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The New Face of Resistance in Sudan

By Dalia Haj-Omar 

Since November 2009 the Sudanese street is experiencing a rare phenomenon: A rapidly growing student movement that is resisting one of the world’s longest and most brutal dictatorships through a campaign to over-throw Sudan’s National Congress Party (NCP). It started in Khartoum with mysterious bright orange leaflets written in colloquial Sudanese Arabic and asking citizens simple questions: “aren’t you fed up of the monopoly over political power by them?”, “aren’t you fed up of the high cost of living?”, “aren’t you fed up of the electricity and water shortages?”, “aren’t you fed up with what’s happening in Darfur?”. The message at the time seemed overly simplistic to many veterans in Khartoum’s civil society: “go and register to vote and you can change all this”. 

girifna (meaning we are fed up or disgusted) is an emerging Sudanese, youth-driven movement that started at the end of 2009 to respond to the vacuum by the state, the existing civil society, international donors and political parties regarding Sudan’s first elections in 24 years, scheduled from April 11 to 13, 2010. Days before voter registration started there was no apparent public awareness campaigns and most citizens were either apathetic towards the election and/or had no idea where and how to register. girifna's message from the start has been one that calls for the need for citizen participation to allow for a peaceful democratic transformation. However, unlike the formal civil society that is experiencing pressure from both international donors and the regime to only give “apolitical messages” to citizens, girifna’s message is not “neutral”. girifna makes it clear that the NCP, which has been in power for 20 years and is responsible for a countless array of human rights atrocities needs to step down. It is telling Sudanese citizens that this is their chance to participate in peaceful change. 

girifna’s movement started in Khartoum by high school and university students and today it has a growing membership base focused on expanding its activities to the marginalized peripheries including: Al Gadarif, Kassala, Port Sudan, Al Jazeera, Al Hasahisa, Madani, Rufa’a, Shandi, Meroe, Halfa, Kadugli, Al Fashir and Nyala. 

The movement’s main target is the Sudanese street and engaging directly with citizens who are forgotten by most of the political parties running in this election. The core belief is that change can and should come from below. But for that to happen citizens have to be informed. In its information dissemination girifna uses simple Sudanese colloquial Arabic and local languages to reach citizens of all backgrounds. To target the largest number of citizens it uses public areas such as markets, public transportation, neighborhood clubs, door to door outreach and private venues such as, the Umma Party premises and Ajras Al Hurriya newspaper (for press conferences). The topics discussed include: state corruption, economic disparity and poverty, the limitations on political freedoms as well as the emphasis on citizen participation through voter registration drives and voter education.

Its methods of reach out include public speeches, press conferences, symposiums, a voter education newsletter, information leaflets but most notably the use of “new media” and the internet (facebook, girifna.com, youtube, Sudaneseonline and interviews to online newspapers). This use of “new media” has differentiated girifna from the formal civil society, which may have more technical experience in issues relating to democratic transformation, but communicates with no body but themselves and the donors in Khartoum and have failed miserably to reach out to millions of Sudanese in the Diaspora, limiting their support to international donors who come with their own agendas and have experienced massive restrictions from the regime related to civic and voter education. 

girifna’s pulse is its fearless, creative youth who have shared with the world (through girifna’s website) video footage and pictures of arrests and torture by the regime of its members because of their voter education work in public spaces— regardless of threats they received to stay silent. Their support has also extended to other groups calling for social justice, such as the recent nation-wide doctors’ strike. 

