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Summary

Conflict has a unique and disproportionate effect on women, and it follows that women occupy a 
distinct role in peace processes. This policy brief highlights women’s contribution to ending the 26-year 
rule of former head of state, Omar al-Bashir. It makes a case for better representation and the increased 
inclusion of women and their challenges in subsequent peacebuilding conversations. While more needs 
to be done to end policies and practices that discriminate against women, it must be acknowledged 
that Sudan is home to a robust cohort of women who can inspire and lead the country.

Key findings 

• Sudanese women’s involvement in peace processes is gaining traction, however, despite the notable 
role they played in the 2019 uprising they were under-represented when peace discussions took place.  

• At the core of the Sudanese women’s exclusion from peace and political processes is the lack of 
political will from key actors to implement commitments made regarding women’s empowerment.  

• The Sudanese transitional government did try to address some of the structural issues that hamper 
empowerment such as expanding access for girls to go to school beyond the age limit of 15.
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Recommendations
• The Transitional Administration should adopt legislative measures to accelerate the 

inclusion and participation of women in governance, civic and political decision-making. 
• A 40% quota provision for women is in place, but an accountability mechanism is required 

to ensure adherence from political parties.
• With oversight from the African Union Special Envoy on Women Peace and Security, 

regional bodies should convene regular meetings and dialogues on the role of Sudanese 
women in building sustainable peace.

• Development partners and the international community broadly should incentivise 
government efforts to include and protect women through setting targets which, if met, 
attract additional investments in women-led projects. 

• Sudanese people and civil society organisations should help to raise awareness regarding 
gender-based discrimination among young people, women and leaders in politics and 
government; including religious and traditional leaders.

Introduction

Less than a month after ousting Sudanese 
Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok, coup leader 
General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan again reinstated 
Hamdok. This came against a backdrop of 
civilian protests1 that clearly signalled a waning 
appetite for the cycle of coups seen in the 
country. The protests firmly rebuked Al-Burhan’s 
sentiments that the coup had been a means of 
preventing bloodshed; or an effort to ‘rectify the 
transition’.2 Having given in to the protesters’ 
demands to reinstate Hamdok and return 
political power to civilians, Al-Burhan’s deal with 
Hamdok from 21 November 2021 once again 
sparked questions about why peace agreements 
fail in Sudan.3 Historically, the country has 
formalised over 80 peace agreements and 
launched as many peace processes since the 
February 1972 signing of the Addis Ababa 
Agreement on the Problem of South Sudan.4 Yet 

Sudan continues to experience much internal 
strife. This has impaired its ability to: 
• Develop and sustain inclusive national and 

institutional infrastructures for peace; 
• Design and launch a development 

architecture that lifts its citizens from 
endemic poverty, drought and harmful 
cultural practices; 

• Conduct free and fair elections as a 
precursor to good governance; and

• End autocratic rule and military dictatorship. 
 
The October 2020 Juba Peace Agreement 
marked a new chapter in Sudan following the 
ousting of former president Omar al-Bashir 
in 2019. Yet, like the peace agreements 
that preceded it, the deal was only partially 
implemented by core stakeholders. 

At present, the country is at a crossroads, and 
faces a risk of collapse following three recent 
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coup attempts (of which two, in 2019 and 2021, succeeded 
in unseating the government). Although different 
stakeholders and constituencies have different perceptions 
of these military takeovers, the view that the military is 
saving the country from bloodshed – that it this represents 
the will of the Sudanese people – merits further evaluation. 
In April 2019, the military takeover occurred after popular 
uprisings demanding Al-Bashir’s departure – while in 2021, 
popular uprisings expressed dissatisfaction at the military 
overthrow of Abdalla Hamdok. Either way, military action in 
this context must be analysed critically, and with caution. 

According to International law experts Jonathan Powell  
and Clayton Thyne, a coup occurs when there is an  
‘… unconstitutional seizure of power by a political faction, 
military, or a dictator’.5 A coup is considered successful, 
according to them, when its seizure and retention of power 
lasts for at least seven days.6 Following these criteria, both 
the 2019 and 2021 takeovers qualify as successful. Coups 
are inherently illegal, criminal and punitive.7 Punishment 
should not be reserved only for failed coup plotters; as 
doing so further incentivises others to succeed so as to be 
exonerated. This is a worrying trend in Africa broadly, and 
Sudan more specifically.8  

Currently, the world continues to watch and ask questions 
about the country’s future following the 25 October 2021 
coup, and the popular rejection of the military-political 
deal that reinstated Hamdok. Inaction or ill-conceived 
interventions risk worsening the state of governance 
and human rights in Sudan. With no clear way forward, 
civilian loss of life and internal displacements continue. 
For women, children and other minorities, the situation 
continues to worsen. 

Women’s groups have played, and continue to play, a 
critical role in shaping the political discourse in Sudan. 
This policy brief assesses the role and place of women 
as architects, pilots or beneficiaries of the Hamdok-led 
peace process. Primary data was collected from national 
key stakeholders, practitioners and Sudanese scholars, 
and a brief literature review conducted on Sudan and the 

The world continues to watch 
and ask questions about the 
country’s future following the  
25 October 2021 coup.
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role of women in peace processes. Following 
the research process, this policy brief contends 
that the limited inclusion of women and other 
minorities in Sudanese peace processes 
remains a fault line upon which peace processes 
collapse. Focusing on the October 2020 Juba 
Peace Agreement the policy brief argues that 
the emergence of new threats, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic,9 delays both meaningful 
transformation in the lives of Sudanese10 and 
the likelihood of coup plotters being held 
accountable for the October 2021 putsch.11 
The coup had collapsed the peace process and 
derailed the country’s democratic transition.

Today, there are many pathways for addressing 
Sudan’s challenges; the most self-evident of 
which is the realisation that its future rests 
in the hands of the Sudanese. Among local 
stakeholders, perhaps the most noteworthy 
is the unprecedented rise of women’s groups, 
whose efforts to protect their hard-earned 
rights in the post-Bashir dispensation can 
be described as remarkable.12 Challenges 
in this context have included repealing laws 
and provisions that discriminate against, and 
restrict citizens’ rights and freedoms, based on 
gender. Another challenge is the need for 40% 
female representation– which the transitional 
government committed to delivering without 
anticipating the extent of internal resistance it 
would trigger.

In reflecting on the various peace agreements 
that Sudan has witnessed, and focusing on 
the October 2020 Juba Agreement for Peace 
in Sudan, the policy brief recognises efforts of 
Hamdok’s transitional government in attempting 
to right the wrongs of the past. Yet in the 
post-2021-coup dispensation, more needs 
to be done – especially in terms of women’s 
security and influence. Only then can there be a 

meaningful difference between past and current, 
or future, peace agreements.

The Juba Peace Agreement   

Following extensive national consultations, 
on 31 August 2020, Sudan was greeted by a 
new peace agreement signed by Hamdok and 
the Sudanese Revolutionary Front (SRF).13  
Observers watched closely to see how the deal 
would differ from those that preceded it. Few 
anticipated that less than two years later, the 
work of the 11-member Sovereignty Council 
of Sudan would come undone, and the peace 
process would have collapsed.  

The peace agreement included several flagship 
points, among which:
• Security sector reform and the integration  

of SRF armed wing into the national  
defence force; 

• Approval of special status for several 
turbulent provinces, namely Blue Nile, as 
well as West and South Kordofan;14  

• The attainment of peace by February 2021; 
and 

• Land reform and land redistribution. 

Despite these promising attributes, the peace 
deal failed to address a number of difficult 
issues, including:
• Ending the weaponisation of religion, and 

the separation of state and religion; 
• The elimination of all laws and practices that 

discriminate against women, and increasing 
the protection of civilians; and

• The ratification of international and regional 
treaties that commit the government to 
protecting all human rights, guaranteeing 
basic freedoms to all, and committing itself 
to accountable governance.
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Though some of these issues date back to independence, 
they were formalised in the 2005 constitution, which 
made Sharia Law the primary reference for all national 
legislation.15 Sharia is perceived as posing a barrier to 
women’s empowerment among foreign development 
partners.16 However, groups such as the Sudan Women’s 
General Union (SWGU) and the International Muslim 
Women’s Union (IMWU), and leading political parties – 
such as the ruling National Congress Party (NCP) and 
the Popular Congress Party (PCP) – advocate for gender 
equality in earnings, politics and the military.17 

Under Omar al-Bashir’s government (which lasted from 
1989 to 2019), there was a surge in women’s interest and 
participation in politics, following a decision to liberalise 
the workspace and permit women to work.18 For instance, 
in 2010, women won 88 (25%) of 354 Parliamentary seats 
in the general election. In 2015, women had won 130 out 
of 426 (30.5%) and 19 out of 54 (35.2%) seats respectively 
in the lower and upper houses of Assembly, following the 
legislative election. The NCP in 2015, approved two women 
to serve as deputy speakers of Parliament; for the first 
time in Sudan’s history. The NCP’s Badria Suleiman, and 
the Democratic Unionist Party’s (DUP’s) A’isha Mohamed 
Ahmed, co-chaired the National Assembly.

Despite the positive developments described above, 
under Bashir, women were also subjected to significant 
oppression. For instance, in 1996, Bashir introduced Sharia 
Law-inspired public order regulations, which forced women 
to comply with specific dress requirements and standards 
of behaviour. Some of these practices which remain in 
force (albeit at a psychological level). This includes, for 
example, women who fear being subjected to physical 
torture if they wear trousers, or fail to cover their hair in 
certain ethno-religious regions.  

Additionally, as part of the public order regulations, 
women were forbidden from spending time with a man 
who was not a relative. In certain regions, women’s 
fundamental freedoms are still restricted – especially in 

Under Omar al-Bashir’s 
government there was a 
surge in women’s interest and 
participation in politics.
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terms of expressing themselves publicly, or in 
male-dominated settings. Cultural norms were 
so entrenched that societies continue to self-
regulate in this manner. It should also be noted 
that under Bashir, Sudan experienced one of the 
world’s worst rates of female genital mutilation 
(FGM); and families could force daughters as 
young as 10 years old to get married.19 Women 
played a key role in amassing support for the 
uprising that overthrew Bashir as they sought 
the dissolution of restrictive laws. 

Women’s voices have been gaining traction in 
peace talks. Missed gender representation targets 
often help to galvanise women’s interest in civic 
and political affairs.20 In response, the Sudanese 
Women Empowerment for Peace movement 
(SuWEP) was established. The movement brought 
together diverse groups of women from northern 
and southern Sudan, with the help of international 
support.21 SuWEP continued to mobilise core 
women’s groups, which analysed and developed 
tools to promote women’s agency and draw 
attention to their plight.22  

In the Darfur Peace Agreement, more than 70 
women-led civil society organisations united 
to advocate for the socio-economic and 
political inclusion of women in the Darfur peace 
processes.23 Despite their participation in pre-
negotiation consultations, they were excluded 
from the official negotiations and final drafting  
of the Doha Document for Peace in Darfur 
(DDPD) on grounds that their issues had been 
taken on board.24 

Similar to preceding peace processes, 
women were sidelined at the onset of the 
Juba Agreement for Peace in Sudan – despite 
women’s support for the 2019 protests. 

Women’s representation in the peace process 
was insufficient, and representatives were 
sometimes not informed about meetings – 
or were intentionally excluded from smaller 
committees. This was particularly remiss 
given the critical role that women had played 
in ousting Bashir. Concerned about the plight 
of Sudanese women and their exclusion, the 
United Nations Security Council declared 
that ‘... women’s leadership is important 
and […] their issues are crucial to the peace 
discussions’.25  

In present-day Sudan, despite contestations 
about the role of women, including or excluding 
them from governance is a national moot issue. 

To some, Bashir’s overthrow ushered in 
a hopeful new era under the transitional 
government. Two women were included in 
Hamdok’s 11-member Sovereign Council, which 
comprised five civilian members chosen by the 
FFC alliance, five military members chosen by 
the Transitional Military Council (TMC), and a 
civilian selected through consensus between 
the FFC and the TMC.26 Measures like these 
are modest, but noticeable measures that have 
emerged under the transitional council, and 
have occurred despite opposition to Hamdok. 
These developments have begun to shape 
the benchmark against which the gender 
commitments of the transitional government, 
and future administrations, will be measured. 
At the core of these issues are policies that 
disenfranchise women, and which still fail to 
recognise how protracted conflict has affected 
women. There is also insufficient recognition for 
the critical role of women’s inclusion in Sudan’s 
peace- and nation-building project. 
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From conflict to the peace 
process: the role of Sudanese 
women    

After so many years of instability and rights 
exclusions under Sharia Law, women have borne 
the brunt of human rights abuses in Sudan. The 
Bashir years saw brutal attacks perpetrated by 
the government against civilians, such as the 
2017 Nertiti massacre; and the systematic rape 
of women and girls.27  

These attacks and violations had become 
topical on Darfuri news outlets such as the 
Dabanga Radio.28 The Janjaweed armed group – 
which had also used kidnappings, rape, murder 
and arson as weapons of war – benefited 
from the military reform, and some of its key 
figures were tasked with overseeing Darfur’s 
ailing peace process, As a result, Bashir’s 
administration was caught in a bind.29 A factor 
that also contributed to his toppling had been 
the banning of vocal (inter)national humanitarian 
organisations which had provided lifesaving 
assistance to internally displaced people (mostly 
women and children) in Darfur.30 Given these 
circumstances, it was expected that women’s 
participation in the peace process would have 
been more than tokenistic – particularly as 
women and youth had sustained the protests 
that collapsed Bashir’s administration. 

United Nations Security Council resolution 
(UNSCR) 1325 acknowledges that conflict affects 
women, men, boys and girls differently.31 Women 
are particularly vulnerable to becoming victims 
of violence during armed conflict – particularly 
due to the general breakdown of law and order. 
According to the World Health Organization, 
armed conflict is associated with lawlessness, 
along with aggressive and misogynist behaviour. 
This has been found to increase domestic 

violence against women, and the use of rape to 
subjugate and humiliate both men and women.32  
UNSCR 1325 calls on parties in armed conflicts 
to ‘... protect women and girls from gender-
based violence, particularly rape and other 
forms of sexual abuse’.

Complementing UNSCR 1325, is Article 3 of the 
African Union (AU) Protocol on Amendments 
of the Constitutive Act, which calls for ‘... 
effective participation of women in decision-
making, particularly in the political, economic 
and socio-cultural areas’. Gender equality 
means that women should be given equal 
opportunities to realise their human rights and 
potential for economic, political, cultural and 
social development. Women’s inclusion or 
participation in governance, leadership and 
politics is a human rights and development 
imperative.33 As such, gendering governance is 
an imperative for political transitions such as the 
one occurring in Sudan – and any transitional 
leader should recognise this. Though only two 
women serve on Sudan’s Sovereign Council, 
women ministers (such as Lena el-Sheikh 
Mahjoub, Asma Mohamed Abdalla, Intisar el-
Zein Seghayroun and Wala’a Essam al-Boushi) 
are examples of female leadership that could 
move the country forward. 

In the context of gender mainstreaming, it 
can become easy for actors to operate on 
the assumption that any woman represents 
the will and aspirations of all women. This is 
particularly relevant in light of warnings that 
women appointed by al-Burhan in his post-coup 
attempt to form a government could be viewed 
as spoilers.34 This notwithstanding, women bring 
critical elements needed for sustained peace.35  
According to renowned peace practitioner Nancy 
Lindborg, ‘... evidence indicates that women 
participants in peace processes are usually 
focused less on the spoils of the war and more 
on reconciliation, economic development, 
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education and transitional justice’.36 Given 
where Sudan is today (after the al-Burhan coup), 
women are – and remain – credible agents of 
peace, and their inclusion, participation and 
leadership in decision-making also remain critical 
– especially as Hamdok’s credibility undergoes a 
litmus test.

 Emphasising the unique offering of women in 
multidisciplinary leadership, in 2019, UN Deputy 
Secretary-General, Amina Mohammed, said:  
‘[W]omen’s leadership and greater gender 
balance will lead to unlocking trillions for 
economies, enhanced bottom lines for the 
private sector and stronger, more sustainable 
peace agreements.’37  

The FFC’s rejection of the recent political deal 
between Hamdok and the military has gained 
traction among anti-coup protesters who reject 
any military influence in politics. Today, the FFC 
remains a beacon of transformation – and has 
made an important contribution in the fight 
against gender discrimination and gender-
based violence. In August 2019, a negotiated 
settlement called the Constitutional Declaration 
was finalised. In it, the FFC made clear to the 
Transitional Military Council (TMC) that reforming 
discriminatory laws in the Islamist military regime 
– including those related to gender – was top of 
its agenda.38  

In the context of consultations that preceded 
the Hamdok workplan, a meeting took place 
in Nyala, South Darfur, in November 2019. It 
resulted in the tabling of a five-page position 
paper identifying issues that the peace process 
should consider. Hamdok had taken onboard 
several concerns pertaining to legislative 
changes on issues affecting women – which were 
subsequently signed into law. These include the 
repeal of public order laws used as a tool for 

policing what women wear and how they behave. 
FGM, the death penalty for apostasy, and the 
execution of children were outlawed; and women 
no longer require the consent of their husband or 
male guardian to travel with their children.39  

The transitional government could also argue 
that by tripling the budget for higher education 
and scientific research, and by incentivising 
production and productivity in the country, they 
have broadened avenues that have seen more 
girls in school than 15 years ago.40 Access to 
basic education has been expanded to both 
boys and girls in most regions.41 Additionally, 
notwithstanding ongoing instability and COVID-
related challenges, Hamdok’s government 
has seen expansive women’s participation in 
the labour market – where previously, Sharia 
Law had restricted this.42 However, many 
barriers contain to limit the status of women 
in Sudan. These include sexual and gender-
based violence and exploitation, discrimination 
in public office, and unequal pay for the same 
work – or unfair discrimination against women 
based on government policy.43 Climate change, 
political instability, conflict-induced migration 
and high unemployment also continue to 
disproportionately affect women and children. 
Therefore, the transitional government must 
boost its efforts in this domain and reorient its 
policies to become more gender-sensitive.

Conclusion and 
recommendations  
The transitional government made significant 
progress in repealing some Bashir-era policies, 
legislation and practices. However, following 
the recent coup, rapid progress is now needed 
at all levels. Sudan’s civil society organisations 
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were particularly motivated to work on the 2019 Sustainable 
Development Goals progress report as a means of 
highlighting the work still needed to transform the country.

Among the underlying reasons of the December 2019 
revolution are factors like economic and political 
marginalisation; democracy and governance deficiencies; 
maladministration; and endemic poverty, inequality and 
unemployment. It’s not hard to see how sluggish reform 
contributed to the backlash that Hamdok’s administration 
encountered in recent months. It remains urgent that 
any administration in Sudan should pay heed to the 
demographics that helped bring about the demise of al-
Bashir, namely women who have endured decades of 
tyranny and injustice; and youth who have experienced high 
unemployment and have been the primary victims of wars 
and political marginalisation.

While more could have been done, the inclusion of 
women – few as they may be – in the very top echelons of 
government represents progress. It provides hope that over 
time, women’s roles in government, politics and society 
will continue to improve. This could inadvertently lead to 
new policies and practices that do not unduly discriminate 
against women.

Religious and cultural practices that are harmful to women 
should be removed to ensure that women are appreciated, 
and their roles increased in contemporary Sudanese 
society. Laws that hamper women’s full engagement 
should be reviewed.  The transitional government should 
also guarantee equitable participation in civic life for men 
and women, and support is needed to repeal laws that 
discriminate against women. 

Following from the above, a series of recommendations  
are offered.

Recommendations for the Transitional Administration:
• Repeal laws and provisions that expressly or implicitly 

discriminate against women and minorities, or that 
restrict civil society spaces.

The inclusion of women – few 
as they may be – in the very 
top echelons of government 
represents progress.
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• Adopt legislative measures to accelerate 
the inclusion and participation of women 
in governance, civic and political decision-
making processes. While there is an existing 
40% provision for women, an accountability 
mechanism should be put in place to ensure 
that political parties adhere to it.

• Conduct transformative dialogue with 
religious and cultural leaders on women’s 
rights and freedoms. This should be a 
precursor to a nation-wide dialogue with 
an inclusive societal approach and one that 
results in actionable goals

Recommendations for regional bodies, such as 
the African Union and the Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development (IGAD):
• With oversight from the African Union 

Special Envoy on Women Peace and 
Security (WPS), convene regular meetings 
and dialogues on the role of Sudanese 
women in building sustainable peace, and 
to maintain a focus on the role of women in 
Sudanese peace and security.

• Provide the Sudanese transitional 
administration with experience-sharing 
and learning tools from other regions or 
countries to respond to and prevent gender-
based discrimination.

• Promote dialogue and coordination among 
the members of the IGAD Women Peace 
and Security Forum (IWPSF) and Sudanese 
women to generate support for the WPS 
agenda in the IGAD region.

• Conduct solidarity visits to Sudanese 
victims, which will go a long way in building 
confidence at the community level in Sudan.

• Develop and issue advisories on the specific 
situation of Sudanese women and youth 
to IGAD member states (at the level of the 
Council, and ministers and heads of states). 
This will ensure that IWPSF outputs are 
received with direct uptake by the leadership 
in the region.

• Work with development partners to ensuring 
adequate funding for building the capacity of 
Sudanese women in leadership positions. 

• Ensure that all dialogues have significant and 
vocal women representation. Those present 
must be encouraged to lead initiatives that 
increase gender awareness, and promote the 
role of female leadership from both rural and 
urban areas. 

Recommendations for development partners 
and the international community broadly:
• Government efforts to include and protect 

women should be incentivised through the 
setting targets which, if met, attract greater 
investment in women-led projects. 

• Resources should be dedicated to training 
and capacity-building initiatives targeted 
at women and women-led organisations, 
so as strengthen local women’s ability and 
confidence to participate in politics and 
peace processes. 

• Civil society organisations should be engaged 
to offer psycho-social support and care to 
victims of rape and other forms of violence 
meted on women by armed groups. 

Recommendations to Sudanese people and 
civil society organisations:
• Help to raise awareness of gender-based 

discrimination among young people, women 
and leaders in politics and government; 
including religious and traditional leaders.

• Work with development partners and 
emergency assistance groups, like Doctors 
Without Borders and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, to offer care 
and support to victims of gender-based 
discrimination and violence.

• While making recommendations and offering 
to participate in the peace processes, engage 
the government on core issues affecting 
women; and highlight the long-term impact 
on the country if neglected.
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