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“We see therefore that, if imperialist domination has the vital
need to practice cultural oppression, national liberation is
necessarily an act of culture.”
—Amilcar Cabral, “National Liberation and Culture,” 1970

Introduction
IF YOU AND | MEET SOMEWHERE IN A “NO MAN'S LAND,” AWAY FROM THE JURIS-
dictions of legal authorities, and we both are going to remain there for years on
our own, we will have only two options: either we openly compete and fight
for resources, or we openly cooperate as equals.

There is little room for tricking one another into thinking what is not true
about the other person’s long-term intentions. If we both understand that we
will improve our chances of survival through cooperation, we will do it; and
we will understand that we could only maintain that cooperation effectively
if we treat each other as equals. If we fail to see the point in cooperation, and
we both need to survive by competing for the same resources, we will likely
become adversaries. Either way we will know clearly where we stand in relation
to each other.

That clarity is lost in long-standing social aggregates—in states and markets.
When human groups are larger, more complicated rules come into play. States
and markets normalize the exploitation and oppression of many in society
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through the pretext of order and justice. We often do not know where we
stand in relation to each other because the privileged groups claim (and some
believe) that we cannot forego order and justice, while marginalized groups are
divided about whether such claims are true or false.

The marginalized folk—the poor, the oppressed, the underprivileged, the
disenfranchised, and the exploited—are often confused because clarity is dis-
torted by complex social hierarchies, bureaucracies, and the division of labor,
as well as by being entangled in a very large web of human relations, cere-
monies, and protocols. Additionally, sentimental notions such as patriotism,
religious group loyalty, ethnic cohesion, etc., play a part—unintentionally or
intentionally—in making it more difficult for the marginalized to see where
the lines are drawn. Privileged and marginalized groups in the same society
share many of these kinships, relations of production, traditions, and ethos.
Therefore, it is not easy to dissect where the privileged are the adversary, and
where they are simply on the same team. It is confusing to the point that many
marginalized people are admiring fans of some of the famous members of priv-
ileged group(s);' venerating them as role models and leading lights. It is con-
fusing to the point that some members of the privileged group(s) themselves
are not acutely aware of their privileges in society, and how those privileges are
maintained by mechanisms that systemically undermine the well-being and
legitimate aspirations of majorities in society.”

Indeed, some members of the privileged group(s) sincerely think that what
is taking place is natural and circumstantial, and not a consequence of struc-
tural biases in society. We are all familiar with the rhetoric of economic elites in
most societies, whereby rich folks claim to be so because they are hard-working
and entrepreneurial, and poor folks are so because they are not hard-working
or entrepreneurial enough.’ At the macro and global levels, there exists an
intellectual tradition that venerates capitalism, and claims that it naturally and
objectively rewards innovation, industry, good planning, and fair competition.!

As Paulo Freire, the renowned adult educator, explained, critical con-
sciousness is about becoming aware of the structural sources of oppression
in society.” Freire described the process by which individuals develop critical
consciousness as “conscientization.” It is a process that is self-reflective and
allows for the person to learn from events, activities, and experiences in the
surrounding environment (including people) in a critical manner. In other
words, conscientization is a form of critical education grounded in social real-
ity.® If large social aggregates can reduce clarity in relations of marginalization
among members of that society (whether in a country, region, or the global
community), conscientization is the process by which this obscurity is un-
veiled and demystified. When the sources of oppressive relations are obscure,
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those who are their chronic victims will not do much to change them, because
they are neither critically conscious of them nor do they have a clue about how
to change them. They may frequently complain, to each other and beyond,
about their difficult conditions and the injustice they regularly endure, but
will not often connect all these experiences together in a coherent critique of
the social system itself. Moreover, those persons of goodwill and empathy who
benefit from the status quo will not do much if they too do not acquire criti-
cal consciousness. This process, of developing consciousness and choosing to
side with a just cause beyond narrow class interests, is what Cabral calls “class
suicide”—a strategic, long-term commitment to sustainable progress and the
right side of history. At its core it'’s a moral commitment.”

One could interject, however, that becoming aware of a phenomenon does
not automatically imply that one will care to transform it, so understanding
structural sources of oppression in society does not necessarily mean that one
will seek to combat them. That is objectively true, but we should also be mind-
ful that any genuine care is unlikely to happen without that understanding.
Then there’s the difference between understanding on the one hand, and “con-
sciousness” (understanding plus caring), on the other. An intelligent member
of the privileged classes may understand that the status quo is maintained by
marginalizing a majority of the population, but that person may not have any
material or moral stake in changing that status quo. While some members
of the privileged classes may be persuaded morally to take a stand against a
system that privileges them, members of the marginalized classes are reason-
ably expected to care about changing the status quo when they understand
the structural nature of their marginalization. Attaining consciousness, in that
case, means allowing one’s acquired understanding to change their perspective
and priorities (i.e. to care).

Conscientization and Culture

While it is difficult to find a comprehensive, agreed-upon, definition of cul-
ture, Amilcar Cabral defines it well as the fruit of a people’s history that is
simultaneously the determinant of that history. It is shaped by their cumula-
tive history, hence a fruit of it, but it also determines it “through the positive
or negative influences it exerts on the evolution of the interaction” between
humans and their surroundings (including between themselves) as individuals
or groups.® This instrumental definition could be complemented, as well, by
Steve Biko’s definition: “A culture is essentially the society’s composite answer
to the varied problems of life. We are experiencing new problems every day,
and whatever we do adds to the richness of our cultural heritage.”
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Culture is inherently dynamic. Every time the conditions of life change,
culture changes in response. When a people are under conditions of dispos-
session, exploitation, and poverty, their culture carries a signature informed
and shaped by these conditions, yet it also carries the keys to innovating and
navigating beyond them. One of these keys is resistance. Hence, Cabral asserts
that the process of liberation from external domination—or oppression or ex-
ploitation—is an act of culture. While Cabral focused on exploring resistance
by a colonized people against foreign domination, we can see that the formula
he proposed can extend to the relations of domination and marginalization
within the various strata of the same society.

Building on the above, I argue that conscientization itself can be viewed
as an act of culture, a radical act. Since conscientization is mainly concerned
with combating and transforming structures of oppression within a society,
culture is the vehicle by which it often expresses itself in both building critical
consciousness and using it to practice change (praxis).

And just as it takes place among the marginalized, conscientization can
sometimes take place during dialogue with privileged individuals and groups.
The human ability of empathy allows us, through our imagination, to get a
glimpse of other lives, personalities, and experiences. The dictionary defini-
tion of empathy is “the intellectual identification with or vicarious experienc-
ing of the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of another.”" Through empathy,
we can identify with humanity in a “humane” way. We can appreciate the
thoughts and feelings of those who differ from us; we can try to understand
their responses. The phrase “to put oneself in someone else’s shoes” captures
the essence of empathy. According to Freire, the purpose of human dialogue
is transformartive; It, however, needs to be practiced in certain ways to be hu-
mane and positive for the people: “Human existence cannot be silent, nor can
it be nourished by false words, but only by true words, with which man trans-
forms the world. To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it.”"" For
some informed individuals from privileged groups in society, empathy assists
in developing critical consciousness from dialogue, which leads them to the
realization of what Nyerere once articulated:

We can try to cut ourselves from our fellows on the basis of [the
privileges] we have had; we can try to carve out for ourselves an
unfair share of the wealth of society. But the cost to us, as well
as to our fellow citizens, will be very high. It will be high not
only in terms of satisfactions forgone, but also in terms of our
own security and well-being.'?
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While it is an established historical truth that rights are not voluntarily
offered by the powers-that-be, but are taken by serious and persistent demands
and resistance, it is also a historical truth that those who have a just cause even-
tually find allies of good conscience (and critical consciousness) from the other
camp. Empathy plays a critical role in this process. Yet, empathy is facilitated
by culture: the common cultural experiences (other than economic and politi-
cal) that the privileged' and the marginalized share make it possible for them
to relate to one another. Since culture has facets other than the socioeconomic
and politics (such as arts, ceremonies, folk history, food, architecture, humor,
symbols, values, and beliefs), it tends to provide a broad area of psychological
overlap between the privileged and marginalized in a society, and through that
area empathy can be facilitated. Granted, it is not usually that simplistic in
reality, but the general theoretical strokes are valid.

Therefore, we can say that by facilitating empathy, culture is reinforced as
an important vehicle for conscientization. It is not only a vehicle for consci-
entization among the poor, but also a vehicle for forging alliances between the
marginalized and the conscientized privileged ones. It should however be kept
in mind that critical consciousness is not inclusive of, or a substitute for, orga-
nized collective action. In desirable cases of social transformation, the two will
overlap, integrate, and inform each other. Nonetheless, they are not the same
thing; this essay addresses only one of them.

Case study: CUSH Manifesto and
marginalization in Sudan

As iterated earlier, it is not uncommon that privileged groups are isolated
from the grim realities of marginalized groups. In Sudan, it is true with re-
gards to urban and rural areas, but it is more accurate to use the terms “cen-
ter” and “margins.” The center is not simply a geographic location. It is more
a description of a socio-political, and somewhat cultural, social stracum. The
center is not necessarily distinguished by ethnic affiliation (although eth-
nicity plays a large role) or clear geopolitical affiliation. It cannot be called
a coherent socioeconomic class, either. However, it tends to sustain its pow-
er over the other social groups, and reproduce itself, through ideology and
privilege. The ideology may carry a religious veil, or some other “sacred” veil.
The privilege is that of social status—of perceived and politically imposed
superiority. Economic privileges usually accompany the political ones, but
may not be equally distributed across the center stratum. The margins, on
the other hand, are basically all the other groups within the country, with
different degrees of marginalization.
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Marginalization is a complex process, not easy to define comprehensively.
It often expresses itself overtly in a cultural context, but its direct material
existence is in the distribution of power and wealth. If culture, after all, is a
historical expression of a collective identity of a group of people with shared
experiences and, sometimes, shared language and ancestry, then by itself it
does not marginalize. It does not necessarily determine the rules of engage-
ment with others (that is, other cultures or sub-cultures within the main/com-
mon culture). Marginalization only starts to manifest in systemic denials of
fair access to power and wealth in a given geopolitical context. Such is the
case in contemporary Sudan. Certain aspects of culture are utilized as a basis
for marginalizing other groups. This is why combating marginalization is es-
sentially an act of culture. The complex aspects of marginalization in post-co-
lonial Sudan were first conceptualized by the late Ali Mazrui, and were later
expounded on by others.'

One of the strongest treatises of political analysis in Sudan is the CUSH
Manifesto. The strength of the manifesto derives from its approach to po-
litical analysis through understanding culture and marginalization, and then
how it illuminates the structures of oppression with a conscientization ap-
proach. CUSH is an acronym for the Congress of United Sudan Homeland
(a name that evokes the Sudanic, Meroetic, and ancient civilization of Cush
that emerged and flourished in the land of present-day Sudan). In the mid-
1990s a group of Sudanese intellectuals in Khartoum representing almost all
marginalized areas began to formulate, under dangerous political conditions,
a manifesto that ccould serve as a political platform for a broad alliance of
marginalized Sudanese groups. It was initially drafted by a young man from
the Nuba Mountains and then went through successive revisions in consulta-
tion with representatives of multiple marginalized groups. The Manifesto was
widely circulated after reaching a sufficient level of coherence and consensus
among the representatives.

The document marks the first time that a diverse group of Sudanese
citizens who represent various marginalized groups decided to bring their
collective voice together for the human right of self-determination. The sig-
nificance of this initiative, however, is the authentic approach to sociopo-
litical analysis that came to light through it. “CUSH views the conflict in
the Sudan as to be cultural in essence, with political, economic, and social
manifestations,” says the manifesto."” Before this statement, rarely had any-
one spoken in Sudan about the political role of culture. Few and isolated
voices spoke of this angle before the CUSH Manifesto (such as Mazrui,
Mahmoud M. Taha, and others'®), but still not in the same unique way. The
main thesis presented in the manifesto is based on three concepts: the center,
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the margins, and marginalization. Each one of these three is clearly defined
and articulated in the CUSH manifesto:"”

The centre: refers to the social stratum that is in control of the
state’s central authority, and with it acquires an unfair share of
power and wealth in the nation. The centre’s social stratum legit-
imizes its existence, and reproduces itself, through claiming to
represent certain cultural symbols; namely Islam and Arabism.
By doing so, the centre does not really perform the job of the
‘noble custodian’ and ‘protector’ of Islam and Arabism in Sudan,
but rather empties and exploits these two symbols — which are
otherwise genuine members of Sudan’s cultural mosaic, among
other members — as vehicles of legitimizing its unfair distribu-
tion of power and wealth, and its repressive measures taken to
keep the status quo. The centre, therefore, creates an oppressive
“Islamo-Arab ideology,” very different from the genuine cultur-
al expressions of both Islam and Arabism in general Sudanese
society. Thus, agents of the centre do not necessarily have to
belong to certain ethnic groups in Sudan, pertaining to Islam
and Arabism, but they have to be consistently portraying them-
selves as custodians of these two.

The margins: refer to the social strata that do not subscribe
to the cultural ‘Frankenstein’ created by the centre [i.e. other
cultural identities and expressions that belong to the Sudanese
cultural mosaic bur are neither Islamic nor Arab-influenced].
They either do not subscribe to it by conscious choice or by
bcing ethnically associated with cultural symbols different from
Islam and Arabism.

Marginalization: refers to the process of activating and
maintaining the monopoly over power and wealth by the cen-
tre and denying the rightful demands of the margins (i.e. fair
distribution of power and wealth). Marginalization materializ-
es in two forms: developmental and cultural. Power facilitates
both. Developmental marginalization is embodied in allocating
more economic resources to improve the standards of living of
the centre social stratum and those who are complicit with it
(for one reason or another). Cultural marginalization is added
on top of developmental marginalization, and those who suffer
this double marginalization are the most oppressed — the ones
who do not associate, by their ethnic identities, to either Islam
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or Arabism (or both). Cultural marginalization deems those
targeted as almost invisible. They don’t deserve development or
deserve to have access to expressing themselves as equal contrib-
utors to the Sudanese cultural mosaic (which is portrayed as a
mono-culture by the centre).

While developmental marginalization is easily quantified through econom-
ic, educational, and health indicators, cultural marginalization is less quanti-
fiable and more insulting.'® It kills the marginalized slowly, but not always, as
sometimes-direct violent measures are taken to keep them quiet, such as what
we have witnessed during the vicious military attacks and war crimes by the
Sudanese central government against civilians of marginalized communities in
Darfur and South Kordofan in recent years." It is also cultural marginalization
that depletes the viable resources of resistance through continuously suffocat-
ing and eliminating diverse spaces for non-conforming cultural expressions.
Marginalization ultimately begins with culture and ends with culture, accord-
ing to the manifesto.

Therefore, the manifesto concludes that culture itself should be the main
weapon of countering marginalization:

[TThis situation should be changed through cultural democra-
cy. Hereby, we, in the movement of CUSH, proclaim the reign
of the outburst of Sudanese creativity in all its cultural and lin-
guistic spectra. The reign of centricity eradication has come: no
‘national’ broadcast, no ‘national’ T'V, no ‘national’ newspapers!
It is high time we call things with their real names; these media
have never been national, but central all the time. We proclaim
the reign of real national creativity in its cultural pluralistic na-
ture which begin by dismantling the cultural taboos enveloped
with silence so as to expose them.?

Other proposals included in the manifesto relate to political and economic
reform, broadly based on acknowledging historical injustices and working to
redress them through strategic development plans and programs and political
restructuring schemes (for example, land reform, a political federation, reori-
enting development priorities).

‘The manifesto then ends with clarifying remarks about the difference be-
tween the Islamo-Arab ideology of the center, as a tool of oppression, on the
one hand, and the Islamic and Arabic (and Arabophone) elements of the cul-
ture of many Sudanese groups, on the other hand:
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We are not against the Islamic and Arab Middle of the Sudan;
it belongs to us and we belong to it. We are against the Centre
and its Islamo-Arab ideology of hegemony and persecution...
It is the right of any group of Sudanese people to identify with
the Islamic and Arabic culture as far as it finds itself in that;
likewise, it is the right of any group of the Sudanese people
to identify with its pre-Arab and pre-Islamic African culture,
without this being an excuse for breaching its fundamental
rights. In this, the institution of the State should not take sides
in favour of a certain culture at the expense of other cultures.”!

As a Sudanese who belongs to cultural strata that largely identify with Islam
and Arabophone expression (albeit often in syncretic forms with native Nubian
and other influences) and generally belongs to a privileged class of urban na-
tives who had access to higher education in post-colonial settings, I observe
my country with critical eyes. It seems that groups of the center in Sudan are
not only unable to understand the suffering of the peoples of the margins, but
can’t grasp their own inability to understand. Although most of the popula-
tion of the center groups have been living under conditions of relative poverty
and political repression by tyrannical regimes, in most of Sudan’s post-colonial
years, there is plenty of historic evidence that marginalized groups have been
consistently worse off under the same regimes, in addition to enduring more
forms of cultural and state violence.”” The July 2011 secession of South Sudan,
and the creation of the youngest state in the world, is but one result of that
history of marginalization.” When I read the CUSH Manifesto, it helped me
see the structures of oppression stacked up against the marginalized groups of
Sudan more clearly, and inspired me to be an ally of their struggle.

Logically, the manifesto concludes by proposing channels of organized
sociopolitical action informed by the expressed principles and goals. It also
proposes various ways of reorienting Sudan toward broad pan-African inter-
ests and identities. The original signatories to the manifesto comprised small
groups from the margins as well as independent intellectuals and some polit-
ical figures. It was foreseen that the Congress would grow into a larger alli-
ance and become a new collective movement. Yet, although it received serious
acclaim from heavyweight representatives of the Sudanese left, it has yet to
gain appreciable momentum to more greatly influence the Sudanese scene.”
Nonetheless, the perspective of the manifesto itself has already percolated into
the Sudanese sociopolitical discourse, analyses, and progressive aspirations.
For example, the terminologies of the margin, the center, and marginaliza-
tion, are already widely used in the Sudanese left in cultural, political, and
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socioeconomic discussions (albeit with some deviations from the original defi-
nitions of the manifesto). Clearly there is more potential, however. For oth-

ers and myself, the manifesto strongly speaks to the current affairs of Sudan.
A future harmonious, egalitarian, and prosperous Sudanese nation requires a
greater incorporation of the manifesto.
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