy is the compulsory voting. We are a free country,
and everyone should have the right not to vote.
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Habib George, from the Coptic community, believed that the protection of human rights by law
and the life opportunities make Australia an ideal place to live.

The most positive feeling I got from my lived experience in Australia is

tranquility, a feeling you won’t get in Sudan, because my rights are

protected, and humanity is the standard. Finally, the opportunities and hard
work are paying off: The harder you work, the more you achieve.

To Kodi Anan, the rule of law the equal rights given to all citizens are decisive factors for
inclusiveness in Australia, along with the support that’s available to establish a new life.

In Australia the rule of law is the decisive factor in its political stability

and social coherence. The rights of all citizens have been protected by law,

regardless of which group one belongs to. The positive side is the quality

of life in Australia. You always find people who love you and try to help
you and create opportunities for you.

Emad Hassan, from the Sudanese Conference Party, brought up jobs and business opportunities
available in Australia, and their impacts on migrants’ settlement and integration. He believed that
the success he has achieved in his business as entrepreneur has a significant impact on his own life
in Australia in many aspects.

I think I have got what I never dreamt about. [ achieved a lot at the work

level, to the extent that I feel sometimes I was a bit selfish, compared to

the time I gave to my community. I focused and worked hard to establish

a successful business that linked me with many people from the

mainstream and helped me create job opportunities for more than 100

people. I got married and have my family here, and my children live a

decent life and have a quality education. In general, I have got more than
I thought I would get in my life.

8.5 Nostalgia and the desire to return to the homeland

Nostalgia and maintaining close ties to the homeland form another aspect of the integration
challenges of Sudanese migrants. “Distance-shrinking” due to the communications-technology

revolution, as Sheffer (2003) describes, has had a significant impact on keeping the relationships
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between migrants and their homeland countries vivid and alive, bringing the home into exile and

sustaining the longing to return home.

Like many migrants, the feeling of returning to where they came from continually occupied the
souls and minds of the study participants, no matter how realistic these desires ultimately are.
According to Berry (2005), in general, migrants tend to maintain their culture, heritage, and
identities intact by distancing themselves from the influence of the dominant culture. This is
because, as Lloyd and Vasta (2017) argue, home represents security, comfort, and belonging.
Hence, in many cases, the idea of returning home serves to strengthen and increase the solidarity

of migrant communities, although it has no practical implications, as Shuval (2000) argues.

Sudanese people, in general, appreciate communal relationships very much, whether these
relationships are based on kinship, tribal, ethnic, or urban ties. According to Abu Sharaf (2002),
Sudanese people consider their moving and living far from home as ghorba. The Arabic expression
signifying more than the physical split or living in a far distance, its connotation embedded the
psychological suffer of being far from the loved ones. “For the Sudanese, the ghorba evokes
loneliness, loss, uprootedness, nostalgia, and yearning for the familiar. It refers to a psychological

state as well, a sense of alienation one finds away from family and friends back home” (p. 128).

The following section will discuss forms of longings, affiliations, and the dream of returning home
that appear in the participants’ responses, as some of the participants — particularly those who
consider diaspora as a temporary stop before returning back home feel a sense of in-betweenness

and confusion.

Emad Hassan thought that feeling torn between settling in Australia or returning back to the
homeland would last for a while before he ultimately settled down. Many factors that had emerged

since his arrival to Australia were having significant impacts on his final decision.

I keep asking myself: should I have stay here and consider Australia as a
home, or return to where I came from? Until recently, I wasn’t able to
come up with a decisive decision. However, through the process of settling
in Australia, I realised that the support the Australian system gives to
newcomers and the welfare of life are more suitable for anyone looking
for a second chance in his life. Furthermore, I learnt that home is not just
a geographic map — no, it is more than that; it is where you can fulfil your
dreams and have a productive life. I have been so lucky, by creating my
own successful business, not just at a personal level, but on the way, it
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enables me to reach out and create job opportunities for my community.
Now, as you can see, I am settled and have got married and have three
children.

Ahmed Kamal, from the Coptic community, believed that being compelled to leave one’s home is

a destiny one has to live with as a reality.

As I said earlier, sometimes you don’t know where life takes you; hence,
you always have to be ready for any change. Personally, I know how to
cope with any new situation I find myself in. However, if there is any slim
chance to go back and live in Sudan, I will not miss it, but I know life is
no longer the same back home. The political and economic instabilities
affected our whole life in a bad way. Unfortunately, in the last two or three
years life has kept deteriorating, and all those good values we used to feel
proud about have started to be eradicated. Being financially secure is not
enough to live in Sudan, because life itself has lost its quality. You can’t
just turn a blind eye to the misery and impoverished life the majority live
in. Political immaturity keeps causing us a lot of damage and puts the
whole nation in despair.

Abbaker Adam found that the rhythm of life in Australia sometimes stirred up feelings and

memories he associated with his homeland, causing mixed feelings of nostalgia and guilt.

I think the difficult aspect of being a migrant is the disconnection with
family and friends sometimes. Especially when you can’t afford to go and
pay respects to a loved one who passed away, without being able to be
with your family at those difficult times. That is when you really feel guilty
and sad. It is not a guiltiness feeling per se, it is more a compassionate
feeling. For example, now we are in Ramadan, and we are fasting; [ wish
I could export this nice weather and all these quantities of food to my
people back home to enjoy this important month. It is like that, if you
understand what I mean.

To Suzan Mubarak, staying in Australia or returning back to the homeland had much to do with
changes in circumstances. However, she believed that as she has gotten older, the way of life in
Australia might not be suitable.

For the time being, Australia is the best place to be, because of our careers,

the quality of life, and the education of our children. However, when our
children grow up and become adults and start their lives, what am I going
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to do when I get old? What kind of life is it going to be? Yes, I can go and
visit my friends once a week and catch up sometimes with my workmates,
so what? I would like to go back to spend the rest of my life in such an
over-social pattern of life and the communal way of life we were used to.

Abdelwahid Mohammed, from the Darfurian ethnic community, believed that being cut off from
the culture in which you were raised and by which you were shaped, as well as living in a
household where your children have a different culture, and values intensifies the feeling of

nostalgia.

Let me be honest here: [ wish I could go back and spend the rest of my life
in the environment where I was born, grew up, and was raised within the
culture I know and can feel. This is not possible due to the fact that I have
children who are Australians rather than Sudanese. And from my own
experience, I can tell you this is not something easy because I keep testing
the conflict of cultures on a daily basis. I feel I have no control over my
children, because they grew up in a different culture and rules. In sum, we
live the conflict of values, if that makes sense.

Habib George, from the Coptic community, believed that aging and social connection have a

significant role in triggering the feeling of wanting to return back to where he came from.

It is something you miss here, and you sense it when you are living around
people you know and the environment you are familiar with. Many times,
I think of returning home, especially when I am at retirement age: I am
now 72 years old and have no mortgage debt, and my children now are
independent and have their own families. I feel like I want to go back and
enjoy the social connection at this stage of my life, the way I used to live
it back then. A couple of days ago, I was talking to my wife, and I said,
“Why don’t we divide our staying between Australia and Sudan; six
months here and the rest there?” It will be good if we do that. If this
happens, it will be something really good. I have lifelong friends and
memories about the places and events I used to be part of.

To Najeeb Yohana, from the Coptic community, these strong bonds with the homeland were

reflected in endless memories and nostalgia:

I have historical bonds linking me to my people in Sudan. They are very
strong ties, and I cannot even imagine they won’t be there at any moment
of my life. I am part of this land and part of its people. Let me tell you this:
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I have two wishes I keep close and dear. The first one is to visit Sudan and
prostrate myself on the airport, putting my forehead against its tarmac. The
second wish is to go and visit the graves of my mother and father where
they rest in peace. This is to give you just a glimpse of what home means
to us — fact that home lives in us; it is something you can’t get rid of.

This study also investigated belonging as another aspect of integration (Esser, 2001). Like
integration, belonging is an ambiguous concept due to its abstract nature and the various
dimensions that constitute belonging at the practical level. According to Yuval-Davis (2006),
belonging is an emotional affiliation reflecting the needs of individuals and collective groups for
recognition, attachment and security within a given society. This emotion, as Svasek (2013) points
out, has to be seen as a dynamic process by which migrants sense and interpret changes in the
world and in their location through mobility. In this regard, Sudanese migrants are not exceptional
in their feelings towards their adopted country and their homeland. However, the participants’
responses were varied. The majority demonstrated a willingness to feel a dual belonging. However,
a considerable number of the participants found it uneasy to compromise their loyalty to their
homeland; this was particularly true for those who had been categorised as political activists, as

their responses show.

Emad Hassan was a political activist who had been compelled to leave Sudan after he had been
subjected to torture and persecution. He admitted that the circumstances that had pushed him to
leave Sudan left him in a position of in-betweenness and significantly affected his sense of

belonging.

Let me be honest with you, I feel torn, and I feel the conflict of such
belonging. As you know, I left Sudan in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
like a hundred thousand Sudanese people after we had been persecuted
and subjected to torture and atrocities by the Islamist regime. At the time
of our arrival to Australia, the idea of resettling and staying for good
wasn’t on the radar at all. The idea was, “We are here for a temporary
period of time until things get better back home, then we can go and
resume our life.”” However, many things have happened, and many
changes have taken place since then. The internal conflict never stopped.
The same early idea of returning after my economic situation improves
still plays in my mind. However, on the other hand, the question of what I
am going to do there in a dysfunctional country while I have everything
here in terms of a good and comfortable life is still popping up.
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To Ahmed Sulieman, belonging can come out of an expression of gratitude for the welcome that
Australia has shown towards Sudanese migrants. Further, he believed that as long as the Australian
constitution acknowledges dual citizenship, belonging in Australia is not in conflict with his

belonging to his homeland.

The social and economic support I have got here is so helpful. As a legal
practitioner by training, I know the Australian law permits dual
citizenship. Hence, there is no conflict, given that the two countries are not
neighbours and there will be no conflict of interest.

Amjad Kamal, from the Coptic community, believed that the constitutional rights that Australian

citizenship gives to migrants has to be met with loyalty and sense of belonging.

We used to take belongingness for granted back home. But it is not like
that. It is a give and take, that is what gives it a value. Australia is a country
of law and order. That means you have rights and duties you have to meet
as a citizen. You feel you are treated equally and with fairness; that is what
makes you feel you belong to this country. I can’t say there is no racism
or discrimination, this is happening everywhere in the world, and it is part
of human beings’ nature. But law here doesn’t discriminate against you,
and this is the core of justice. This fair treatment gives you a feeling of
safety and security, and this is actually what you want from your country.

Habib George believed that how the host country treats migrants can be a decisive factor in whether
they feel they belong or not. Reflecting on his own lived experience as a migrant in Australia, he

asserted that Sudanese migrants have been welcomed and treated with fairness and respect.

To a great degree I can say yes, | belong to Australia, due to many things:
first of all, I didn’t feel discrimination the way people are talking about it.
I don’t mean it is not there, but I can say it is not “harmful”, if that makes
sense. At the beginning, I wasn’t happy when I was told I would have to
sit for an exam to get my qualifications as a medical doctor recognised,
given that other doctors from South Africa and Singapore are exempt from
such an exam. However, when I sat the exam and passed the assessment
and got a license as a general practitioner, | realised that this is just rules
and regulations rather than anything else. Again, just to make it clear; |
don’t say there is no discrimination at all, but I think that even if it exists,
it is harmless. In sum, there is a sense of fairness and justice that makes
people feel dignified.
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To Kodi Anan, belonging to Australia is an inevitable process a one cannot avoid while living in
and interacting with the dominant culture. Hence, he believed that Sudanese migrants should have

to adapt themselves when they move out of their country to start a new life somewhere else.

Belonging to Australia became part of oneself as long as you live here,
interacting and practicing your normal daily life. It is something you
cannot avoid or deny. Look, once you leave your country, it is important
to adapt yourself to match the new way of the country you are going to
settle in.

For some participants, belonging can take different trajectories that could intersect with the white
Australian identity. Moreover, seeking belonging and affiliation in the origins of Australia as a
country belongs first and foremost to the Aboriginal people. Adil Hassan, from the Sudanese
Conference Party, believed that adopting an Australian First Nations identity had a significant

impact on his belonging to Australia.

From the moment I thought about moving and living in Australia, [ was
very aware about the identity issues. That is why, when I arrived, I decided
to go to the tents of Aboriginal people near the parliament building and
participated in a smoking to baptise myself with this land. I believe in
genealogy and all these kinds of things, and because Australia is the land
of Aboriginal people, the black people, I feel I belong here, and I consider
it the land of my ancestors, an idea that works to overcome the Anglo-
Saxon influence. Not just that, but I went further to create a newspaper
named [ Yarra-Nile Newspaper], linking the two sacred rivers in Sudan and
Australia, reflecting on the symbolic meaning of water in terms of life and
wellbeing. Linking these two sacred symbols seems like the birth of a new
identity. In sum, I have no regret about being here and adopting Australia
as a new home.

Najat Al-Mahdi, a feminist and intellectual activist, noted that it took her a long time to feel she
belongs to Australia, because she did not feel that the language used by the media speaks to her or
addresses her issues. She only started to feel she belonged when she started to recognise aspects

of non-white Australia’s identity.

I related myself to the history of the Aboriginal people of Australia, the
history of colonialism and struggle, the issues of social justice that
confront the refugees and migrants; this is what I can relate to. These
narratives of “troubled” Australia make me more connected to Australia
as a Sudanese-Australian. This is what empowers me, because to me,
identity is about challenging, not just sitting and receiving.
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8.6 Social status in Sudan and its impacts on migrants in Australia

This study examines the disparities in social and economic status among the Sudanese migrants in
Australia and their impacts on the integration process. This chapter discusses to what extent
privileges and disadvantages back home have influenced the lived experiences of each group. The
study touched on the topic in Chapter Six when discussing the lived experiences of the self-
identified liberal women by mentioning their social class and the influence it has in shaping their
socio-political attitudes and individual characteristics. The following section will go further to
highlight the extent to which the advantages and disadvantages in quality of education and skills
have affected the integration of Sudanese migrants in Australia. The participants’ responses varied

significantly and reflected different perspectives.

Suzan Mubarak believed that coming from a privileged background could have significant impacts
on the degree to which individual migrants integrate, based on their language proficiency and job

opportunities, compared with the those who been disadvantaged back home.

I came to Australia with fluent English and competitive work skills. That
is why I got a decent job within a year of arriving, even before having
enough time to integrate. I had been in touch with the white culture even
before coming to Australia due to my education in foreign schools; hence,
I know how to communicate and interact with them. Besides that, I come
from a family that does not discriminate between males and females; that
is why I was so confident when I came here, because I know that I can
achieve equally the same way my husband can do. At the same time, to
come from a marginalised group in Sudan, that could probably end up in
you coming to Australia by boat or through the refugee scheme, but in my
case, the story is different: I have got the privilege of a quality education
and a comfortable life and the means to choose the way to immigrate and
organise my life here. In comparison, those who are not privileged and
come from a disadvantaged group find it harder to settle.

Najeeb Yohana reflected on his own lived experience as a highly educated Sudanese migrant when

he came to Australia and how this situation affected his integration process in Australia.

I had my master’s and PhD degrees from the University of Khartoum, a
prestigious university built and designed by the British colonisers. I am a
federal government employee in Australia, so all my workday [ was using
English and involved with what was happening in Australia due to my
position as a senior government employee.
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Adil Hassan, from the Sudanese Conference Party, believed that quality education in the
homeland, in which English was the language of teaching and the curriculum was based on that of
Anglo-Saxon systems, offered a good environment where he could learn Western culture and gain

a sense of familiarity towards it even before he moved to Australia and began to live within it.

Personally, I studied at Khartoum University’s School of Economy. I
studied in English, and my lecturers were from England, Pakistan, and
India. And there was an American lecturer teaching marketing. As you can
see, the whole environment is designed to reinvent the way you think and
the culture you adopt. That is why I think those who happened to study at
Khartoum University feel no problem integrating [into Australian society]
due to their mastery of the English language and the affiliation they
developed as a result of the influence of the Anglo-Saxon curriculum. If
you remember, during high school, we used to read classic books in the
English literature, like Arms and the Man, Flowers for Miss Harris, and
Great Expectations; and the last I think related to events that had happened
in Australia. As you can see, the way of schooling at that time created
strong affiliations and attractions and developed a sense of fascination
with life in the West. I have had that feeling ever since, and it became a
dream to go and live in Britain.

For some participants, homeland privilege was not always a formula for success and integration in
host countries. Instead, they considered that disadvantaged groups could be more motivated to
achieve in diaspora than those who had happened to be privileged in their homeland. Najat Al-
Mahdi was among those who believed that privilege back home is not necessarily expressed in
success of settlement and integration in host countries. Instead, she believed migrants need to have

some specific qualities:

I think those who show a desire to integrate are more willing to embrace
new ideas and new values than others. They are risk-takers, and this is not
something easy. Even me, although I consider myself a liberal woman,
there is always a sense of fearing to lose who I am. In this regard, I think
those who dare are more bold and more courageous to be part of the new
life they chose. I was about to say, “mastering the language”, but no, that
is not accurate, because I know that for some people, the language wasn’t
a barrier for them to integrate; they learnt it much later, but nevertheless,
they were more open to change.
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She went on to challenge the prevailing idea that disadvantaged migrants are slower and less able
to integrate compared with privileged migrants. She thought that coming from a privileged group

back home could actually make an individual more reluctant to integrate:

I noticed that people who came from rural areas, especially those who are
minorities are more open to change. Part of it is because they escaped
oppression, and to them, this is the place where you can create your own
identity. They are keener to relate to the mainstream of Australia. They
draw on what it has been called the “Australian dream”, where people
search for a better job and better education and want to enjoy life the way
it has to be. Meanwhile, I noticed that people who came from an urban
background have shown some resistance to integrating. I think because
they came from a privileged background, hence, they don’t feel they need
to change. It seems like they convinced themselves that they are here to
make more money and get a good education and have a good life, nothing
much more than that. They don’t want to answer any questions about
identity. They feel the identity they related to is fine and complete and
cool.

Yousra Mubarak believed that coming from a privileged social background back in Sudan is not
automatically an advantage in the host country due to changes in perceptions of social strata and
racism in Australia.

No, I cannot see that any advantage here comes from our privilege back

home. This could have an impact in Sudan, but here we are all black. We

are all struggling to overcome the structural racism and the systemic
exclusion as migrants.

8.7 Racism and discrimination in Australia

Many participants mentioned racism, whether in Sudan or Australia, in their responses. Racism
was raised most frequently by those who belonged to ethnic minorities back home; a considerable
number of liberal women also raised the issue of structural and interpersonal racism back home
and its negative impact on their intra-relationships in Australia. Furthermore, many of the
participants stated that they had been subjected to direct or indirect racism in Australia, due to their
skin-colour or to other aspects of their appearance marking them as “others”. This highlights the
issue of visibility and invisibility and the way they are intertwined in the Australian multicultural

system, as one of the participants asserted. Although a considerable number of the participants
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showed a certain degree of satisfaction towards the way they have been treated in Australia and
how Australian multicultural policies seem to be effective in reducing discrimination and bridging
the gap between the mainstream and the minorities, other participants pointed out discriminative
and racist attitudes and the tendency for some in the dominant culture to characterise them as
“eternal migrants” or “others”. This attitude, as Esser (2010) argues, could encourage migrants to
resent any attempt at integration and instead prompt them to create and maintain ethnic boundaries

in Australia.

Kodi Anan believed that the way migrants have been defined in Australia, with hyphenation,
indicates exclusivity, and is a sign of racism. He thought that being given citizenship and a national

passport is not enough to make someone a member of a society.

Though you are an Australian citizen and hold an Australian passport,
nevertheless, you are still defined with hyphenation in a way designed to
remind you that you are “other” .... To be integrated in a society, first you
have to be accepted. If you are not accepted then you can’t integrate,
because you will be singled out as “other”. For example, as a black person,
I always feel the system treating me as a visible person, not invisible, by
which I mean that the system treats me as a different type of person....
Although I can’t say everyone is a racist, because this wrong, as a black
person wherever I go I am confronted by discrimination. It is obvious that
this discriminative behaviour is related to my skin-colour, which singles
us out as visible. That is why I say: it is too black to be white! Or it is too
white to be black!

To Gada Awad, despite the fact that belonging to Australia is expressed in every aspect of an
individual’s daily life, sometimes there are moments when one feels as though they have been
treated as a guest or a stranger, with a hint of “otherness” in the gaze of the people from the

mainstream.

The guest feeling comes when you experience the “otherness” gaze in a
place full of white Australians, accompanied with discriminatory and
resentful staring. The lost feeling has much to do with the labeling and
stereotyping that are meant to put you in a certain box, regardless of who
you are or what attitude you stand for. For example, being a Muslim
woman is enough to put you in one of those boxes, even when you have
shown liberal attitudes and have that history of women’s rights and gender
activism back home. This is when you feel frustrated, and really caught in
the middle. You feel like an outsider in both contexts, here and back home.
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Najat Al-mahadi believed that being relegated from being in the mainstream back home to being
a minority in Australia is an interesting experience, and migrants can compare how they used to
feel about life with how they feel in their current situation, in which a new awareness and
knowledge have emerged. Someone coming from a privileged class back home might start to
realise what it means to be deprived as a minority and to what extent this situation has affected

their whole life.

As you know, I am a woman. However, when you are part of the dominant
culture in Sudan, there are many women’s issues you have never paid
attention to before, and you think this is “natural”. But when I came to
Australia, [ started to see and feel these things in a deferent way...being a
minority in Australia helped me to build awareness about many things I
used to take for granted the privilege I used to enjoy as someone from the
mainstream, compared with the pain the minorities back home have been
going through. You start to realise the open doors you used to get due to
the privilege you have and the doors that shut in the faces of those from
the minority groups, and to what extent you have been lucky.

Yousif Ali believed that racism is rife in Australia, and something to which he had been subjected
on different occasions. Yousif stated that being confronted with racism in Australia for the first
time in his life had been a turning point. The experience encouraged him to think about racism
conceptually to get a better understanding of it.

I have been subjected to racism and discrimination constantly in my work.

This is something that sucks. No matter how you try to overcome this

negative attitude, it has the ability to affect your morale and reduce your

self-confidence.... I started to pay more attention to racism. It was not an

issue to me back in Sudan. I experienced it here firsthand, and it caused

me suffering. This new situation encouraged me to dig deeply into the

history of racism and the suffering of Black Americans and their history

of struggle. Even identity-wise, I started to see myself more African than
before, and I adopted Africanism as a way of life.

Yousra Mubarak believed that the coexistence Australia enjoys has been achieved by the will of
the migrants who have looked desperately for the stable and peaceful life that couldn’t be found
in their homelands. She didn’t believe that the Australian multicultural system has been helpful in
this regard. She believed that her experience as a musician has been affected to some degree by

the influence of white Anglo-Saxons on the music industry.
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The Australian political system is based on racism and exclusion, and I
don’t think it plays any positive role to achieve any level of coexistence.
What you see here has been achieved by the will of the people who came
here to have some stability and live in peace after they left their countries
for different reasons.... Another thing is the negative impact of the
Australian system with its structural racism, discrimination, and exclusion,
which has kept us struggling on a daily basis to get our basic rights and
live with dignity.

Adil Hassan believed that the existence of racism in Australia is not e a reason not to belong if one
has a sense of identity and skills for dealing with racist behaviours.

Even racism that might deter some migrants from admitting their

Australian affiliation doesn’t affect me. I have got that sense of resilience

protecting me from such feelings. It is important to know who you are and
where you come from.

Ahmed Balga, from the Nouba Mountains community, considered that Australia’s multicultural
policies are mainly focused on the celebration side of integration, rather than bridging the cultural
gap and building mutual understanding.

I think the Australian government does not show any serious efforts to

help migrants integrate. You only get two or three sessions about the

Australian way of life besides limited hours in English. I think there is a

problem with multicultural policy. It is all about performative culture

rather than cultural exchange for better understanding and true integration.

Probably the language barrier influences this trend of a performative way

of presenting our culture. If we speak good English, we may be able to
show a better contribution in different aspects.

8.8 Communal values versus individuality and liberalism

The participants’ responses indicate that Australian liberal and individual values often contradict
the communal, traditional, and conservative values and way of life of the Sudanese migrants.
Although responses varied, the majority of participants believed that Australian liberal values,
particularly those concerning child-rearing and women’s rights, have caused social anxiety and
discomfort within the wider Sudanese community. These feelings of discomfort and anxiety are

consequences of ‘“acculturation distress” due to the effects of adjusting physically and
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psychologically in a new culture (Milner & Khawaja, 2010). The influence of the dominant culture
has significant impacts on the psyche of any group of new migrants. The interviews in this study
clearly show Sudanese migrants’ struggles to adapt to Australian liberal values in terms of
individual freedom, religious freedom, women’s rights, and children’s rights. This section
discusses the participants’ perspectives and what mechanisms they have used to overcome
acculturation distress and how they have attempted to fit in and feel reasonably comfortable in

their new environment.

Emad Hassan spoke of concerns regarding individuality and individual freedom as salient markers
of Australian identity, and their impacts on the second generation, noting that these effects

intensified his desire to eventually return to Sudan.

There is a fear that I started to feel when I saw my children growing up.
As you know, Australia is a free country, and the system encourages
individuality at an early age. Definitely, this attitude has a positive side for
one’s personality; however, it also has a negative side, if children misuse
and abuse this individuality. This is where my concerns come from. I could
be wrong and misinformed, but still I think they are genuine and reflect
where I came from and what culture I was born and grew up within. I
think, and based on many people’s experiences around me, coming to the
middle always works well. Hence, I feel obliged to direct them until they
become adults, and then they can decide for themselves. Until that time, [
will do my best to link them to their parents’ culture, and this is what I did,
actually, by taking them and spending a couple of years there to get them
familiar with the culture, people, and the way of life. In sum, the conflict
has always existed and keeps reflecting itself in different ways all the time.

Ahmed Sulieman believed that getting along with the Australian liberal values can be a factor in

achieving integration without feeling disconnected from one’s original community and homeland.

First of all, the Australian way of life suits my life principles. I defend and
support liberal life and human rights. Everyone has the right to do
whatever he wants as long as his behaviour is not going to harm someone
else. If you want to go to the bar, then go to the bar. If you want to go to
the mosque, go to the mosque. If you want to lose yourself and wander
aimlessly in the streets, just go and do it. Having said that, it is important
to say, I am still connecting myself to my people back home, using social
media on a daily basis, talking to my family and friends.

He went on to criticise the community’s inherent fear based on assumptions that their children will

lose their identities by exposing themselves to liberal and individual values.
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In some cases, intentionally or unintentionally, they work to distance their
children from the mainstream under the pretext that the society is corrupt,
and by saying that they usually judge boyfriend/girlfriend relationships or
lesbian/gay relationships, although those kinds of relationships exist in any
society. So, instead of escaping these situations, they should step up and
face them. They should learn not to be afraid of mainstream culture. They
have to be realistic and embrace it and try within it to find the best way to
raise their children, instead of injecting and projecting their fear on their
children, only to realise later that the children don’t know how to belong
to either his family or the mainstream.

Suzan Zakaria claimed that conservative Sudanese women in misinterpret gender equity and
women’s empowerment in an attempt to blur their inferior status within the social hierarchy.
Further, she argued that their expectations of their children who were born and have grown up in

Australia reflect their fear and confusion towards Australian liberal values.

Most of the women in the wider Sudanese community are programed to
the extent that they believe being beaten by their husband is acceptable,
and not leaving the house without permission from their husband is
acceptable. Not just that — I will tell you something thing: some of my
women friends say to me that the Australian government encourages
women to separate from their husbands. They came to this conclusion
because the government gives them shelter and support in cases of
domestic violence. They don’t see it from a different perspective, and this
is what I mean by saying they are programmed. They have a fear of
anything Australian. It is very weird. For example, you find that the
children of Sudanese families speak fluent English, while their parents
have broken English; nevertheless, they are fine with that. Also, at the
same time they don’t want their children to choose or belong to the
Australian culture; they want them to be Sudanese. I think this fear is
preventing them from integrating into the wider Australian society.

Homesickness, cultural conflict, and intergenerational tension were Abdelwahid Mohammed’s
main concerns when he came to reflect on his lived experiences. “The negative side is that I found
myself cut off from my culture and way of life; besides, I have no control over my children,

because they grew up in a different culture and with different rules.”.

Habib George believed that having a successful life and a strong sense of integration might not

erase or reduce nostalgia for the homeland, especially when cultural disparities are not bridgeable.
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To him, “lack of communal life, loneliness, being away from home, and social distancing” have

been the most difficult part of his lived experience as a migrant.

Gada Awad felt that people’s social background back in Sudan can have a significant impact on
their integration in Australia and the extent to which they can reconcile with Australian liberal

values.

The matter depends on where you come from. Bear in mind that Sudan
itself is a hugely diverse country. In my opinion, the more you come from
an urban and open-minded background, the more you are willing to
integrate naturally here. I say that because, although I am very keen to hold
dear my cultural background, this attitude never prevented me from living
in Australia and enjoying the Australian part of me on a daily basis.
However, for those who stick with their own culture and refuse to interact,
usually they have their religious, social, and cultural prejudices. The two
identities overlap based on my dynamic life and the ongoing dialectic and
constant reflection I do through my diasporic journey and traveling to and
from the homeland. Due to the maturity of my age and my lived
experience, I can reflect on my own life and start to see things from
different perspectives, especially the sensitive issues related to religion,
gender, and political attitudes. You start to realise that it is not necessary
to do things collectively, as people used to back home: you are now an
individual and whatever decision you take represents who you are.

Najat Al-Mahadi believed that the indifference most of the Sudanese migrants show towards

integration has much to do with their discomfort towards the Australian way of life.

I think they feel comfortable with the space they created here or the sub-
identity they invented as Sudanese living in Australia, which I can define
as Sudanese-Australians. I think they are very aware of this impact; not
just that, but I think, to some degree, they bet on it. They want to raise their
children according to Sudanese values and prevent them as much as they
can from developing mainstream characteristics — not to say, “Australian
identity”, because the latter is a bit vague to me. In sum, based on what
mainstream qualities their children have, such as the language and a
culture of competitiveness, they want them to achieve economic success,
not to adopt the mainstream culture and values.

Isam Nour, from the Umma Political Party, believed that the uncompromising attitudes of
Sudanese migrant families towards the Australian dominant values and their insistence on

confining themselves to their own cultural values could have negative consequences in the future.
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There is disconnection between families and their children, particularly
teenagers, from what I can see. I attributed this attitude to the cultural gap
that has started to widen between the first and the second generations. The
reason behind that, from my own perspective, is the nomadic stubbornness
and the lack of compromise to bring some mutual understanding between
those families and their children. Thus, there are two outcomes from what
I can see. The first is that children will play it down until they became
adult and then disconnect themselves from their families and the wider
Sudanese community. The second is worse, and this is when we succeeded
in injecting our own fears from the mainstream into those children and
nurturing them to the degree that they become weak and vulnerable.

8.9 Discussion

This chapter has explored the ways that Sudanese migrants in Australia have opted to deal with
their situation as migrants and what compromises they have come up with to fit in, on one hand,
and to maintain their socio-cultural characteristics, on the other. Further, the chapter has
investigated the challenges and confrontations the dominant culture has posed to migrants,
particularly the Australian liberal and individual values, which, according to the study participants,
Sudanese migrants see as conflicting with the communal values and traditional customs of the
homeland. These results can be further clarified by investigating the meaning of integration in this

context.

The forms that integration can take differ from one country to another. In some cases, it can be
designed to incorporate migrant groups into the mainstream way of life and values through the
process of acculturation. In this regard, and according to Sheffer (2013), integration will be a two-
way process of accommodation, in which the two parties influence each other, albeit not
necessarily in equal way; this process affects the original traits of both cultures. To Ager and Strang
(2004), integration stands on three pillars: public outcome, in which job opportunities, health, and
education are provided; social connection, reflecting the ability of migrants to build and maintain
social intra-relationships and interrelationships with the wider community; and personal
competencies in developing language proficiency, familiarity with the mainstream culture, and life

stability.

This is how the concept is conceived theoretically. However, how have the Sudanese migrants

interpreted it cognitively and how have they felt and lived it in their daily lives? The participants’
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responses reflected diverse understanding of, and multi-layers of meaning to, the concept. For
some of them, job opportunities have brought some sense of belonging that made settling and
starting a new life possible, whether in a professional sector or a small business. It is noteworthy
that most of those who emphasised the importance of job opportunities were skilled professionals
and highly educated, regardless of gender. Getting a job creates chances to reach out and interact
with people from different cultural backgrounds, including the mainstream, as many responses

suggested.

Building families in Australia is another factor the participants believed affected their integration
and sense of belonging to Australia. In this regard, marriage and starting a family can be a pathway
to integration by forming roots in the adopted country (Ullah & Kumpoh, 2019). Coming to
Australia in adulthood and working to adapt in such a new socio-cultural environment pushed most
of the participants to intensify the relationships with their homeland in a search for belongingness.
For many participants, creating a nuclear family in Australia has worked to influence their

relationship with Australia and help to balance the affiliation between the two countries.

However, this step has two aspects: on the one hand, working hard to get a stable job, and planning
for a permanent stay. Paying more attention to adaptation and getting along with some values of
the dominant culture has increased with the addition of children to their families. However, having
children in Australia raised concerns with some participants, who showed discomfort towards
Australian liberal values and the way they conflicted with the participants’ cultural values,
particularly in the way they nurtured and disciplined children. To them, what has been called
“children’s rights” in Australian comes at the expense of their authority as parents. Fear of the
influence of the dominant culture underlies why Sudanese migrants prefer to stay invisible, as
many participants said. However, those who tended to be open to dialectical interaction with
Australian liberal values, raising and nurturing their children in such a different culture has been a
challenge that keeps them constantly revising the way they interact in turn with their children, who
have been enculturated into the dominant culture, a situation that has increased their sense of

belonging to Australia.

The conflict of cultures between the wider Sudanese community and Australian liberal values
extends beyond the nuclear family’s intra-relationships to touch the feasibility of living and

resettling in an environment that endlessly challenges to one’s way of life and established values.
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Most of the participants expressed their discomfort with the “unfamiliar” individual life they now
live, compared to the communal way of life from which they came. The fear of loneliness and lack
of socialisation dominated most of the participants’ responses. Although the responses in this
regard varied to some extent, virtually all of them expressed nostalgia for the communal life in
Sudan. This challenge comes from the fact that, as Karla and Khawaja (2010, p. 23) argue, “[i]n
Australian culture, the person is seen as a self-contained unit, independent of others. This view is
not shared by the Sudanese who, as a collectivist society, view the individual as part of a family
or community”. The reason behind this collectivity lies in the fact that Sudan in general is a
premodern country, despite the pockets of urbanisation created by the British colonisers before
independence in 1956. The social pattern persists where extended families, clans, ethnic
gatherings, communal life, and total submission of individuals to societal authority as represented
in family, clan, and ethnic hierarchy are the norm. In this regard, the lack of the social support the
extended family provided in the homeland causes a sense of loss and feelings of displacement
(Simich, Estec & Hamilton, 2010).

Given the context of communal life in Sudan, migrants have never experienced individuality as a
pattern of life before moving to Western countries. This situation has created a feeling of in-
betweenness, in which the feeling of “living here and still there” prevails among the Sudanese
migrants, as the findings of this study suggested. The desire to return home is the most salient
aspect of such a feeling of in-betweenness. Safran (1991) argues that migrants’ looming idea of
returning to their homeland is a myth, resembling in a theological way the Second Coming or
afterlife. Nevertheless, while it does not necessarily mean that they prepare themselves for actual
departure, in fact it is a defense mechanism they use to overcome the attitudes of exclusion and
marginalisation they experience in host countries. Most of the participants expressed a yearning
for social life and reconnecting to the way of life back home. For some, the barriers to returning
to the homeland are the family they created in Australia, and the social insecurity and political
instability back in Sudan. They also spoke of now feeling connected to and having a meaningful
life in Australia in terms of job opportunities, quality education, and small-business opportunities.
However, the question of what to do in old age, when their children are adults, still looms as an
important concern. The answer for many of them is to return back to the homeland to enjoy the

social life they miss in Australia.
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The findings suggest that the ways the Sudanese migrants belong to Australia take different forms.
In general, the participants agreed that they had a sense of belonging to Australia, although this
might take different approaches. For some, the welcome and support Australians have shown has
a significant role in their feeling of belonging to Australia. In this regard, belonging can be
interpreted as gratitude, as some responses expressed. The equal rights professed in the Australian
constitution and reflected in law and order played a significant role in some participants feeling
they belonged to Australia. One of the participants noted that for those who had been naturalised
as Australian citizens, belonging was an obligation rather than a choice. As Parker (1928) wrote,
belonging is an unavoidable destiny when people decide to move out of their environment to live
within a different culture and subject themselves to the influence of the dominant way of life in a
daily basis: “One of the consequences of migration is to create a situation in which the same
individual-who may or may not be a mixed blood-finds himself striving to live in two diverse
cultural groups (p. 881).” The importance of Parker’s theoretical contribution comes from the fact
that he pioneered an exploration of the phenomenon whereas migrants feel caught in the middle,
coining it “the marginal man”. This situation, as one of the participants said, is inevitable and it
needs to be acknowledged and accepted through a smooth process of adaptation. However, not
every participant was willing to accept the white Australian dominant culture as the only form of
belonging. For those participants, the dominant culture did not represent or speak to them. They
only felt they belonged in Australia when they connected themselves to the Aboriginal people and

diverse Australia, the “trouble” Australia, as one of the participants described.

To what extent privilege in the homeland can be converted into advantage in the host country is
one of the areas this chapter highlighted. Quality education and skilled professions are indicators
of class disparities and social injustice in Sudan. Usually those who belong to the middle and
upper-middle classes in the urban areas have better chances to access quality healthcare, education,
and job opportunities than those who live in the peripheries of the country. English proficiency is
one of the areas reserved to those who study at an early age in prestigious English-language private
schools and colleges, while those public schools and universities mainly study in Arabic. The
participants who considered themselves lucky enough to have a quality education and skilled
professions before coming to Australia acknowledged that their English proficiency and

professional skills helped them to settle and adapt faster than they had expected. The reason behind
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that, as some of them said, had much to do with their familiarity with the Western values and
culture to which they had been exposed through Western-based education and work environments.
However, these advantages do not necessarily result in faster integration than that experienced by
less-advantaged Sudanese migrants. On the contrary, the responses from participants from ethnic
groups in the previous chapters, who in fact represent the majority of disadvantaged Sudanese
migrants, show that they found in Australia a second chance to reestablish their life and to benefit
from opportunities in education and skills development of which they had been deprived in Sudan.
“When you live in deprivation most of your life, you’ve got nothing to lose when you try something

new that might change your life for the better,” one of the participants commented.

Racism and discrimination intentionally deprive individuals and groups of their human rights and
dignity (Olagookun, 2018). These attitudes as directed against the Aboriginal people and migrant
minorities have been addressed widely in the Australian media and academic papers. As
Olagookun (2018, p. 19) argues,

despite Australia having a stronger human rights culture, racial
vilification and discrimination in education and social domains remain
subtle and complicated in discourses where inclusion is negotiated. The
levels of systemic discrimination, which refers to a structural practice of
limited representation of a minority group in industry, are almost farcical.

Many scholars consider racism and discrimination to be systemic in Australia, and they attribute
that to the influence of the “doomed” White Australian Policy. As Hage (2012) argues, despite the
fact that Australia has been one of the most diverse countries in the world due to its shift from the
White Australian Policy to multiculturalism, it is still Eurocentric in many aspects of its identity.
The insistence of using Anglo-Saxon values and culture as a yardstick to measure what is
Australian and who is a “true” Australian creates a great deal of misunderstanding and a simplistic
perception of minorities. As Gatt (2011) argues, the unsubstantiated fear of difference is fed by
the right-wing media. This attitude has hindered the process of integration in many ways and
encouraged many migrants to create closed communities and stay invisible. The Sudanese
migrants in Australia are not exceptional in this regard. Despite the fact that most of them have
shown gratefulness and appreciation to the welcomeness Australia has shown in receiving them,
throughout this study, however, there are a considerable number of them never felt shy to reflect

their discomfort and frustration towards the racism and discrimination they have been subjected to
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in different forms throughout their lived experiences since their coming to Australia. Addressing
racism by the Sudanese migrants is not devoid of peculiarity given the fact that racism and
discrimination are entrenched attitude-behaviour and one of the most root causes of its constant
civil wars and political instability since the country independence in 1956. For those, who already
been subjected to racism and discrimination back in Sudan, the matter is often painful and
frustrating. They thought by moving to a more liberal and equal society they would no longer
suffer. However, to their dismay they have been found themselves visible and picked on based on
their skin-colour, as one of the participants vented his frustration by saying; ‘obviously, it is too

black to be white in Australia’.

Sudanese migrants from the dominant culture reported mixed feelings of anger, perplexity, and
contemplation in response to racism and discrimination. The majority believed that racism in
Australia expresses itself in a form of systemic discrimination that takes energy to deal with and
overcome it, as one of the participants commented. Interestingly, some of them found that the
experience of being a minority for the first time, despite the pain they felt at the racism to which
had have been subjected, inspired in them deep reflection and ethical questions, like: “What does
it mean to be privileged back in Sudan?” and “How did you used to see and deal with those who

were disadvantaged and less fortunate compared to you?”, as one of the participants put it.

If integration is the willingness of migrants to voluntarily adopt some of the values and attitudes
of the dominant culture while maintaining their cultural, social, and political identities (Morwaska
& Wieviorka in Sheffer, 2013), how have Sudanese migrants in Australia dealt with the influence
of the Australian liberal and individual values such as equal rights, women’s rights, religious
freedom, and children’s rights? To what extent are they willing to compromise some of their values
for the sake of integration? The participants’ responses were mixed and reflected at some point
their social backgrounds, marital status, and gender. For most of the married men, it is obvious
that losing control over their children was the most concerning part of confronting Australian
liberal values. Hebbani, Obijiofor, and Bristed (2010, p. 39) attribute this fear to the culture
differences between the Australian and the Sudanese society, in which the Sudanese migrants
“come from a traditionally collectivistic culture with strict gender roles and settle into a culture

that is individualistic with comparatively fluid gender roles.” To overcome this issue, they believed
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that linking their children to the wider Sudanese community, where communal and religious values
dominated, could influence them more than the Australian mainstream, a tendency defined by
Sheffer (2013) as communalism, in which certain diasporas distance themselves by creating their
own socio-cultural boundaries without fully disconnecting themselves from the dominant culture
of the receiving country. However, some of the participants believed these attempts to be worthless
and asserted that they have already caused damage and widened the cultural gap between the first
and the second generations of the Sudanese migrants. However, these perspectives did not take
into consideration “the cultural context of any behaviour including trauma and stress”, as Milner

and Khawaja (2010) argue.

Many of the participants noted that Sudanese migrants tend to regard women’s rights with
suspicion. Although women’s rights have been embraced warmly by the self-identified liberal
women, this has not been the case among the women of the wider Sudanese community. One of
the liberal women participants asserted that more-traditional Sudanese migrant women believe that
the laws and services designed to protect women in Australia against domestic violence are
encouraging family breakup. This attitude can be attributed to the dominance of the patriarchal
structure of the family household and the history of women’s economic and emotional dependency
within the communal norms of Sudanese society (Ibrahim, F., A., 1996). In this regard, as
Hebbani, Obijiofor, and Bristed (2010) write, domestic violence in Sudan has been viewed as a
family issue and that must be dealt with within the wider family. Women are expected to stay in
their marriage for the sake of the children, while in Australia domestic violence is more serious
and has legal consequences against perpetrators. The victims are often advised to leave the home

for their personal safety.

In general, one can argue that Australia’s liberal values and individualistic way of life work in
contradiction with the communal values adopted by the majority of the Sudanese migrants in
Australia, particularly at the collective level. As Sheffer (2013) argues, this stems from the fact
that the community as a diasporic entity is not homogeneous due to the political, social, and
economic heterogeneity of its members’ backgrounds. Amersfoort (2004) writes that the matter is
more complicated than the heterogeneity of the migrants’ community; it also has much to do with

the confronting nature of migration itself, in which migrants create entities to safeguard part of
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their cultures in the first stage of their migration journey. These entities, in his view, tend toward
conservatism, adopting defensive mechanisms and avoiding contact with the outside as much as
possible. However, at the individual level, the matter is different. The community’s maintenance
of their boundaries is not always possible due to some individuals’ desire to reach out and fulfil
their needs and ambitions in being part of the wider Australian society. In this context, the liberal
women can be considered to demonstrate this, based on the interest they have shown in maintaining
and extending their rights beyond the coercive boundaries demarcated by the norms and values of

the wider Sudanese community.

While migrants’ willingness to integrate could depend very much on the reception that their host
countries offer them, many factors have significant roles to play in encouraging or discouraging
the process. In the case of the Sudanese migrants, despite the fact that the majority of respondents
showed a great degree of satisfaction towards the way Australia had welcomed them, their
integration process encountered difficulties. At the collective level, factors like Australian liberal
values and individuality caused discomfort and a tendency towards invisibility. Further, the
intensity of attachment to the homeland and the insistence to be part of its socio-cultural life in an
attempt to ease the feelings of loneliness and cultural differences positioned a considerable number
of them in a situation of in-betweenness. At the individual level, the scene seems a bit different.
Most of the self-identified liberal women found in Australian liberal values a sense of
empowerment and freedom that enhanced their gender identity. The same thing can be said about
some individual men who showed interest in the liberal and individual values of the Australian
society. However, it seems unclear whether the wider Sudanese community in its collective
identity will be able to develop any diasporic identity in the foreseeable future or not. However, at
the individual level, patterns of familiarity with the way of life throughout effective

communication and work environments could hasten the process of integration among them.
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Chapter Nine

Conclusion

9.1 Introduction

This study intended to explore the lived experiences of Sudanese migrants in Australia after more
than two decades of settlement in an attempt to explore whether or not they have been able to
develop a form or forms of diasporic identity (or identities). To do that, the study investigated the
activities of migrants within the Sudanese community in a socio-cultural space established, in
principle, to help migrants maintain their cultural characteristics while they contribute to
Australia’s multicultural society. The study intended to focus on the internal dynamics of the
Sudanese migrant community in Australia through their socio-cultural activities, rather than on
external factors, which mainly reflect the influence of the host countries as the main measurements
of integration and belonging. By choosing an intra-community focus, the study intended to bring
extra dimensions to the issue of immigration and settlement and the challenges associated with
them.

By choosing phenomenology as a research design, by which the participants had the opportunity
to bring up their narratives and reflect on their lived experiences, the study intended to centre
minorities’ voices and a sense of self-representation. Consistent with this approach, a considerable
part of the study reflected the participants’ responses, giving them the chance to interrogate
different topics and cover as many aspects as possible of their lived experiences in Australia
through their socio-cultural activities since their arrival to the country almost 20 years ago, and
examine to what extent these activities influenced their integration process; whether these
activities worked to confine their belonging and loyalties to their homeland or extended them to
include their adopted home as well; and the degree to which such activities and the use of the
community as a socio-cultural space have any impacts in developing any diasporic identity or
identities within the wider Sudanese community, or mainly confined them to lives as a

transnational group that has brought their home abroad.
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9.2 Findings and key issues

Sudanese migrants are some of the most heterogeneous migrant populations in Australia: their
identities revolve around ethnicities as well as their historical and socio-political status in the
homeland. The major sub-categories of the community —the Nuba Mountains and Darfurian ethnic
groups, the Copts, the elite Arab stock, and the more progressive groups, including those self-
identifying as liberal women — remain distinct communities. The multicultural spaces provided by
the Australian government, which celebrate diversity, have been an ideal atmosphere for the
Sudanese migrants from ethnic minorities to continue to identify with their ethnic identities. This
tendency has worked against the wider Sudanese community’s wish to bring the Sudanese
migrants under a wider umbrella that reflects their diversity and heterogeneity. Having said that,
itis likely that any emergence of diasporic identities will evolve around ethnicity and individuality.
The following section will demonstrate the struggles for adaptation and integration in which the
Sudanese migrants have engaged through their lived experiences and the significant factors behind

these struggles, based on the research findings.

9.3 The impacts of political activism

Chapter 4 examined political activism among the Sudanese migrants in Australia. The findings
showed that political activism is very common among them, whether on an individual level or
organisationally. Within this political atmosphere, there are a considerable number of committed
political activists, representing their homelands’ political parties. Many offshoots political parties
have been created in different Australian cities with a homeland-oriented agenda. Participants cited
various perspectives to justify this type of political engagement. However, the way they had been
nurtured and exposed to different political ideologies during their university study were among
their strongest motivations to sustain their commitments to their homelands’ political parties, and
to maintain their contact with and influence on the homelands’ politics. The findings also
suggested that practicing political activism within the wider Sudanese community was a cause of
division and tension, given the fact that the community is already fragmented due to the prolonged

political instability and ethnic tensions in the homeland. The majority of the participants confirmed
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that their political activism is mainly concerned with what is happening in Sudan, rather than with
Australian politics.

In sum, those migrants who engage political activism as an activity within the wider Sudanese
community do so as an instrument to reflect their belonging to their homeland and a way to remain
connected to their political allegiances as “still” being members of their political organisations in
the homeland. This suggests that for Sudanese migrants, political activism in Australia is unlikely
to play a role in the integration process. Instead, it enhances the notion of “we are here but still
there” (Shefer, 2003). Researchers have noted similar attitudes regarding political activism in
Sudanese migrants in the US, Canada, the UK, and Europe (Abu Sharaf, 2002; Baird, 2013;
Wilcock, 2018; Assal, 2006).

9.4 Self-identified liberal women in the wider Sudanese community

Chapter Five shed light on a distinctive group of women within the wider Sudanese community:
those who adopt liberal values and work for women’s rights and gender equality. They are in a
peculiar situation among the Sudanese migrants in Australia, most of whom are conservative and
abide by patriarchal values and gender roles. According to the study findings, the majority of the
liberal women participants came from a bourgeois class and had been privileged with quality
education and the opportunity to practice skilled professions compared to other women of the
community. Despite the fact that they were a minority among the wider Sudanese community
members, they were not relegated to a marginal status or socially suppressed. In fact, their
qualities, in particular their English proficiency, gave them a voice and linked them to the
mainstream institutions concerned with women’s empowerment. The findings also demonstrated
their competition with men for community leadership and the influence they aimed to exert in
relation to women’s rights and women’s liberation, particularly economic liberation, by
encouraging the community women to work, and thus gain independence. The findings showed
their discomfort about the racism, discrimination, stereotyping, and labeling they have encountered
from the Australian mainstream, despite their adherence to the same common values of modern
Australia. The findings showed that most of them found it difficult to fit into the patriarchal

structure of the community or group themselves with its conservative women.
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In sum, their evident adaptation to the Australian way of life and their effective connectivity to
mainstream women’s groups and institutions have given them an advantage in the integration
process compared to their counterparts in the wider Sudanese community. Further, they are likely
to create and develop their own identity if they fail in their attempts to make a significant change

within the community towards reaching out to and greater visibility in the wider Australian society.

9.5 The intra-relationships within the wider Sudanese community

Chapter Seven discussed the intra-relationships of the Sudanese migrants within the wider
Sudanese community, investigating the factors that affected these intra-relationships and that
caused migrants to project, consciously or subconsciously, their social, political, and cultural
interactions in the homeland, whether in harmony or disharmony, onto their experiences in
Australia. The study as a whole has discussed Sudan’s difficulties in creating a consensual national
identity, recognising ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity, and establishing an effective political
system that brings stability and co-existence. The study findings suggest that Sudanese migrants
transfer most of their homelands’ disputes to Australia, a situation has affected their intra-
relationships significantly.

It is obvious that the contested national identity back in Sudan has a significant impact on any
attempt to bring the diverse Sudanese migrants into one Sudanese community that incorporates
the diversity of the country’s people. This contestation has fed the tendency toward identity politics
among the ethnic minorities and encouraged them to break away and create ethnic sub-
communities.

Moreover, the study findings suggested that the history of slavery and discrimination against the
ethnic minorities by the culturally dominant groups has been an obstacle that Sudanese migrants
have failed to overcome to achieve a united community. The findings also suggested that the way
religion has been “used and abused”, as one participant said, as a political ideology, particularly
in the last 30 years, has had a damaging impact at the level of social cohesion and the coexistence
of the Sudanese people, both in Sudan and in the diaspora.

By supporting minorities and providing them with services to maintain and sustain their cultural
characteristics, Australian multiculturalism, which aims to support migrants’ integration into
Australian society, paradoxically reduces the possibility of bringing the various groups of

Sudanese migrants into one wider community. The findings suggested that the awareness that the
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Sudanese ethnic migrants have gained for the first time since their arrival to Australia about the
importance of maintaining and developing their ethnic identities has a decisive role in creating

their ethnic sub-communities.

9.6 The interrelationships between the Sudanese community and the wider Australian
society

Chapter Six explored the interrelationships between the Sudanese community and the wider
Australian society. To do that, the study investigated the way Sudanese migrants use the
community as a socio-cultural space, and whether this space has been used as a bridge to interact
with other Australian ethnic groups or mainly as a closed boundary distancing them from other
groups as well as from the mainstream. The findings proved that the wider Sudanese community
tends to prefer invisibility and has difficulty reaching out to and interacting with the wider
Australian society. The participants offered many reasons for this; in particular, they spoke about
ethnic and political divisions in the homeland, mediocre and overly conservative community
leadership, the language barrier, and cultural differences.

The findings confirmed that the ethnic, religious, and political divisions in Sudan have significant
impacts on community cohesion in Australia, which makes it difficult to come together to solve
any disputed issues. Also, a considerable number of the participants, in particular the self-
identified liberal women, blamed the community leaders for a lack of community integration,
questioning their ability to bridge the gap between them and the wider Australian society.

The participants’ responses indicated that the language barrier is among the main reasons for the
community’s disconnection. Most participants believed that the lack of English proficiency,
whether upon arrival to Australia or now, had a significant impact on their interactions with
Australian institutions and the wider society. The findings also showed that Sudanese migrants
fear the influence of the dominant culture: their concerns about losing their cultural identity or
being subjected to any undesirable change under the influence of the dominant culture makes them
seek invisibility and resent any attempt to compel them to interact with the wider Australian
society.

In contrast to the general Sudanese community, the Sudanese Coptic community is unique in its
willingness to reach out and be part of the wider Australian community. Many key factors have

played a role in this. Their history as long-term migrants in Sudan — more than two hundred years
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of living in Sudan as a minority — has developed their awareness of how to fit in and what kind of
skills they need so as to continue empowering themselves. Quality education and economic power
have always been their strengths, along with their willingness to integrate and be effective
participants in any given situation.

In sum, the Sudanese community, with the exception of the Copic community, a struggle to interact
with the wider Australian society. However, this trend does not necessarily apply to individuals;
for example, many of the participants in this study recounted finding ways of interacting with and

reaching out to the wider Australian society.

9.7 The Sudanese migrants and the integration process

Chapter Eight explored how Sudanese migrants have dealt with integration issues as they have
attempted to establish themselves in a new environment, and what kinds of incentives and concerns
have or have not affected their integration process. Integration, as Sheffer (2013) argues, is a two-
way process by which any two interacting groups have the ability to influence each other, not
necessarily in an equal way. This definition suggests that integration is inevitable once two cultural
groups collide, but it is far from being straightforward. In the Sudanese migrants’ context, the
process has not been smooth or easy for many reasons. The language barrier has a significant
impact on the level of communication and familiarity with the new environment. The findings
confirm that this has pushed the majority of Sudanese migrants to intensify communication with
people in the homeland using social-media technology.

The study findings indicate that parenting is one of the factors that has introduced tension and
confusion among the Sudanese migrants. The majority of the participants found the Australian
liberal way of dealing with children confronting to them as parents and in total conflict with their
traditional values. However, others, particularly the self-identified liberal women, acknowledged
that raising their children with such liberal values has given them the chance to feel that they
belonged to Australia through the constant challenges their children behaviours posed them.

The “threat” of Australian liberal values is not limited to raising children; it is also evident, as the
findings suggested, in Sudanese community members’ concerns about individuality and individual
rights. As a conservative society, Sudanese abide by traditional values and customs. Communalism
and communal values are the salient characteristics of Sudanese society, in which kinship,

extended family, and ethnic and religious relationships bind individuals in societal ties.
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Individuality and individual rights thus act as a threat to their social cohesion, particularly when
they are most in need of communal solidarity — that is, in the diaspora. Considerable numbers of
male and female participants raised their concerns about aging in Australia without being
surrounded by the people they used to know and the culture with which they are familiar. To them,
plans to eventually return to Sudan are very important to their mental health and well-being.

In contrast, many participants felt that getting a job and creating a nuclear family linked them to
Australia in a very effective way.

Many participants viewed racism and discrimination as obstacles in their path to belonging and
integration. They noted that being treated as visible and singled out due to their skin colour or
accent always brought feelings of otherness and being an outsider. Some of the liberal women
participants found that labeling and stereotyping hindered their efforts to belong and integrate as
they wished, despite their appreciation for the rights they enjoyed in Australia as women compared
to Sudan.

In sum, the findings showed that Sudanese migrants’ integration into Australian society has
encountered many difficulties, including the language barrier, culture gaps, culture differences,
racism, and discrimination. These difficulties, combined with differences in class, ethnicity, and
individual personalities, resulted in differences for each participant. However, collectively,
Sudanese migrants are still leaning towards creating closed boundaries and maintaining strong

social, cultural, and political ties with their homeland.

9.8 Insights from the study

Many insights have emerged from the study:

- Contrary to the prevailing notion in Australian academia about the homogeneity of
Sudanese migrants, the study revealed that they are a highly heterogeneous community that
reflects huge ethnic and cultural diversity that accurately mirrors the homeland population.

- At the collective level, the study revealed Sudanese migrants’ struggle to form one broad
community representing all Sudanese migrants as Sudanese. Historical divisions caused by
ethnic, religious, and political tensions have been the most prominent factors in the
persistence of insular sub-communities. As a result, it is hard to imagine any collective

Sudanese diasporic identity, at least in the foreseeable future.
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- It is evident that Sudanese migrants have used the community as a socio-cultural space to
maintain strong political, economic, and social ties with the homeland. Also, despite the
struggles associated with Sudanese migrants’ interrelationship with the wider Australian
society, the findings here are more nuanced regarding the attempts by the liberal women
and the Coptic community, for example, to reach out. Having said that, it is important to
mention that the Sudanese Coptic community is unique in this regard compared to the other
ethnic Sudanese communities.

- Ethnic identity is evolving steadily among most of the ethnic Sudanese migrants, who are
benefiting from the Australian government services and resources provided to minorities.
This trend will likely pave the way towards developing a diasporic identity based on
ethnicity rather than national origin.

- Privileges and advantages in Sudan proved to matter also in Australia. Most of those who
from urban middle and upper-middle classes who received a quality education, particularly
women, have been able to navigate their way through the Australian system better than
others. In this regard, English proficiency, training in a skilled profession, and familiarity
with Western culture have been key factors in a more successful adaptation. However, in
terms of integration the matter seemed ambiguous. In this regard, conservative values
stemming from religious and traditional conventions have a prevailing influence among
the majority Sudanese migrants regardless of their social or class status.

- Many Sudanese migrants consider Australian liberal values and individuality a threat to
their entrenched communal way of life. It is evident that women’s and children’s rights are
among many factors that have pushed the wider Sudanese community to be invisible and
draw boundaries that hamper greater interaction with the wider Australian society.
However, many liberal women and some individuals showed their appreciation for these
values in their integration process.

- Finally, the study revealed that although external factors in migrants’ integration process
and their ability to adapt have received more scholarly attention, internal factors can have

significantly positive or negative impacts as well.

In conclusion, by exploring the lived experiences of Sudanese migrants the way they themselves

have articulated them, the study has been able to gain insights into many issues related to their
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diasporic journey since they arrived in Australia. As I mentioned earlier, the personal and public
are intertwined in this study, as I myself am a Sudanese migrant. Hence, the way the participants
from the wider Sudanese community articulated their lived experiences reflected in one way or
another my personal diasporic journey. Having been able to raise our voices up and represent
ourselves is a liberating feeling that can move us, as migrants, one step away from being “modern
subalterns”!

Also, by investigating the internal factors and their impacts on the Sudanese migrants’
integrational process, the study has brought to light a significant dimension that has always been
underestimated compared to the influence of the external factors (for example, racism,
discrimination, hostility, and the language barrier). The importance of these internal factors reflects
the complexity of the country itself, how this complexity has determined the way its people form
and define themselves in any given situation, and to what extent these determinants influence their
destiny. Having said that, I think it is worthy for any future academic researchers in diaspora
studies to pay more attention to the ethnic and cultural diversities within some migrant
communities and the extent to which such diversities could have significant impacts on their
integration process and issues of conflicted loyalties. The Sudanese migrants in Australia who
participated in this study have proven that the level of ethnic and cultural fragmentations in the
homeland could complicate any attempts at reconciliation or reunification.

Finally, by reflecting on the lived experiences of the Sudanese migrants in Australia, the intention
of the study is twofold. (1) To give the Sudanese migrants a voice to tell their own narratives and
draw on the challenges and confrontations they have been through and the mechanisms they have
come up with to overcome these situations (2) To highlight the diversity of the Sudanese migrants
in terms of ethnicity and beliefs in order to give the Australian policy makers a better understanding
rather than the prevailing assumptions that they are one harmonious group, which has been the

case in the past.

9.9 Limitations of this Study

As acknowledged in the introductory section, there is no evidence to suggest that Sudanese
migrants have been able to develop any kind of diasporic identity (or identities) due to many
reasons have been demonstrated in the research. While this study cannot be said to be statistically

representative for all the Sudanese migrants in Australia, yet it remains a substantial of common
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stories shared by the participants. It is worthy to say that the participants whose lived experiences
I drew on in this thesis were highly capable and knowledgeable communicators. This study works
with only 22 participants of the wider Sudanese community across Australia. As such, the results
can relatively be considered as a general commentary not a complete representation of all Sudanese
migrants in Australia. Besides, the data collected are not expected to remain the same but as at the
time of data gathering, the following data in this study are evidence of their lived experiences in
Australia. In addition, as the participants spend more time in Australia, these experiences are bound
to change even as their circumstances changes.

The study also limits itself to participants from the first generation. By implication, this means that
the participants from the second generation of the Sudanese migrants were not included in this
study despite the fact that their destiny in Australia in away or anther overlapping profoundly with

the first-generation’s diasporic journey.

9.10 Suggestions for further studies

e The challenges associated the second generation of Sudanese migrants in Australia were
outside the scope of this research. Further studies exploring and investigating the
interrelationship of the first and second generations of the wider Sudanese community in

Australia will broaden the understanding of their diasporic journey.

o This research sought to investigate whether or not migrants from the Sudan are developing
a common diaspora identity or not from their own interaction in Australia and their
interaction with the Sudan. A suggestion for further research is that Government
Multicultural offices and service providers that are in contact with peoples of the Sudan
may be asked for their views regarding their integration in Australia, and the health of their
attachment to the Sudan, given the Sudan remains a troubled part of the world. In other
words, an investigation with other bodies needs to investigate which groups from Sudan
have an attachment with Sudan or have disassociated themselves from Sudan based on how

they view their identity before departure and after departure.
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Within the last decade, large numbers of skilled migrants from Sudan have come to
Australia and become part of the wider Sudanese community. The majority are the second
generation of the Sudanese host-workers in the Arab Gulf states who were born and grew
up there. By coming to Australia, they are in the process of experiencing their second
diasporic journey, albeit in a different socio-cultural context. Thus, their intra-relationships
within the wider Sudanese community and the way they try to develop their diasporic

identities merits further academic study.

Finally, the outbreak of the civil war on 15 April 2023 in Khartoum brought war from the
peripheries to the urban centre for the first time. The devastating war has almost destroyed
the capital, the massive economic and political centre of the country. The war shows no
signs of ending; on the contrary, it is spreading widely to reach out to other regions of the
country. This unexpected situation has opened the door to many scenarios that could have
significant impacts on the Sudanese migrants in Australia and elsewhere in the world. It is
evident that owning properties and running small businesses in the homeland have been
ways the Sudanese migrants have used to maintain their ties with the homeland, and to
keep alive the dream of returning. Most of these assets are gone now that much of
Khartoum has been reduced to rubble. This new reality will force Sudanese migrants to
review their allegiance and belonging to both countries, an emerging situation that will

need further study.
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VICTORIA UNIVERSITY

MELBOURNE AUSTRALIA

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS
INVOLVED IN RESEARCH
In-depth Individual Interviews

INFORMATION TO PARTICIPANTS:
We would like to invite you to be a part of a study ‘Diaspora in the making in Australia: Investigating
socio-cultural factors among communities from Sudan’.

This project is being conducted by a student researcher, Abdulkhalig Alhassan, as part of a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
study at Victoria University (VU) under the supervision of Dr Charles Mphande and Dr Mario Peucker. All details of the
project are included in the information to participant sheet we have provided to you.

CERTIFICATION BY PARTICIPANT

: (participant name)

of (surburb)

certify that | am at least 18 years old* and that | am voluntarily giving my consent to participate in the study:

Diaspora in the making in Australia: Investigating socio-cultural factors among communities
Jfrom Sudan, being conducted at Victoria University by:

Dr Charles Mphande

Chief Investigator

Coordinator Graduate Program
International Community Development
Vitoria University

Tel: 03 99194755

Email: charles.mphande@vu.edu.au

Dr Mario Peucker
Senior Researcher Fellow
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Institute for Sustainable Industries & Liveable Cities (ISILIC)
Victoria University

Tel: 0468389466

Email: Mario.Peucker@vu.edu.au

Abdulkhalig Alhassan

Student Researcher

Victoria University

Tel: 0403187477

Email: abdulkhalig.alhassan@live.vu.edu.au

| certify that the objectives of the study, together with any risks and safeguards associated with the procedures listed
hereunder to be carried out in the research, have been fully explained to me by student researcher and that | freely
consent to participation involving the below mentioned procedures:

Interview via Zoom

Maximum one hour in duration

Audio only from interview recorded

The secure storage, transfer and destruction of my data will be undertaken in accordance with the Australian
Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research.

| certify that | have had the opportunity to have any questions answered and that | understand that | can withdraw
from this study at any time and that this withdrawal will not jeopardise me in any way.

| have been informed that the information | provide will be kept confidential.

Signed:

Date:

Any queries about your participation in this project may be directed to the researchers:

Dr Charles Mphande

Chief Investigator

Coordinator Graduate Program
International Community Development
Vitoria University

Tel: 03 99194755

Email: charles.mphande@vu.edu.au
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Dr Mario Peucker

Senior Researcher Fellow

Institute for Sustainable Industries & Liveable Cities (ISILIC)
Victoria University

Tel: 0468389466

Email: Mario.Peucker@vu.edu.au

Abdulkhalig Alhassan

Student Researcher

Victoria University

Tel: 0403187477

Email: abdulkhalig.alhassan@live.vu.edu.au

If you have any queries or complaints about the way you have been treated, you may contact the Ethics Secretary,
Victoria University Human Research Ethics Committee, Office for Research, Victoria University, PO Box 14428,
Melbourne, VIC, 8001, email Researchethics@vu.edu.au or phone (03) 9919 4781 or 4461.
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Appendix B: Information to participants involved in research.

- VICTORIA UNIVERSITY

MELBOURMNME AUSTRALIA

INFORMATION TO PARTICIPANTS
INVOLVED IN RESEARCH

You are invited to participate.

You are invited to participate in a research project entitled ‘Diaspora in the making in Australia: Investigating
socio-cultural factors among communities from Sudan’.

This project is being conducted by a student researcher, Abdulkhalig Alhassan, as part of a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
study at Victoria University (VU) under the supervision of Dr Charles Mphande and Dr. Mario Peucker.

Project explanation

This doctoral study aims to explore whether or not the influence of homeland’s politics and socio-
cultural ways of life have their impacts on the integration process of the diaspora communities
from Sudan in Australia. The study also will investigate the intra-relationships among the diverse
Sudanese Communities as well as the interrelationship between the wider Sudanese Community
and the mainstream culture.

What will I be asked to do?

You have been invited to participate as a member of the wider Sudanese Community across Australia, whether you

are part of one of its ethnic communities or political parties. The interviews and focus discussions groups will seek to

investigate the influence of homeland politics and socio-cultural ways of life among the Sudanese diaspora in Australia

and the impacts they may or may not have on their integration, interrelationships with the mainstream and the intra-

relationships.

Being part of this study is voluntary. If you want to take part in this study, we will ask you to participate in an interview
or to be part of a focus discussions groups to reflect on your experience as a diaspora. The interview and the discussions
will last between 45-60 minutes and will be conducted at a mutually convenient time via Zoom or other places of your
choice. If you agree, we would like to audio-record the interview.

What will I gain from participating?

There is no direct benefit to you in this study, however, you will have the opportunity to share your
perspectives and represent yourself as a diaspora has the right to be heard. Your participation will
help building a theoretical understanding about the wider Sudanese diasporic Sudanese
Community, which it will contribute to the diaspora field. Participating in the research might help
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raising some awareness among the Community about the challenges and realities of their new
situation as new migrants to Australia.

How will the information I give be used?

The information will form the basis of the student researcher’s doctoral thesis. The information
may also be used to address the knowledge gap in the diaspora studies and Australian Multicultural
studies to some extent. In addition, your contribution through this research will help providing a
different awareness. This study is trying to explore the complexity of the diasporic experiences of
the Sudanese migrants in Australia in terms of integration and the issue of loyalty. This knowledge
may benefit various stakeholders which include researchers, academic institutions, and those with
similar experiences of diasporism as Australia. Data collected from you will also be used to form
the basis of journal papers and articles to communicate findings and recommendations to the
Australian Multicultural Institutions.

We will keep your information for 5 years after the project is completed. After this time, we will
destroy all of your data.

The secure storage, transfer and destruction of your data will be undertaken in accordance with the
Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research.

The personal information you provide will be handled in accordance with applicable privacy laws,
any health information collected will be handled in accordance with the Health Records Act 2001
(Vic). Subject to any exceptions in relevant laws, you have the right to access and correct your
personal information by contacting the student researcher.

What are the potential risks of participating in this project?

Risks to participants in this study are minimised through the use of procedures consistent with ethical research design
and with adequate safeguards so that participants are not unnecessarily exposed to risk. If, as an outcome of
involvement in the project, participants experience any distressful memories, emotional breakdown or personal
discomfort triggered by interviews, then in such circumstances, interviews may be halted and referral to specialised
counselling services will be done. Participants may contact Dr. Charles Mphande

(03 99194755, charles.mphande@yvu.edu.au). In case where an adverse event may happen, participants will be asked
if they wish to continue in the research, however, they can cease their participation in the study. Participants will also
be offered the opportunity to contact the Chief Investigator, Dr Charles Mphande for clarification of any issues or
further information.

In the case where an adverse event may happen, participants will be asked if they wish to continue with the research
and always can cease the interview if desired. Participants will also be offered the opportunity to contact the Chief
Investigator, Dr Charles Mphande for clarification of any issues or further information.

How will this project be conducted?

Participants will be invited by email, phone or skype which will reiterate the project information. Consent will be
confirmed again at the beginning of the interview. Interviews with the Sudanese Community participants may be
conducted in person, whereas questionnaire will be completed.
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Who is conducting the study?

Dr Charles Mphande

Chief Investigator

Coordinator Graduate Program
International Community Development
Vitoria University

Tel: 03 99194755

Email: charles.mphande@vu.edu.au

Dr Mario Peucker

Senior Researcher Fellow

Institute for Sustainable Industries & Liveable Cities (ISILIC)
Victoria University

Tel: 0468389466

Email: Mario.Peucker@vu.edu.au

Abdulkhalig Alhassan

Student Researcher

Victoria University

Tel: 0403187477

Email: abdulkhalig.alhassan@live.vu.edu.au

Any queries about your participation in this project may be directed to the Chief Investigator listed above.

If you have any queries or complaints about the way, you have been treated, you may contact the Ethics Secretary,
Victoria University Human Research Ethics Committee, Office for Research, Victoria University, PO Box 14428,
Melbourne, VIC, 8001, email researchethics@vu.edu.au or phone (03) 9919 4781 or 4461.

or phone (03) 9919 4781 or 4461.
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Dr Charles Mphande

Chief Investigator

Coordinator Graduate Program
International Community Development
Vitoria University

Tel: 03 99194755

Email: charles.mphande@vu.edu.au

Dr Mario Peucker

Senior Researcher Fellow

Institute for Sustainable Industries & Liveable Cities (ISILIC)
Victoria University

Tel: 0468389466

Email: Mario.Puecker@vu.edu.au

Abdulkhalig Alhassan

Student Researcher

Victoria University

Tel: 0403187477

Email: abdulkhalig.alhassan@live.vu.edu.au
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Dr Charles Mphande

Chief Investigator

Coordinator Graduate Program
International Community Development
Vitoria University

Tel: 03 99194755

Email: charles.mphande@vu.edu.au

Dr Mario Peucker

Senior Researcher Fellow

Institute for Sustainable Industries & Liveable Cities (ISILIC)
Victoria University

Tel: 0468389466

Email: Mario.Peucker@vu.edu.au

Abdulkhalig Alhassan

Student Researcher

Victoria University

Tel: 0403187477

Email: abdulkhalig.alhassan@live.vu.edu.au
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the Ethics Secretary, Victoria University Human Research Ethics Committee, Office for Research, Victoria University, PO Box
14428, Melbourne, VIC, 8001, email researchethics@vu.edu.au or phone (03) 9919 4781 or 4461.

Translated by: Mohammed Abu-Eissa
National Accreditation Authority

For Translation and Interpreting (NAATI)
Practitioner ID: CPN7LG23L
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Appendix E: Arabic Questionnaire

VICTORIA UNIVERSITY

MELBOURNE AUSTRALIA
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Appendix F: Arabic Questionnaire
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Appendix G: Questionnaire

VICTORIA UNIVERSITY

MELBOURMKME AUSTRALIA

QUESTIONNAIRE (self-identify liberal women)

In-depth Individual Interviews

Initial questions about the respondent:

1. How long did you live in Sudan?

2. How many years have you lived in Australia continually?

3. How often have you travelled to Sudan since you came to Australia?

4. How often, on average, do you speak by phone with people in Sudan?

Host land, integration and issues of belonging

The questions of this section are designed to help understanding to what extent the Sudanese
migrants in Australia working out their relationship with the host land, and how they manage the
issues of belonging and loyalty towards the homeland and the host land, and whether or not this

process affecting the level of their integration.

1. To what extent do you feel you belong to Australia?

2. How often do you read newspapers or watch television news from Australia?

3. Do you think your English language is a barrier from getting involve in the mainstream
activities?

4. Some people feel uneasy, even guilty, to accept and adopt the Australian way of life. What is
your experience?

5. Is there anything about living in multicultural Australia that you think could change social and
political outlooks of people from the Sudan?

6. To what extent do you think you reconcile with the idea of being a Sudanese and Australian at

the same time?

193


http://www.vu.edu.au/

7. To what extent do you think the Sudanese community’s activities close the gap between the

Sudanese migrants and the mainstream?

Prominent liberal women and gender issues

There is a considerable number of self-identified liberal women who are part of the wider Sudanese
communities across Australia. Most of them are well educated with respected work experience and
recognizable professions. In a conservative and traditional community like the Sudanese one, their
appearance in public life and the gender issues and radical politics they adopt, puts them in
negative light. They have played significant roles in their communities, given their professional
skills. The researcher will investigate their ‘in-betweenness’ situation in the Sudanese wider
community and the way they deal with it. The questions below are designed to highlight the

complexity of their lived experience.

1. Do you describe yourself as a liberal woman? If yes, can you explain what it means to you
to be a “liberal woman”? a) what has been your experience when you use that label of
“liberal woman” in the wider community? b) what has been your experience in the
mainstream community when they learned that you identify yourself as a “liberal woman™?

2. Do you see the wider Sudanese Community well settled or settling down in Australia? If
yes, do you see yourself as one of those? What is common among those who are well settled
or are settling down? If no, are there any group you can point out find it hard to settle
down? What are their activities? What are their characteristics? Are there any things in
common among them?

3. In the Sudan, would you be classified as someone from a privileged class/group?

4. How do you look at the Australian multiculturalism/diversity working for you as somebody

who has come from diversity which has not been experiencing cohesion in Sudan?
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