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 شروط النشر وضوابطه
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 قبل.
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 كلمة العدد
     

      

جلد الااع  شرا تواصل مجلة المعيار مسارها العلمي دون توقف، وقد بلغت العدد الثاني من الم  

، حيث شارفت شلى سنتها الااععة شرا من الصدور دون توقف، فهي بذلك وفات 0202من سنة 

 .داخل وخارج الوطنمن من أساتذة وطلبة حثين افضاءات شلمية لكل الب

فكعادته احتوى هذا العدد شلى دراسات وأبحاث متنوشة، شملت كل التخصصات، فتناول شلى     

العلوم، أما في الأدب فقد تناول العدد أبحاثا حول  سبيل المثال مواضي  في فلسفة التاريخ وفلسفة

تناول الباحثون،  التاريخ، والنقد الأدبي وقضايا النثر والرعا، وفي شلم البلاغيةوالأدبية الدراسات 

بحاث في النراطات البدنية والاياضة. وأخاى ذات الطاع  إلى أ وكذاقضايا اجتماشية مهمة، 

 بالإضافة الى دراسات أخاى بلغات اجنبية. الاقتصادي والقانوني،

 نأمل من كل الباحثين المهتمين بالبحث العلمي التواصل معنا.    

 

 

 
 المدير المسؤول عن النشر

 د. عيساني امحمدأ .                                                                                                      
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Abstract: 

This article critically examines the enduring colonial residues resulting from 

the British policy of linguistic isolation within the South Sudan Republic during the 

Anglo-Egyptian condominium in 1899. It explores the subsequent linguistic 

disorientation experienced by the South Sudanese population since attaining 

independence. The research falls within the interdisciplinary field of sociolinguistics, 

encompassing both political linguistics and Cultural History. Various research 

methods are employed to investigate the lingering effects of colonialism and their 

impact on nation-building in the post-independence era. The findings indicate that 

while the British policy in Southern Sudan aimed to standardize indigenous 

languages, it also implemented isolationist measures that hindered communication 

between different ethnic groups and undermined national unity. 
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 Introduction: 

 

After 22 long years of struggle for independence, South Sudanese decided 

in 2011 to vote for the session from Sudan in a national referendum. South 

Sudan Republic (SSR) chose English as a National language while giving other 

languages a lower status. It is widely acknowledged that the newly independent 

state is densely diverse, with many ethnic groups and tribes speaking different 

languages and maintaining different lifestyles between sedentary and pastoral . 

Language choice and planning in new states are increasingly recognized 

as a severe sociolinguistic and political concern related to national identity and 

groups’ inclusion or exclusion. Similarly, Kasinof (2018) stated, “In such 

fraught times, language and the way one speaks it becomes a loaded act, 

signifying a specific identity” (p. 1). In 2017, alongside English, the government 

announced a new linguistic plan, including Swahili as a National language that 

should be compulsory in Southern schools . 

This choice has been judged immature since a few citizens use English 

and Swahili. This created a dilemma, or a Nation’s Linguistic Disorientation 

since the majority must use new languages they neither understand nor speak. 

All linguistic policies in the SSR were proven to be politically oriented and were 

not thoroughly studied by experts in sociolinguistics. During the Nation-building 

process in SSR, national language choice was decided by two classes: the ruling 

elite and the sub-elite. Indiscreetly, both groups are driven by economic and 

political interests and ethno-centeredness. 

In this paper, the objective is not to discuss the legitimacy of the secession 

or the causes that led to it. This work instead tends to explain the cultural and 

linguistic situation in SSR, focusing on the British colonial impact on the 

country’s linguistic disorientation. Consequently, this article’s central questions 

are: 

- How did the Anglo-Egyptian colonial policies affect language choice, 

leading to a nation’s sense of linguistic disorientation after independence? 

- How do the recent linguistic policies applied by the South Sudanese 

government affect the nation-building process? 

 

 

 

 



South Sudanese Linguistic Identity Dilemma as a Colonial Residue 

ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ  

889  

 

The First Topic: An Overview of South Sudanese Linguistic Identity Issues: 

This research encompasses both sociolinguistics and political sociology 

with a specific historical reference. Thus, an interdisciplinary research approach 

is necessary, wherein selected tools from each discipline are used to collect and 

analyze data. First, the paper shall provide a summarized historical preview of 

the Anglo-Egyptian policy in Sudan in general and the southern part in 

particular. Consequently, historiography is the research method used to inspect 

the colonial legacy and residues that affected SSR’s cultural uniqueness and 

linguistic choice . 

For sociolinguistics, we agree with Hernández- Campoy (2014) on the 

branch’s multidisciplinary nature as it is an extension of anthropological and 

ethnographical linguistics, sociology, and dialectology. Accordingly, the 

quantitative method is used in sociolinguistics to precisely calculate the number 

of speakers of each language and define the geographical and linguistic 

boundaries between the linguistic groups. The qualitative approach is then used 

in analyzing and assessing the relationship between the ethnic groups, national 

language choice, and language planning. It is paramount to study the creation of 

the English-speaking elite in SSR and to shed light on the educational system in 

the south before succession and during the Anglo-Egyptian rule. 

The use of cultural aspects like language and religion by politicians and 

governors necessitates the use of the longitudinal research method in the field of 

political science. This type of correlational research implicates examining 

variables during a specific period. 

 

The first requirement: A Short Historical Overview:  

To understand the relationship between the South Sudanese Elite, politics, 

language choice, and linguistic disorientation, we need to investigate the 

creation of this stratum and the communication blockade during the Anglo-

Egyptian colonial period. Hereafter, this research examines the role of British 

colonial residues to know how fair it is to judge the Anglo-Egyptian colonial 

policy as a critical factor in modern SSR’s linguistic disorientation . 

Historically speaking, the British had promoted the A  frocentric identity 

of Southerners using the psychological obstruction between them and the North; 

chiefly, Southerners did not feel they belonged to ex—Sudan because of several 

issues. Sudan’s unity was not beneficial for Southerners since they were 

excluded from the state’s governmental projects and deprived of the right to be 

represented . 
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It is true that fragmenting countries based on cultural identity, mainly in 

Africa, will lead to the resurrection of ancient tribal units within their ancient 

tribal, ethnic, and linguistic borders. Along similar lines, Mazrui (2011) 

explained that Africa is very diverse regarding ethnic groups and tribes; 

therefore, dividing it into “micro-states” based on ethnic and tribal identities will 

lead to shattering states, as much as the continent. However, the case of South 

Sudan is an exception where secession seems necessary . 

The Northern government, whether led by the UMMA, the NIF, or the 

military generals [several Sudanese military generals who mainly gain office by 

Coups D’état, naming Ibrahim Aboud (1958-1964) Jaafar Nemeiry (1969) Swar 

El Dahab (1985-1986) Omar El Bashir (1989-2019) Abdelfatah Elburhan (April 

2019- August 2019)]; had permanently excluded Southerners while imposing 

policies like Arabization and Islamization using extreme measures. 

 

The second requirement: Colonization and the South Sudanese Identity 

Formation: 

The malformation of Ex Sudan started with the definition of its borders by 

the Turks during the Anglo-Egyptian condominium. Prior to that, Sudan used to 

be several free Sultanates allocated in different parts of what is known nowadays 

as the Northern part. In contrast, different African ethnic tribes lived 

independently in the Southern part. Islam and Arabic gave northerners power 

and unity and even support from other Arab-speaking countries in the 

surrounding areas. The advanced commerce of Sudanese Sultanates with their 

neighboring countries helped them raise awareness and develop a strong cultural 

identity despite the different ethnic groups living in the same area. We can say 

that the Arab Muslims in the North represented the majority, with fewer 

Christians, especially in Nubia, and few Animists who, according to Lesch 

(1998), fled the country because of Arab Muslim hegemony (p. 16) . 

The African tribes in the South were not limited to the geographical area 

of South Sudan; some of them extended to the African Sub-Saharan belt. These 

tribes were mainly primitive compared to the Sultanates in the North, which 

already had a political system and well-organized armies. Therefore, an 

imbalance of power created the center and the periphery. Unquestionably, 

slavery was the seed of the North/South discontent with effects that did not end 

with the end of the practice. Nevertheless, according to Johnson (2011) and 

Natsios (2012), the Northern sultanates practiced slave raids in the South but 

never tried to invade or control them. Consequently, Southerners were 
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independent and had never been concretely colonized by any power. The 

coming of the Turks, followed by the British, changed the Sudanese state’s 

identity and future forever . 

Firstly, the Turks claimed that Sudan should be under their control as it was “a 

natural extension of Egypt” (Johnson, 2011, p. 47). The British supported this 

prerogative in the UN to put hands on the rich lands of Sudan during the 

Scramble to Africa in 1884. After the Berlin Conference that Bismarck planned, 

the first chancellor of Germany, “the General Act of the Berlin Conference,” 

was released in 1885 to formalize the Colonization of Africa. 

This fragmentation of the continent led to a severe impact on each state 

that lasted to the present time, manifested in secessionist demands in the post-

independence era. The problems that new states are facing were mainly 

instigated by old insurgencies between tribes or cultural identity awareness or 

both. All in all, the colonizers encouraged and provoked these conflicting seeds 

for further harvest. However, Britain and the Turko-Egyptians won their claim 

for Sudan’s protection; the British were in control while the Turks held the title. 

Secondly, while looking for new lands for slave-raiding, the Anglo-Egyptian 

greed reached further domains southward. This act created new borders that 

brought together people who did not belong together and regarded each other as 

enemies. The problem with mapping Africa had jeopardized any future attempt 

for a peacefully fulfilled stabilization. Anderson (2006) has also argued that 

when the colonizers divided the continent on a map using a pen and a ruler, 

they, in due course, created national identities amid several ethnic groups that 

found themselves within colonial boundaries. We agree with the view that 

considers the division of African lands intentionally designed to draw 

borderlines between original ethnic groups, separating tribes and families for 

weakening, if not eliminating, any possible revolution. 

Thirdly, the British and the Turks gave power and privileges to the North over 

the South, to one tribe over the others in the South, and one Sufi order over the 

others in the North. In their Elite creation, the Turks and the British supported 

the Dinka in the South and the Merghani family in the North. As a result, post-

independence conflicts created Elitism, defined as the necessity of elite creation 

and the natural abidance to their ideas and decisions ( (Delican, 2012, p. 325). This 

group has a remarkable impact on decision-making and wealth distribution, 

based on Mosca’s theory of Elite. 

A notable example is the Anglo-Egyptian condominium that was 

welcomed and supported by the Khatemya Sufi order, created by the Merghani 
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family. Consequently, their status was higher than the other privileged families 

as a reward for their “help.” On the one hand, the British used them to gain 

popular support in the North; on the other hand, they served as protection 

against the rise of the Mahdya. Nevertheless, the British supported the 

Khatemya; they sought that encouraging radical Sunni Islam would be more 

effective in abolishing the power of all Sufi orders and convincing the Sudanese 

of their good intentions. 

Speaking of the British colonizer’s good intentions and highly praised 

civilizing mission, we shall shed light on their particular policy in the South. 

The British celebrated the Afrocentric identity, while historical records proved 

that they killed Southerners, stripped them of their lands, and took their cattle 

(Natsios, 2012). If the inhabitants refused to pay taxes, they torched villages to 

spread fear among the tribe’s members and to subjugate them easily. In addition 

to exploiting Sudan in terms of wealth and people, the Southern policy, the 

particular policy tailored by the British for South Sudan, was criticized as a slick 

move implementing two different plans: a short-term and a long-term one. The 

short-term plan was designed to weaken Sudan during the condominium by 

shattering it to different ethnic and religious groups to switch their interest from 

independence and unity to group identity fanaticism . 

The second plan was a direct outcome of the first. They targeted post-

independence Sudan, aiming to profoundly affect the nation-building process 

and make it more difficult or nearly impossible. To rephrase it, the Southern 

policy was designed to isolate the South from the North even more since they 

had already conflicted for centuries. In the interim, the British planned for a 

weaker south; consequently, they isolated the ethnic groups and tribes from each 

other by creating the Closed District Ordinance, which was justified as an 

attempt to protect the tribes from slave raiding. We find it central to elucidate 

the Closed District Policy since the research results show that it was a 

significant cause of South Sudan’s disunity and ethnic rivalry nowadays. This 

type of policy served as a linguistic isolationist tool that created a sense of 

linguistic disorientation. 

TheSecond Topic: The Linguistic Situation and Policies in SSR 

By using tools from cultural and ethnic anthropology. We could expose 

the cultural and ethnic features of SSR quantitatively to understand the problem 

between the main tribes and the marginalized ones. The hegemony of one group 

over the others should be studied socially and historically. SSR shelters majorly 

over 60 ethnic groups (World Fact Book, 2022). The state’s ethnic density appears 
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to be a double-sided blade. On the one hand, it gave the country cultural richness 

and colorfulness, while it caused disunity and fragmentation.   

On the surface of 648000 square kilometers divided into ten provinces 

with 30 districts, three main ethnic divisions of indigenous people of South 

Sudan live the Nilotic, Nilo-Hamitic, and the South Western Sudanic groups 

including Dinka, representing the majority with 35.8%, their rivals the Nuer, 

representing 15.6%, and other groups with lesser numbers, naming the Shilluk, 

Azande, Bari, Kakwa, Kuku, Murle, Mandari, Didinga, Ndogo, Bviri, Lundi, 

Anuak, Bongo, Lango, Dungotona, and Acholi as major groups, in addition to 

other smaller groups (Baghdadi, 2013, p. 151). 

For instance, the Dinka form most of the SSR population representing 

approximately one-third. They consisted of 25 tribal groups extensively 

distributed over the Northern part of SSR, particularly in the High Nile and Bahr 

al-Ghazal. The Nuer, the second-largest ethnic group, consisted of ten tribal 

groups that counted half the number of the Dinka; in contrast, the third-largest 

group, the Shilluk, had only about half as many people as the Nuer. The 

remaining Nilotic groups were much smaller and had lesser influence (Ibid, 2013, 

p.153). 

The Azande (2%), Muru (1%), Ndogo, Sere, Mundo, Biri 

(Balanda/Fertit), Madi, Bongo (Fertit), Baka and Feroge form the majority of the 

South Western Sudanic group (Ibid, 2013, p.154). They concentrate on the West 

Bank of the White Nile to the Western borders of SSR. Some of them spread in 

Bahr el Ghazal province to Western Equatoria. The majority are farming 

sedentary tribes who got the opportunity to be exposed more than the others to 

develop in the area, especially schooling and law courts (Johnson, 2011). 

Consequently, this affected the distribution of power and position in government 

since the intellectual elite that would rule the country in the post-independence 

era came from sedentary tribes, not pastoralist ones.  

Regarding linguistic diversity, sociolinguists agreed that “the 

sociolinguistic profile of Sudan is essentially characterized by linguistic 

difference, which is historically connected with the cultural difference and 

operations of language ideologies” (Seddiek, 2010, p. 82). Since they were under 

the Sudanese flag, the South Sudanese suffered from governments using 

linguistic agendas to subsidize one identity over the other, consequently creating 

resistance to the policies and the imposed language, Arabic. Undeniably, all the 

problems are rooted in the history of the country; therefore, we try to follow the 

links between different aspects that led to South Sudanese linguistic 

disorientation and political instability longitudinally.  



Keltoum Ktir                                                   Zoulikha Bensafi 

ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ  

894  

 

To be precise, Abdelhay, Abu-Manga, & Miller (2015) explained that 

there are different linguistic grouping and categorization types, and each type is 

used for a specific political or social purpose. As a result, statistics on the 

number of Sudanese languages and the number of speakers are provided. 

Accordingly, the number of recorded Sudanese languages is 134 and 106 (Ibid p. 

263). The difference lies in mimicking large language groups and language 

bunches or dividing large groups into smaller units. It is essential to point out 

that categorizing groups in territories was judged by Irvine (2008) to be 

purposeful in setting linguistic borders that can be traced back to the Anglo-

Egyptian Condominium. (p.324).   

Because of centuries of contact with Arab Northerners and being forced to 

use Arabic after Sudan’s independence, Arabic speakers are remarkably higher 

than any other language in the South. Juba Arabic is a pidgin-creole used as a 

Lingua Franca in South Sudan, for different tribes use it to communicate (Ibid). 

Before the Arabization policy during the Mahdya and after the independence, 

Arabic was spread by merchants and holy men (Johnson, 2011; Sharkey, 2008). In 

the meantime, missionaries taught English to a minimal number of Southerners. 

Therefore, most Southern Sudanese were bilingual, using Arabic or/and English 

in addition to their tribal or ethnic language.  

The Provisional Constitution of South Sudan does not list the tribal 

languages or ethnic groups in Article 6, but it states that:   

-All South Sudan's indigenous languages are national and shall 

be respected, developed, and promoted.  

-English shall be the official working language in the Republic 

of South Sudan and the language of instruction at all levels of 

education (South Sudan Constitution 2011, 2020) 

 

The Third Topic: Results and Discussion 

Language policies have been among the factors fueling the long Sudanese 

civil wars. The Addis Ababa (1972) and Naivasha (2005) peace agreements 

discussed the issue of language, wherein Southern representatives pressed for 

the declaration of English as a National Language for the South while other 

indigenous languages were respected. The South Sudanese planned to develop 

their languages and appointed a committee to study and elaborate on the new 

project. The language that is chosen to be nationalized during the state-building 

process necessitates several criteria that Abu-Manga (2014) summarized in “the 

demographic size of speakers and the functions, prestige and historical weight of 
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the language” (p. 8). In the case of South Sudan, no language embraces the 

previous variables, and the old rivalry between different ethnic groups made 

them refuse other groups’ languages.  

The Southern government faced a communication problem within the 

state as ethnic groups did not speak other groups’ languages, while few were 

educated in English. Besides, Juba Arabic was resented as it stood for a rejected 

past and the hostile northern enemy. The British used to follow a policy of 

divide to rule in all their colonies. They used explorers’ reports that got closer to 

different groups and wrote about their habits and the focal points that could 

cause conflicts between them. They intentionally used those reports to ignite the 

spark of rivalry and hatred between the different main groups. This ancient 

problem, ethnic, linguistic, or religious, was their primary tool to widen the 

cleavage between the Sudanese during the condominium.  

When SSR was part of Sudan, Arabic was chosen as the national language 

and imposed on all groups despite their different linguistic identities. The 

Arabization process was judged arbitrary and violent since it was neither smooth 

nor premeditated. The British used it and masterminded two different plans for 

Sudan’s subjugation. They initially separated the South from the North 

physically and culturally by administrating the Southern Policy (1922-1947), 

including the Closed District and Galabia policies. The British designed the 

latter for the South Sudanese, obliging them to wear unique colorful clothes to 

show their African identity while forbidding them from wearing the Northern 

Galabia (Natsios, 2012). The linguistic isolationist policy targeted the suppression 

of Arabic culture and language from the South, engaging the missionaries to 

spread a certain level of education in English and promoting ethnic languages by 

developing them from oral to written.  

The British convinced Southerners that they would protect their cultural 

identity and provide them with the tools for self-government after independence. 

The Closed District was claimed to be a strategic move to stop slave raids; 

however, it served as an isolationist tool. The tribes were kept separated, and 

there was an order of “shoot at sight” on all those who traveled without 

permission across the tribal borders the colonizer drew (Johnson, 2011, p. 75). In 

the meantime, a sense of hostility and otherness was created between the tribes 

since the lack of communication created a blockade between them.  

 Even though international forces should protect civilians according to 

international law, this was not considered in several conflicting zones, according 

to Lekhdari (2018, p. 343). Citizens were attacked, and ethnic cleansing started 



Keltoum Ktir                                                   Zoulikha Bensafi 

ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ  

896  

 

right after. Kasinof (2018), in her article for the Foreign Policy website, 

pinpointed that “Government soldiers reportedly spoke to civilians in the Dinka 

language to distinguish those who belonged to the pro-government Dinka ethnic 

group from those who belong to the Nuer, that of opposition leader Riek 

Machar.” The linguistic isolation implied by the British caused a communication 

gap in the South, where tribes had different spoken languages in addition to their 

ancient ethnic rivalry.  

1928, during the Rejaf Language Conference, the British gave Latin 

letters to the newly upgraded languages, including Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk, Bari, 

Latuko, and Zande. The British even included them in school programs and 

started using them in legal papers, yet each language is taught in the area where 

it was used (Sharkey, 2008). Therefore, teaching in primary schools was carried 

out in one of the native languages, and it was only in high school that English 

was compulsory. The level of education provided by the missionaries was meant 

to create minor intellectuals with minimal education levels as future elites that 

would remain loyal to the British and not to the North. 

However, the British did not declare South Sudan as an independent part 

of Sudan when they retreated from the country; the South Sudanese kept a good 

relationship with their Ex-colonizer. After 22 years of fighting for freedom and 

after the euphoria of independence, SSR faced what Mazrui (2011) predicted as 

“the Dinka hegemony” since it is the largest and the most potent group there. 

During the South Sudanese civil war in 2013, the Nuer were recognized by their 

language, and they were either killed or displaced to refugee camps protected by 

the UN. This group had to teach Nuer in tents to preserve their linguistic 

identity, endangered by the Dinka’s oppression from one side and by the 

colonizers’ linguistic policies on the other. 

Swahili (Kiswahili) was chosen as a second national language in SSR, 

while few South Sudanese speak it. Therefore, South Sudan Vice President 

Taban Deng Gai and the Minister of Education, Deng Deng Hoc Yai, signed the 

Memorandum of Understanding with Tanzania to send Swahili teachers to SSR 

to prepare Swahili to be a national language, according to different press articles 

published in 2017. According to Akwei, a journalist in Africanews, the 

Tanzanian Minister, Professor Ndalichako, asserted: “We are more than ready to 

help our East African neighbors in their quest to master the language. As we 

speak, we are expecting our teachers to go to South Sudan”. The minister added 

that Kiswahili textbooks from Tanzania will also be sent to South Sudan (Akwei, 

2017).  
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The choice of Swahili was not well revised as it was for mere political 

reasons seeking acceptance and full integration into East African Community 

(EAC). We notice how the new state reproduces the same mistake made by post-

independence Sudan when the government started the Arabization process to be 

accepted in the Arab Union. The same steps were taken by the Northern 

government that brought Arabic teachers from Egypt and Syria to apply the 

Arabization policy. This choice proves that SSR is linguistically disorientated, 

lacking the knowledge of its national and linguistic identities 

 

Conclusion: 

To avoid what happened before with the Arab Elite who forced Arabic on 

its non-speakers, the Southern Elite chose English as the official language to 

eliminate linguistic hostilities between local languages. This choice is affected 

by the state’s intellectuals’ who received their education in English and resented 

Arabic even if it was the majorly spoken language by South Sudanese. The 

president of SSR, Salva Kiir, announced that the choice was to allow the country 

to be among the Anglophone countries and that English is the language of 

science and development. However, the problem is that only 30% of the 

population speaks or even understands English. In a BBC newspaper article 

entitled “South Sudan Adopts the Language of Shakespeare,” Rosie Goldsmith 

ironically mentioned that the president’s inauguration speech in English was 

later translated to Juba Arabic so that more people could understand it.The 

assimilationist policies imposed on SSR before its independence destroyed, in a 

way, their cultural identity, and specifically their linguistic one. South Sudanese 

people were linguistically lost, so the government had to reconsider the situation 

carefully to save the state from disorientation and raise national identity 

awareness. In 2017, the government announced Swahili as a second national 

language. However, in 2018, there were plans by the government to join the 

Arab League based on the meeting between the Egyptian Foreign Minister, 

Sameh Shukry, and the South Sudanese President, Salva Kiir, “to discuss Juba’s 

request to join the Cairo-based Arab League, according to a foreign ministry 

statement” ("South Sudan requests to join Arab League”). National language 

choice is a delicate process requiring careful planning with a futuristic vision. 

The case of SSR proves that colonial residues have a tremendous impact on the 

colonized, which they would probably never overcome. The residues of 

colonialism are interwoven in the colonized mind, lifestyle, language, 

government, and even the sense of inferiority implanted due to different well-
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calculated policies. In a nutshell, both the Arabization policy by the Northerners 

and the linguistic isolationist policy by the British left Southerners suffering a 

loss of linguistic and national identity that the new governments were struggling 

to fabricate. 
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