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ABSTRACT
ADMINISTRATION AND CHANGE IN

THE GEZIRA SCHEME AND THE SUDAN
1938-1970

By

Anthony Quinn Cheeseboro

This study seeks to determine whether the Sudanese government
and Gezira administration could have appreciably altered the
economic decline of the scheme. Several studies prior to this
have suggested that Gezira and Sudan were swept up in a wave
of underdevelopment that made it impossible for the economic
plans of the government to succeed. My research, which is
based on archival sources, interviews, and secondary sources,
points to a different conclusion. Political instability,
appears to have been much more pivotal in the decline of the
Gezira than metropolitan capitalism. This can clearly be seen
in this study because the overall economic and political
situation in the Sudan is examined as well as the Gezira
itself. By taking note of general political instability, it
became obvious that under such circumstances, any government

would have a difficult time pursuing development.
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INTRODUCTION

This study, Administration and Change in the Gezira
Scheme 1938 - 1970, is an attempt to trace the development of
the Gezira Scheme from the late 1930‘s to the onset of the
Nimieri regime. The goal of this dissertation is to determine
the degree to which the people of the Sudan were able to
effect the development of the Gezira once they attained
independence. Many authors have tended to stress the relative
weakness of the Sudanese yis a vis the international
capitalist system. According to these researchers, the
underdevelopment of the Gezira and Sudan was an inevitable
result of the country’s dependant position in the world
economy .

Although I do not dispute the idea of Sudan’s weakness
relative to that of the established metropolitan powers, I do
believe that the reasons behind the Gezira’s and Sudan’s
economic stagnation go beyond the structural weakness of the
country’s economy. Specifically, I argue that political
instability was the crucial factor in the Sudan’s inability to
improve the quality of its economy. To a lesser degree, the
fact that Sudanese were denied access to the administration of
the Gezira until the end of the colonial period also played a
major factor in the failure of development programs in the
1950’s and 1960’s. Since the Sudanese were kept from the
government and Gezira’s administration, the tenants and
effendiya did not have a very clear idea of the potential or

problems involved in the management of the scheme. This lack



of knowledge was also exacerbated by the World war II and
Korean War booms that occurred immediately prior to the drive
towards independence because the unusually high prices raised
the expectations of tenants and other members of the modern
sector to an unrealistic degree.

Because of the factors mentioned above, economic
development early on became subordinated to political
cleavages and group interests. During periods of parliamentary
rule, battles between political parties were so intense that
development of coherent economic strategy was virtually
impossible. Although the military governments of Abboud and
Nimieri were able formulate logical development programs, both
governments suffered from their narrow base within civil
society. Therefore, Nimieri and Abboud were eventually brought
down by groups who felt that their interests were ignored. In
both cases, once the military governments were overthrown,
their economic policies were also discarded.

Once again, it must be stressed that one must not
overlook the economic disadvantages suffered by the Sudan and
Gezira. However, to portray the problems of the Gezira as
totally beyond the control of the Sudanese ignores the actual
role played by the Sudanese in the creation of their problems.
More importantly, it denies that the Sudanese have the

capacity to solve their problems in the future.




Literature Review

The Gezira Scheme has, over the years, attracted a
significant amount of analysis and study. This 1is not
surprising since the Gezira is by far the single largest
economic entity in the Sudan. Furthermore, the Gezira and the
development of the cotton trade were definitely the hallmarks
of the economic policy of the Condominium era in Sudan. The
Gezira has subsequently been a major influence on all
succeeding governments of the independent Sudan.

There is a significant amount of material on the Gezira
extant. The problem is that most of the information is not
historical and has not been concerned with the mechanics of
the scheme’s administration. In the sixties, authors tended to
accept optimistic models of development, and sought to plan
how to use modern techniques to maximize the profitability of
the Gezira. During the 1970’s there was a great realization
that the Gezira, and Sudan, were not progressing. The rush was
then to explain why development was not taking place.

It is my belief that in concentrating almost exclusively
on tenants, recent researchers have implicitly stated that
whatever the administration did was inconsequential. Or else,
many researchers implied that the administration was almost by
definition an accomplice of metropolitan capitalism.

I have not attempted to refute the glaring fact of the

Sudan’s economic malaise. However, I do take issue with the
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notion that the successive administrations of the Sudan
government and Gezira Board were not interested in achieving
a meaningful independence for the Sudan and the Gezira Scheme.
Therefore, the focus of my study was on the administration of
the Gezira. I wanted to see whether or not the administration
of the Gezira made a real effort to assert the scheme’s
independence, or did it just follow the plans left behind by
the British.

To make the above determination, it became apparent that
the period to study should be approximately 1938-1970. At
first I only wanted to study the period from 1950-1969 since
this would have covered the time from the establishment of the
Gezira Board to the advent of the Nimieri regime. It was
Nimieri who placed the Gezira under the control of the
Ministry of Agriculture, and who instituted the "Breadbasket"
program. In other words, the time between 1950-1969 can be
seen as the period of optimism following independence.
Naturally this would have been the time when the Gezira’s
administration would have been bold in trying to create a new
role for the scheme.

However, once I began my research, I saw that if I simply
started in 1950, I would not be able to explain why
nationalization and the Sudanization of the work force took
the shape that it did. Therefore, I began my study in the year
1938 when the first memoranda discussing major changes in the

administration of the scheme appear. It should also be noted



5
that the final chapter discusses the Gezira and other schemes
in the decade after 1970. This is done so that the reader can
see the influence of Gezira policy on the country as a whole.

I should also note that my approach to the subject here
has been to follow the narrative approach. While this seems
conservative, the reason for this method was not political, I
simply wanted to see what the Gezira administration did in the
various situations it found itself in after independence, and
I did not want to superimpose any formula which would tend to
to force my research into certain conclusions.

In keeping with the traditional historical approach, the
sources that were used for this study are primarily printed
archival documents. Once again, the emphasis of this study was
the Gezira administration or management, and 1in order to
understand these people I sought to examine the official
documents that they left behind. Although these documents by
no means tell the entire story, they are excellent sources for
study if the objective is to understand the administrative
state of mind.

I should state that this project is first and foremost a
history. There are two reasons for this; first, my training
has been that of a historian, if I to were competently analyze
anything it would be best done from a historical perspective.
The second reason is that, other than a few economic history
studies, there simply has been no history of the Gezira Scheme

since the time of Gaitskell. I feel that the story of Gezira’'s
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management and administration in the post-colonial era
deserves a human face, and the objectives of the scheme’s
administration needed to examined in some detail instead of
simply being regarded as the mechanical reactions to a pre-
ordained theory. It is my sincere hope that I have succeeded
in this endeavor.

Central to understanding the administration of the Gezira
is an understanding of the total history of Sudan. Only when
the entire political and economic situation of the country is
comprehended, can many decisions made about the management of
the Gezira be understood. Perhaps the best overall history of

Sudan 1s A History of the Sudan (1988), by P.M. Holt and

Martin Daly. This book, the first edition of which was written
by Professor Holt in 1961, offers the reader a good overview
of Sudanese history, from the late nineteenth century onward.
Although more specialized studies are needed for anybody doing
serious research, it 1s difficult to imagine undertaking
research on modern Sudan without consulting this book.

In an attempt to establish the cultural traditions found
in the Gezira region, one should start with an examination of
the Funj Sultanate, the earliest centralized government known
to have developed in that area. In Jay Spaulding’s The Heroic

Age in Sinnar (1983), one can see how under the Funj, Islam

was established in the Gezira. Also, the book describes the
gradual process of Arabization that overtook the Gezira,

eventually eclipsing the earlier, Nubian culture. The
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phenomenon of Arabization is of particular importance when
studying the reaction of Gezira Arabs to ethnic West Africans
during the 1940‘s and 1950‘s. From an economic standpoint,
Spaulding’s work 1is important because it establishes that
early on the Gezira was seen as a particularly fertile
location in comparison to other regions of the Northern Sudan
and an important area for trade. This same general story can
also be seen in the R.S. O’'Fahey and Jay Spaulding book,

Kingdoms of the Sudan (1974).

After the defeat of the Funj by the Turco-Egyptian forces
of Muhammad Ali, there were several attempts to develop cash

crops in the Sudan. In his book, Egypt in Sudan 1820-1881

(1959), Richard Hill notes that a Turkish governor, Mahu Bey
was responsible for encouraging the cultivation of Sudanese
long-staple cotton. He also introduced this cotton to Egypt.

As Gaitskell and many other twentieth century observers
have noted, the religious societies or tarigas are among the
most important social structures of the region. A book that
gives great insight into one of the most momentous religious
and political events in Sudanese history is P.M. Holt’s The

Mahdist State in the Sudan 1881-1898 (1958). The Ansar

movement, founded by the Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad would become
one of the major political forces in the Gezira and the rest
of Northern Sudan. It would be especially strong among those
Western Sudanese who constitute such a large portion of the

Gezira’'s workforce. Another important aspect of the Mahdiyya
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period was that it witnessed large shifts in Sudan’s
population which resulted in the British assuming that the
North had been depopulated during that period.

The period of Sudanese history following the Mahdiyya is
of course the Aanglo-Egyptian Condominium. Although the
Condominium was theoretically a period of shared rule in
Sudan, the reality was that the British controlled the
country. Therefore, any study of Sudan during this period
would necessarily involve a detailed examination of British
rule and policy. The historian who has worked most extensively
in the field of British Condominium history in Northern Sudan

1s Martin Daly. His British Administration and the Northern

Sudan (1979) is a study of the Condominium under Sir Lee
Stack. Stack’s tenure paralleled both the first fully
operational years of the Gezira, and the first significant
out-burst of nationalism, which resulted in his assassination.

Empire on the Nile (1986) and Imperial Sudan (1991), also

by Daly, combine to form an exhaustive study of British
government in Sudan during the entire Condominium period.
These two books serve to draw a clear picture of how the
British viewed the Sudan and the Sudanese. Fundamentally, one
sees officials who were quite conscientious and well-
intentioned, even though they could be paternalistic and
condescending when it came to Sudanese aspirations. These

traits are particularly important for this study since the SPS
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officials could be considered de facto government members
during most of this period.

Although Daly’s books are quite thorough, by design they
focus on the British. Naturally, in order to develop a more
complete understanding of Sudan during this period, it is
necessary to examine other groups involved in the Sudan.

Muddathir Abdel Rahim’s Imperialism and Nationalism in the

Sudan (1969) is an excellent source for information on the
development individuals and organizations dedicated to the
independence of Sudan. This book concentrated on the
development of nationalist organizations and political
parties. In particular, Professor Muddathir described the
growth of movements like the White Flag League after World War
I, and the repression of political activists after the
assassination of Sir Lee Stack. Also discussed 1is the
involvement of traditional tariga leaders in the politics of
Sudan which ultimately led to the creation of the country’s
two leading political parties, the Umma party of the Ansar and
the Ashigga (NUP) which was affiliated with the Khatmiyya.
Overall, Professor Muddathir’s approach to Sudanese
nationalism is a fairly conservative one that emphasizes the
Islamic elements of Sudanese politics.

Another very useful book on Sudanese nationalism is

Revolution and Nationalism in the Sudan (1976) by Mohamed Omer

Beshir. Dr. Mohamed’s study is similar to that of Muddathir

Abdel Rahim’s except that his work tends toward a more liberal
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interpretation of the development of Sudanese nationalism. The
Beshir book is especially useful in its sections dealing with
the Graduates Congress, the first major vehicle for the
concerns of the educated class or graduates.

Another book o0of Mohamed Omer Beshir, Educational

Development in the Sudan 1898-1956 (1969), 1is a valuable

source of information about the kind of training that the
graduates received. The book outlines how education developed
at Gordon College in Sudan as a way to supply the government
with a civil service, and how it was subsequently curtailed
once the government workers began to organize themselves
politically. Also, the book describes the development of
secondary schools throughout the rural areas, and the
organization of agricultural education. This is particularly
important to this study since many of the early Sudanese
administrators, including the Gezira’s first Sudanese Managing
Director, Mekki Abbas, were products of the rural secondary
and agricultural schools.

In addition to studies about nationalism, it is
necessary to gauge the status of the Sudan in international
politics. Although the Sudan is only mentioned fleetingly in

William Roger Louis’ book, The British Empire in the Middle

East (1984), this volume 1is important because it makes the
point that the British regarded Sudan as important
strategically. Specifically, they hoped to move military

operations from bases in Iraq, Palestine, and Egypt to Sudan
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since they assumed that they would be able to hold on to Sudan
longer than other territories in the heartland of the Middle
East. Once this strategy becomes clear, it helps to explain
the form that development projects took in post World War II
Sudan.

John Markakis’ National and Class Conflict in the Horn of

Africa (1990), as the name implies, is a study of political
culture and society throughout the region in which the Sudan
is located. Markakis’ work concentrates on the how the class
interests of various groups in the Horn of Africa manifest
themselves in civil conflict. In the case of Sudan, Markakis
argues that the country 1is controlled by a small group of
riverain Arabs, whose section of the country benefitted the
most from the development policies of the British. Naturally,
Markakis places the Gezira at the center of this privileged
region, and 1its managers as members of the country’s
privileged elite. As for the Gezira’s tenants, he considers
them to be part of the exploited masses, who have seen little
or no benefit from the export-oriented policies of colonial
and post-colonial regimes.

Markakis’ treatment of tenants is at variance with the
widely held view that even though they are producers, they
still are a relatively privileged group in the Sudan. In all
likelihood, Markakis simply did not take the time to get
deeply into the status of the tenants because of the wide

scope of his book. Still his work is useful because it helps
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to bring the problems of the Gezira within the framework of
the national political situation of the country. A national
perspective is something that can be easily overlooked when
one is mainly reading material dealing with Gezira.
Two books that give more detailed analyses of the Gezira

are Gabriel Warburg’s Islam, Nationalism and Communism in a

Traditional Society (1978) and Peter Bechtold’s Politics in

the Sudan (1976). Both of these books look at various segments
of Sudanese society and how they interact with each other in
the political climate of Sudan. As the title indicates,
Warburg’s book is concerned with impact of new ideologies on
the Sudan. In particular, he traces the growth of mainstream
nationalist organizations in Sudan, and the development of the
Communist Party. For a student of the Gezira, the Communists
are of particular interest. Warburg shows that through their
aggressive bargaining in favor of increased shares of profits
for tenants, the Communists were able to gain positions of
leadership within the tenant’s union. This influence was,
however, quite limited. The Communists were never able to
count on the Gezira tenants in general political elections
while they could depend on the support of certain large
segments of the urban proletariat like the rail workers.
Peter Bechtold’s book covers much the same territory as
Warburg'’s, except that Bechtold’s emphasis is more
sociological than historical in nature. Also Bechtold’s work

tends to have a much wider focus than that of Warburg, since
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it seeks to give a panoramic view of Sudanese society rather
than concentrate on particular national crises as was the case
with Warburg’s book.
The final general volume on Sudan to be cited in this

literature review 1is Sudan: State and Society in Crisis

(1991), edited by John Voll. Although this volume is primarily
concerned with developments in the Sudan over the last ten
years, there is one chapter in this book that is of particular
interest to this study. “"Farmers and the Failure of
Agribusiness in the Sudan" by Stephen Kontos demonstrates the
influence of the Gezira and large schemes in general as the
model for Sudan’s economic development. Using these, and other
sources, I have attempted to place the Gezira and its
administration within the context of Sudanese society and
politics.

This literature review will also, of course, delineate
sources of information about the Gezira, and it will start
with a listing of primary sources. The greatest source of
primary documents for this project came from the archives at
Barakat, Sudan, the site of the Gezira administrative
headquarters. At Barakat, there are a wide variety of
documents to be examined. Files from the office of the
managing director and the general manager, and files from
various departments like accounting. The archives also

contained files on specific topics like Sudanization and the
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Tenant’s Strike of 1946. Finally, special reports such as
development officer Taha E1 Jack Taha’s "Problems of Land
Development in the Managil Southwest Extension in the Sudan in
the Decade 1957-1967," provided a great deal of useful
information about the administration of Gezira.

Another archive that figured prominently in the research
for this paper was the Sudan Archive at the University of
Durham in the United Kingdom. Of particular interest at this
archive was the collection of memoranda written by Arthur
Gaitskell, a major administrator during both the Sudan
Plantations Syndicate and the early Gezira Board. Memoranda
like "A Proposal for the Future of the Gezira Scheme* and
"Some Notes About the Erkowit Study Camp" were very useful
because they provided a more candid picture of the opinions of
Gaitskell than the one he presented in his book Gezira: A

Story of Develcpment in the Sudan (1959). Also of great

importance were documents like the 1946 Five Year Plan of the
Condominium government.

Considering the primary documents and despite the
influence of the Gezira, it 1s surprising that only three
book-length monographs dealing with Gezira have ever been
written. And of those three books, only two are commonly

available. These are Gezira: A Story of Development in the

Sudan (1959), by Arthur Gaitskell, and Gezira: An Illusion of

Development (1977), by Tony Barnett. While the Gezira has been

the subject of numerous dissertations and theses, the great
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majority of these have not been published. Despite the paucity
of 1lengthy detailed studies, there are numerous journal
articles about the Gezira.
The logical place to start this part of the literature

review is with Gezira: a Story of development in the Sudan by

Arthur Gaitskell. This book is the single most concise and
complete account of the Gezira Scheme prior to the
establishment of the Gezira Board. Gaitskell was particularly
well qualified to write a history of the Gezira, since he
worked for the Sudan Plantations Syndicate from 1923 until
1950, and became the first managing director of the Gezira
Board after the nationalization of the Gezira in 1950. He
eventually retired in 1952. Incidentally, Gaitskell was a
history major at Oxford’s New College and the brother of Hugh
Gaitskell, a prominent Labour MP who was instrumental in the
nationalization of Britain’s rail system.

It 1is safe to say that Arthur Gaitskell generally
mirrored his brother Hugh’s political temperament; he was a
progressive minded liberal. However, since Arthur Gaitskell
was active 1in Africa, he naturally had to implement his
politics differently than his Dbrother. Specifically,
Gaitskell’s actions and analyses betrayed tendencies towards
paternalism and ethnocentrism.

Gaitskell’s account of the Gezira stresses the pioneering
aspects of the scheme. That is, he emphasized the level of

risk undertaken in trying to establish commercial agriculture
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in the Sudan. Gaitskell also tended to portray the British
government and SPS officials in a very altruistic light. In
other words, Gaitskell always downplayed any profit that might
have been made, and emphasized the benefits that would be
derived from a given project or policy that was pursued in the
Gezira.

The negative side of Gaitskell’s approach was that he
almost always appeared to have a low opinion of anything that
was of Sudanese origin. In particular, he always portrayed
any kind of political movement as being an outside force that
sought to influence innocent tenants. In this vein, he
criticized the leaders of traditional religious groups as
forces of backwardness and ignorance; he characterized the
educated elites as distant and manipulative; and he saw tenant
activists as communists.

It should be kept in mind, however, who Gaitskell was and
when he wrote his book. Gaitskell was a very important figure
in the Sudan Plantations Syndicate, and he was later a major
figure in the new Gezira Board. He was writing a history in
which he had played no small part,and it should surprise no
one that his report of that era was quite favorable. Although
Gaitskell never outwardly confronts them, one can assume that
he felt a need to criticize African militants who constantly
stressed the exploitive nature of metropolitan relations with

colonial regions.
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As far as structure is concerned, Gaitskell’s work is the
only true narrative history dealing with the Gezira Scheme.
The great connecting theme in the monograph is an unabashed
faith in progress. The reader is left with the opinion that
the Sudanese had been given a flawless blueprint that would
work for the foreseeable future.

No thesis could have been farther from Gaitskell’s rosy
forecast than that of Tony Barnett. Instead of seeing the
Gezira as an example of progress with an optimistic future,
Barnett instead saw the Gezira’s fundamental relationship with
the industrialized world as a dependant one in which the
Gezira and Sudan would always remain underdeveloped.
Furthermore, Barnett felt that the Gezira had already reached
the logical limits of its development and would not offer a
better future to the children of current tenants.

Barnett’s work concentrated on the actual tenants living
in the Gezira Scheme. Barnett examined how they survived and
the general quality of their 1lives. His approach was
fundamentally sociological in that he examined the Gezira's
tenants as members of a larger societal unit. His analysis was
based on the theories of Andre Gundar Frank, who espoused a
theory of underdevelopment that argued that through
interaction with developed economies, the economies of less
developed countries were effectively trapped in a capitalist
system 1in which they were perpetually held in check.

Furthermore, Frank felt that regardless of any changes in the
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outward appearances, i.e. from colony to independent country,
the fundamental relationship of exploitation would be strong
enough to survive the transition. Although Barnett’s study
contained historical information and analysis, the primary
emphasis of his study was the Gezira as he personally observed
it, and how it was described to him by his informants.

It would appear Barnett intended that his work be seen as
a direct challenge to the development claims of Gaitskell. His
emphasis on the limited options of tenants in securing credit
or diversifying, definitely shows the barriers to individual
initiative in the Gezira. Furthermore, his accounts of the
energy invested in trying to send sons into other professions
reinforces the impression that tenants felt that the Gezira
Scheme would not confer a prosperous future to their children.

Although it is an wunpublished dissertation, From

Concessionaire to Shavkh (Wisconsin-Madison, 1986) by Susan

Grabler provides a compelling new look at the early years of
the Gezira Scheme. Grabler puts the endeavors of the early
Sudan Plantation Syndicate (SPS) in the wider context of
concession companies in the Sudan at the turn of the century.
Grabler notes, as did Gaitskell, that the condominium was
short of money during its early years, and that it was quite
willing to give companies very favorable terms in the hope
that they would eventually be able to develop profitable
operations. In particular, Grabler’s accounts of tax breaks

and special rail prices stands 1in stark contrast to the
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picture painted by Gaitskell of a struggling SPS which was
barely able to make a profit. For a concise version of
Grabler’s observations about the Sudan, one can consult
"European Capital Exports and Concessions Policy in the Sudan

1898-1913," Northeast African Studies volume 8, numbers 2-3,

1986.

As noted earlier, Gaitskell and Barnett are the only two
generally accessible published monographs on the Gezira. There
are, however, some books which have devoted a considerable
portion of their attention to the Gezira. Foremost among these
is a volume by Peter Oesterdiekhoff and Karl Wohlmuth, The

Development Perspectives of the Democratic Republic of Sudan

(1983). This book concerned itself with the "Breadbasket®
strategy of the Sudanese government under President Nimieri
during the 1970’s. The authors examined the "Breadbasket"
strategy using the delinkage model of Samir Amin. After
examining the strategy, the authors found it wanting. 1In
essence, they felt that by trying to align Sudan’s economy
with those of the oil-rich Arab states, Sudan was simply
trading one master for another. Instead of trying to become a
source for imports to the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, the authors
instead argued that Sudan should have worked towards food self
sufficiency.

John Tait, 1in his article for the Oesterdiekhoff and
Wohlmuth book, "The Modernization of the Colonial Mode of

Production in the Gezira Scheme, " dealt with the impact of the
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"Breadbasket" strategy in the Gezira. He was concerned with
the introduction of mechanized farming into the Gezira. Tait
followed the thesis of B.Founou-Tchuigoua that the tenants of
the scheme are de facto wage laborers. Using this argument,
Tait said that the introduction of machinery necessarily would
have a negative impact on the tenants since production there
had always been labor intensive. In other words, it would be
inevitable that many people would be left unemployed with no
viable alternative. In addition to leaving people unemployed,
mechanization was also used in a questionable way. Tait cited
evidence that machinery was used on crops that benefitted from
it the least, while crops that were more economically amenable
to machinery were left to manual harvesting.

An article that 1is quite useful in conjunction with
Oesterdiekhoff and Wohlmuth is Hussein M. Mirghani’s "The
Effect of the International Monetary Crisis on Capital Inflows
to the Sudan: A Preliminary Note" Africa Development number 3,
1977. This article describes the terms under which Sudan
received financial assistance during the Nimieri years. More
importantly, it shows how, through higher interest rates and
shorter repayment periods, the attempt at reorienting Sudan’s
economy was almost doomed from the start.

B. Founou-Tchuigoua’s article, "De Facto Wage Earners in

the Gezira Scheme (Sudan), " Africa Development number 1, 1978,

made simple observations about the arrangement between the the

three partners of the Gezira Scheme, government, Gezira Board,
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and tenants, to prove that the tenants were actually wage
laborers. In order to prove this point, Founou-Tchuigoua noted
that the rent paid for land in Gezira was minimal and that the
government made all of the rules concerning the transaction.
Additionally, he showed that the government, with its power to
evict tenants, was definitely a superior, and not a partner.

The one phenomenon that Founou-Tchuigoua found a bit
contradictory was the tenant’s heavy reliance on hired labor.
He was able to show that due to the sharp increase in post-war
cotton prices, the social status of tenants increased, and
they were able to hire labor in much greater numbers than
previously. As a result, it became accepted practice for
tenants to hire labor for much of their work.!

The work of Founou-Tchuigoua grew out the efforts of
other researchers in the 1960’s who were primarily concerned
with labor problems and the impact of the stabilization of
cotton prices on the tenants of Gezira. Of these, D.J. Shaw is
of particular note. He wrote and co-wrote two articles for the

Agricultural Economics Bulletin of the Food and Agriculture

Organization of the United Nations. In one of his articles,
"Labour Problems 1in the Gezira Scheme" (1964), Shaw stated
that with the opening of the Managil extension, many of the

agricultural laborers would soon have their own tenancies. He

Tt should also be noted that other researchers like Barnett
have shown that subletting tenancies also grew in popularity due to
the increasing unprofitability of tenancies. Well-to-do tenants
often devoted their personal time to more remunerative pursuits.



22

also feared that what appeared to be a growing industrial
sector would also deprive the Gezira tenants of laborers. His
solution was to look into mechanization and to continue
research into crop rotations so that the most effective way to
handle agricultural tasks could be found. Needless to say, the
findings of later researchers revealed that his concerns had
not materialized.

A more recent article on the subject of labor in the
Gezira and related schemes 1is “The Formation of the
Agricultural Labour Force in Sudan" by Jay O’Brien, Review of

African Political Economy number 26, 1983. O’Brien’s thesis is

that, during the late 1950’s, the Sudanese government
consciously sided with the interests of commercial agriculture
to deny farm labor its demands for more equitable treatment.
It must be remembered that a significant portion of the
Gezira'’'s farm labor consists of people of West African origin.
These people were eventually controlled by denying them
citizenship rights.

An article which sustains a contemporary Riverain Arab
viewpoint was Issam Ahmad Hassoun’s "‘Western’ Migration and

Settlement in the Sudan," Sudan Notes and Records volume 33,

1952. This article, which by current standards evinces a
rather bigoted tone, nevertheless gives an accurate account of
the West African immigrants countries of origin, and a good
description of the conditions under which they lived in Sudan.

Finally, I should note Mark Duffield’s Maiurno: Capitalism and
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Rural Life in Sudan (1981) as a more current account of

Western populations in the general vicinity of the Gezira.
This work describes the process of Arabization in the Western
community, and the movement of the assimilated into other
fields of activity.

As was stated earlier, this dissertation is an attempt to
place the administration of the Gezira within the wider
context of Sudanese society. This literature review 1is a
survey of the kinds of material that was used to make this
analysis. Obviously, a reliance on archival and secondary
documents has resulted in a less intimate study than many of
the current works dealing with development, but, as was said
earlier, the perspective provided by these sources is
necessary for a balanced and more informative history of the

Gezira and Sudan.




CHAPTER ONE: 1898-1930

Although the word Gezira means "island", the region is in
fact an inland penninsula created by the White and Blue Nile
rivers. It begins at Khartoum where the Nile splits into its
component parts, the Blue and White Niles, and stretches
southward into the rainland areas south of Sennar, a distance
of roughly 150 miles. From east to west, the Gezira is
considerably more narrow, it is never more than forty or so
miles wide. The most distinguishing feature of the Gezira is
its utter flatness, but in reality the land does gently slope
from east to west. The other distinct aspect of the Gezira is
the heavy clay content of its soil. These two features would
prove crucial in making the Gezira an ideal sight for an

irrigated agriculture project.

Historical Background

The Gezira, like the rest of Sudan, has had a very long
and eventful history prior to the advent of the current
irrigation regime. In ancient times, the Gezira was at the
southern end of Nubia. During the Funj period, the Gezira
became a much more important region. First of all, the capital
of the Funj was 1in Sennar, the future site of the all
important Sennar dam. Secondly, it was during this period that
the Gezira began its current function as a major agricultural

center.
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Under the Funj, the Gezira was organized along what could
best be described as feudal lines. There was a monarch, the
makk or sultan, and under him there were a multiplicity of
lesser nobles.! In the Funj system of government, the peasant
population was obligated to provide significant quantities of
grain to both the local noble and the makk. The local nobles
also maintained a system of markets or al aswag (sing. sug)?,
where goods were traded between pastoralists and farmers. It
should be noted that both grain and cotton were prominent in
this trade.

THE TURKIYYA

During the eighteenth century, the Funj Sultanate entered
a period of decline brought on by the rise of Arabic culture
in Sudan. This decline was finalized with the conquest, in
1820, of the Sudan by the forces of the Ottoman governor of
Egypt, Muhammad Ali Pasha. Muhammad Ali was an energetic,
commercially minded governor, whose economic and social
policies have led many scholars to consider him the founder of
modern Egypt. In Sudan, his goals were not to transform the
country’s political economy; instead he saw Sudan as source of
slaves for his army and a region where various exotic goods

and gold could be procured.’ Once Muhammad Ali’s forces were

'Jay Spaulding, The Heroic Age in Sinnar, (East Lansing:
Michigan State University, 1985), p.41.

? Ibid Pg. 107.

P.M. Holt and Martin Daly, A History of the Sudan
(London: Longman 1988), p.48.
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in control of Egypt, he soon found that the slaves were not
suitable for the relatively cool winters of Egypt and that the
gold of old Nubia no longer existed in large quantities.

This left the new Turco-Egyptian regime with tropical
products such as ostrich feathers and ivory. These exotic
products did prove valuable but were susceptible to
fluctuations in public taste. Moreover, during the early years
of the new regime, the lands from which these products came
were not within the control of the government. Under such
circumstances, it was quite natural for the new government to
turn to a more reliable source of income, namely agriculture.

After futile attempts to grow coffee and foster a wool
industry, Muhammad Ali learned that cotton was grown in Sudan.
He sent for a sample, whose seeds were later named after the
governor of Sudan, Mahu Bey, and they went on to become the
basis for the Egyptian cotton introduced during Muhammad Ali’s

rule.*

However, despite several attempts to spread cotton’s
cultivation, it never became a major crop in Sudan under

Turco-Egyptian rule.

‘Richard Hill, Egypt in the Sudan 1820-1881, (London:
Oxford University Press 1959), p.52.
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THE MAHDIYYA
In the year 1885, Muhammad Ahmad, who declared himself to
be the Mahdi, or rightly guided one, led a movement that
succeded in overthrowing the Turco-Egyptian regime in Sudan.
After gaining power, the Mahdi and his successor, the Khalifa
Abdallahi, were unable to make major inroads into
international markets. The Gezira, however, continued to be a
major producer of grain, and provided its share of the zakat,
or tithe, to the central treasury in kind.®
THE CONDOMINIUM
In 1898, Egyptian and British troops under Sir Herbert
Kitchener defeated the forces of the Khalifa Abdallahi and
destroyed the Mahdist State. The victorious troops did not
reinstall the old Turco-Egyptian regime, instead forming a new

government. This government was called the condominium, so

named because it was composed of the two victorious parties,
or co-domini, Britain and Egypt. Legally, the Condominium
Agreement of 1899 recognized the pre-existing sovereignty of
Egypt over the Sudan but also gave Britain the right to rule
there as a result of conquest.®

The British agreed to this type of government for a
number of reasons. First, by recognizing Egyptian sovereignty

over Sudan, London avoided the problems of great power rivalry

P.M. Holt, The Mahdist State in the Sudan 1881-1898,
(Oxford: London 1958), pp. 109-112.

$Ibid, p.118.
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that would have developed had Britain directly annexed Sudan.
Moreover, the condominium gave the Foreign Office the kind of
control it would have had if Sudan had been a formal part of
the British empire.

London’s primacy was clearly demonstrated in the
administration that was created in the Condominium agreement.
Sudan fell under the control of a military officer who was
known as the governor-general, who enjoyed total legislative
and administrative control. Although formally appointed by the
Khedive of Egypt, the governor-general was always a British
officer recommended by the government in London. The country
was divided into provinces much the same way it had been under
the Turco-Egyptian regime.’ At first all of the governors were
from military backgrounds, but after martial law was relaxed
in 1926 civilian governors were introduced. Beneath the
governors were junior British officers known as inspectors.
The Europeans who controlled the administration and army were
assisted by Egyptian soldiers and civilians.

To help maintain control over the population, the new
government allowed Shari’a (Muslim) law to stand in regards to
personal status. Only the criminal code was westernized.®
Shari’a law was administered by Muslim judges (gadi), most of

whom were Sudanese. In addition, the Condominium developed a

'Muddathir ‘Abdel Rahim, Imperialism and Nationalism in
the Sudan, (Khartoum: University Press, 1986), p. 41.

!Ibid, p. 40.
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class of Sudanese civil servants who did most of the clerical
and minor administrative work. These men were trained at
Gordon Memorial College in Khartoum which was founded in
1902, in addition to familiarizing the students with English
and other basic skills, the schools had a heavy vocational
emphasis, teaching skills such as carpentry and education.’
Gordon College was ran by the country’s first director of
education, Sir James Currie.

As Muddathir Abdel Rahim comments, contrary to its title,
Gordon College was in reality a primary level school which was
designed to teach its students only the rudiments of Western
education.!® Nevertheless, the training they received and the
government positions they held differentiated them from the
general population. They were therefore commonly referred to
as the effendiva, a term of Turkish origin which originally

signified literacy.

THE SUDAN’'S ECONOMIC CLIMATE AND CONCESSIONS
To support the administration, the new government
obviously needed substantial revenues. The problem was that
the Sudan was unable to generate the level of revenue needed

during the early years of Condominium rule. Because of the

Ahmed Abu Sin, The Development of the Civil Service in
the Republic of the Sudan 1899-1961 (Khartoum: Institute of
Public Administration Republic of the Sudan Khartoum 1968),
p.33.

194Abdel Rahim, Imperialism and Nationalism, p.40.
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violent and brutal campaign that had been necessary to conquer
the Mahdiyya, the government was hesitant to tax the people
too heavily for fear that it might provoke a rebellion. It
should be noted that these fears were justified since the
government did have to put down a number of revolts during its
early years. As a result of this situation, the Condominium
was reluctant to collect taxes. For example, in 1900, the
government was only to raise £E156,000 (Egyptian Pounds) in

! 7o make

taxes (approx. $550,000) from the entire country.!
up for this lack of money, the Condominium was constantly
forced to borrow from the Egyptian treasury. Naturally, this
was a situation with which nobody was happy.

In the minds of the Sudan’s administrators, the most
obvious way to solve the financial problems of the country was
to develop exports. The government of Sudan was receptive,
therefore, to the idea of foreign investment in agriculture.
Susan Grabler, in her article, "European Capital Exports and
Concessions Policy in the Sudan 1898-1913, " argues that during
the period before World War I, the Condominium was convinced
that the only way to develop Sudan was to make land available
to foreign development concerns . !? The Condominium

consequently granted concessions to a number of companies, one

of which was the Sudan Plantations Syndicate (SPS), the

'Holt and Daly, A History of the Sudan, p.125.

2gusan Grabler, "European Capital Exports and the
Concessions Policy in the Sudan, 1898-1913, " Northeast African
Studies Vol. 8, No. 2-3, 1986.
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company that would eventually manage the Gezira Scheme.

SPS was founded in 1904 by an American named Leigh Hunt.
In 1906, he contracted a number of African-Americans, who were
experienced in cotton farming, to run a pump scheme at Zeidab,
in Sudan’s Northern Province.!®> Regretablly the Americans
were unable to adjust to the conditions in Sudan, and Hunt
turned to Upper Egyptians and later Sudanese. By 1907, Zeidab
began to yield some impressive harvests, but the scheme was
not profitable because of the high cost of 1labor.!* 1In
response, the SPS introduced a tenancy agreement that was
based on the payment of annual rents in return for the chance
to grow crops on SPS land. This system proved to be much more
successful than the direct hiring of labor, at least during
good years, even if the system proved problematic during poor
years because of the high rate of defaults.®®

FOUNDATION AND EARLY ACTIVITY IN GEZIRA

The idea for the Sennar Dam, the source of Gezira’s
water, had its origin with the hydrographic survey carried out
by Sir William Garstin between the years 1899-1904. In 1904,
he reported that the Blue Nile could support a dam in the area

around Sennar which could be used to irrigate the Gezira.

Parthur Gaitskell, Gezira: A Story of Development in the
Sudan (London: Faber & Faber 1959), p.51.

John James O’Brien, "Agricultural Labor and Development
in Sudan" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Connecticut,
1981), p.64.

*0’Brien, "Agricultural Labor and Development" p.67.
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Given the Sudan government’s favorable attitude towards
agricultural schemes, it took 1little effort to get the
Condominium behind the idea of a dam at Sennar. The problem
was one of financing. Building a dam would be a costly public
works project, and it was scarcely something that the
Condominium could afford. The only way to surmount this
obstacle would be to secure funding from abroad. Fortunately,
the Condominium had a powerful ally in England, the British
Cotton Growers Association (BCGA).

As Tony Barnett notes in Gezira: An Tllusion of

Development (1977), Britain found itself being forced out of
the low end of the textile market during the early years of
the twentieth century. The response of British industry to
this situation was to concentrate on the higher quality
portion of the textile market. To do this, the British needed
to have large quantities of long-staple cotton instead of the
shorter staple American cotton. The increased demand for long
staple cotton meant that Egypt could no longer supply British
needs. The BCGA reacted by lobbying Parliament for the
expansion of cotton cultivation within the empire. Naturally,
the BCGA found the idea of the Gezira attractive, and began to
campaign for the idea in Parliament.
BCGA, SPS, and the GOVERNMENT

In its attempt to become more active in Sudanese

agriculture, the BCGA bought SPS shares in 1911. The SPS was

still involved in the scheme at Zeidab. As mentioned before,
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the main problem at Zeidab and other projects was how to
profitably engage a workforce.!® Regardless of the problems
that the SPS was experiencing at Zeidab, it was still
interested in the diversification of its operations. Because
of SPS’ experience in Sudan, and its connections in
influential circles in London, it was able to receive the
contract to manage the Gezira, beginning with a pilot scheme
in Tayiba.

In much of the older literature about the Gezira, a great
deal is made of the partnership between the government, SPS,
and the tenants. This is especially true when discussion
centers on the contractual relations between the SPS and
government. It would appear that these assumptions were
influenced by the work of Arthur Gaitskell, whose description
of the contract and its stipulations leaves readers with the
impression of a fair agreement that spread the burden between

all parties equitably. The agreement as described by Gaitskell

%Grabler suggests that the difficulty in labor agreements
arose from preconceptions that English business took to Sudan
from their experience in Egypt. As Grabler ably demonstrates,
the fundamental difference between Sudan and Egypt stemmed
from the large population of Egypt and its land scarcity. The
Egyptian situation created a labor surplus that could be
easily exploited by landlords. The situation in Sudan was the
opposite since its population was much lower, and, tenants
could be induced to participate in schemes only if they were
given relatively favorable terms. Hence the development of
share systems in Zeidab and subsequent projects. Grabler,
"From Concessionaire to Shaykh"
pp.40-67.
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divided profits among the government, SPS, and tenants by
35%,25%,40% respectively.!’

Susan Grabler, in her dissertation, From Concessionaire
to Shaykh (1986), describes a very different situation. She
comments that in granting the SPS the Gezira concession, the
Condominium agreed to "the usual remission in taxes, reduced
railway freights and expanded pumping rights, " and allowed the
SPS to decide who would be tenants on the land granted for the
initial scheme at Tayiba.'®

Grabler’s more critical assessment rings true since her
perspective is certainly more disinterested than that of
Gaitskell. Furthermore, Grabler states that the Condominium’s
willingness to agree to such terms was symptomatic of the
administration’s enthusiasm for foreign investment. Also, in
a more general sense the terms’ generosity reinforced the
point made earlier about the near absence of revenue
generating enterprise in Sudan. In order to spur growth, it
would appear that the government would grant the most generous
terms imaginable.

EARLY OPERATIONS WITHIN THE GEZIRA SCHEME

In 1911, an irrigation pump was installed at Tayiba,

north of Wad Medani, to service 600 feddans (1 feddan=1.038

acres) of land. This was the beginning of the Gezira Scheme.

YArthur Gaitskell, Gezira: A Story of Development in the
Sudan (London: Faber and Faber 1959), pp.68-71.

¥Grabler, "From Concessionaire to Shaykh" , p.60.



35

At first, local residents could not be recruited for the new
project; therefore members of the SPS concession at Zeidab
were hired. During the first year at Tayiba, the rains failed,
leaving the people adjacent to the scheme in dire straits.
Tayiba, however, had a very successful harvest. The next year,
applications for tenancies swelled. Fortunately, the
opportunities also increased, since Tayiba was being expanded
to 2,000 feddans. In addition the SPS placed 2,000 feddans
more under pump irrigation at Barakat.

Meanwhile with the support of the BCGA, a loan for
£13,000,000 to the Condominium was approved, in 1913, for the
construction of the Sennar dam. As a consequence, the
government had to consider whether to allow the SPS to retain
control of the Gezira or to place the new scheme directly
under its control. The current arrangement, although
technically for four years, explicitly stated that its terms
could be terminated any time that the experiment was deemed a
success or failure. Since the results of the first two seasons
clearly demonstrated the feasibility of cotton cultivation,
there was no point in delaying the decision on the Gezira'’s
future management.

In 1913, the government and SPS came to an agreement on
the apportionment of profits between themselves and the
tenants. The contract called for the government to be
responsible for the maintenance of the major waterworks and

the payment of rent to tenants for leasing their lands in
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return for 35% of the profits.' The SPS was to administer
cultivation and to maintain small canals and roads in exchange
for 25% of the profits. The tenants were assigned 40% of the
profits for their labor and the costs incurred in cultivation.
After 1919, the percentages were adjusted. The government

taking 40% of the profits and the SPS settling for 20%.2%° 2

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE GEZIRA SCHEME

Until the actual operation of the gravity irrigation
scheme began in 1925, the Gezira comprised only the relatively
small tracts of land at Tayiba and Barakat. Once the gravity
system began, the Gezira would extend to 300,000 feddans,
requiring considerable land alienation through the Gezira Land
Ordinance of 1921. Under this statute, the government bought
only the land which would was needed for the construction of
the major irrigation works. The rest was rented at price based
on its value prior to irrigation. Owners of land were still

allowed to sell their land to other Sudanese from the same

Tt is important to realize that the Gezira Scheme
comprises leased land. Although the government forcibly leased
the land it acknowledged the tenants as owners of the land.
The rent paid by the government, however, reflected the value
of the land prior to
irrigation. Gaitskell, Gezira, p.85.

°Ibid p.84.

2lgrabler points out that the "partnership" relationship
between the constituent parts of the Gezira closely resembled
the izbah system of sharecropping that was prevalent in Egypt
at the time. Grabler, "From Concessionare to Shaykh' pp.17-67.
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area, thereby transferring the rights to rent to the new
owner.

Although the original holders could maintain title and
receive rent, they were strictly limited in the amount of land
they could operate as tenants in Gezira. Generally speaking,
a tenancy or howasha (literally farm) could be no more than 40
feddans. However, in some instances, tenants were allowed to
work two tenancies. It should be noted that prominent land
owners were allowed to chose who would be given tenancies
from their holdings. This kept 1land under the control of
prominent families since clan heads wusually arranged for
tenancies to be given to relatives or retainers.

Tenants worked under the following regulations: a tenant
was to grow cotton on ten feddans of his or her howasha;
cotton was understood to be the one crop in which the
government and SPS would share in the profits; any other crop
such as dura (sorghum) or lubia (fodder crop) was purely the
business of the tenant. The SPS’'s staff inspected the
tenancies to make sure that its instructions were observed. If
the tenant failed to comply, than he or she would be subject
to discipline as severe as eviction.

The physical layout of the Gezira consisted of the
following units: tenancies, blocks, and groups. The tenancy
was the basic unit, some 15,000 feddans of which comprised a

block. In 1926, at the beginning of pump irrigation in Gezira,
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there were twenty blocks. Blocks were defined by the general
outline of the major canals.

The top 1level of field management was the group
inspector, who was in charge of five or six blocks. Each block
had an inspector, and two field inspectors. The general
administrative center of the Gezira Scheme was in the village
of Barakat where lived the Managing Director, his assistants,
and the accountants and clerks of the various departments.
Besides a significant number of Sudanese workers, there were
also a 1large number of expatriates from Middle Eastern
countries working in <clerical positions at Barakat.??
Finally, the Gezira Scheme as a whole was overseen through the
office of the Secretary of Finance, not the Secretary of
Agriculture in Khartoum. This served to underscore the great

economic importance attached to the Gezira by the Condominium.

THE PERFORMANCE OF THE GEZIRA IN THE EARLY YEARS
Gravity irrigation began in the Gezira Scheme during the
1925-1926 growing season. It was a particularly good year:

with an average yield of 4.8 kantars per feddan (kantar=

22 The practice of hiring Middle Eastern expatriates for
employment in British enterprises in Sudan began with the
start of the Condominium. Martin Daly explains the widespread
use of Middle Easterners as owing to the small number of
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