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Introduction

The Mahdist War, which took place at the end of the nineteenth century, was officially a war against colonialism in Sudan. In reality, though, it was much more than that; fighting took place across a continent, and reverberations were felt around the world.

The Mahdist War began—technically—as a religious conflict. An Islamic religious leader named Muhammad Ahmad bin Abd Allah led a group of Muslim fundamentalists in rebellion against Egypt, which controlled Sudan, and Great Britain, who supported Egypt financially and had a large stake in the construction of the Suez Canal in Egypt. Ostensibly, the war was also against the Ottoman Empire, since they still maintained a presence in the region, but by this point, that presence was largely symbolic.

While independence from Egypt and Great Britain was a goal of Muhammad Ahmad and the Mahdists, as his followers came to be known, it was not independence in the western sense, which includes the creation of a nation-state under home rule. Rather, his was a religious mission, with messianic overtures.

Muhammad Ahmad and his followers believed that he was the Mahdi—a Christ-like figure prophesied to come and save the true followers of Islam during a time of great persecution. Muhammad Ahmad believed that that time was the end of the nineteenth century, and he was not wrong in that it was a time of trial and tribulation for Islamic people worldwide, particularly in northern Africa and the Middle East.

One of the most remarkable aspects is that, initially at least, the Mahdists were successful against seemingly mightier powers; they took over most of Sudan by the end of the first wave of the conflict, ousting Egypt and Great Britain. They then began to establish a government that adhered strictly to the teachings of Muhammad and the Qur’an. Before they could proceed with their plans, though, Muhammad Ahmad died in 1885. After his death, the movement lost direction and ultimately crumbled, even though a khalifa (or ruler) took his place. Ultimately, Sudan would lose their autonomy, as the might of the British armed forces was brought down upon them during the reconquest.

While the Mahdist movement was generally over by the time of the reconquest, which was led by the now notorious British General Herbert Kitchener, the Sudanese still resisted being brought back under Egyptian or British rule. Several battles took place during the reconquest, and many Sudanese lost their lives.

The struggle of the Mahdists and their Sudanese successors occupies an important part of history. It intersects with many different areas of study, including the history of British and European colonialism (the French and Italians had parts in the struggle as well), the history of Islam and the conflicts between various sects within that religion, not to mention the history of Sudan, Egypt, and Africa as a whole.

While the Mahdists were ultimately unsuccessful in their mission to control the global Muslim community and incorrect about their predictions about the end of the world, they nonetheless had a lasting, indelible impact on their own time as well as the world in which we live today.


Chapter One

The Egyptians Take Control

“Africa shares with Asia a common background of colonialism, of exploitation, of discrimination, of oppression.”

—Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia

The Mahdist War began in the 1880s, but its roots stretch back to the beginning of the nineteenth century, and even earlier. While conflict in the Middle East and parts of North Africa seems ever-present in the twenty-first century, it is not new. Because of its strategic location and natural resources, world powers have battled for control of the region for centuries. The Mahdist War was one such struggle in this history.

What we now know as Sudan has a long history of foreign and domestic governance and has not been immune to religious conflicts, particularly between Christians and Muslims. Before the sixteenth century, the region was primarily Christian but was then heavily settled by Arab nomadic peoples, causing the spread and proliferation of Islam. In the centuries before being conquered by Egypt in 1819, Sudan was largely controlled by the Ottoman Empire (primarily in the north) and the two Muslim kingdoms of the Sultanate of Darfur and the Sultanate of Funj. Even after Egypt conquered Sudan, the Ottoman Empire maintained a presence in the region (and in Egypt itself).

In 1819, the Egyptian leader Muhammad Ali Pasha al-Mas'ud ibn Agha invaded and conquered the Sudanese region. Muhammad Ali was an interesting historical figure. After Napoleon Bonaparte was defeated in Egypt by the Mamluks, who had ruled Egypt for more than six centuries, Muhammad Ali took advantage of the fatigued Mamluk military and the infighting between Egyptians loyal to the Mamluks and those more aligned with the Ottomans to seize control. He leveraged his relationship with Albanian fighters to gain favor on both sides of the conflict and became very popular with the Egyptian people, who had allowed him to solidify jurisdiction of Egypt in 1805. He received the blessing of the Ottoman Empire as well, maintaining a complex relationship that was not exactly colonial but certainly not independent either.

Muhammad Ali then set about modernizing Egypt. Across the Middle East, North Africa, and within the Ottoman Empire especially, rulers looked to Europe as a model in order to modernize their peoples and kingdoms. This modernization entailed efforts to further literacy, provide better medical care, industrialize, build infrastructure, and streamline the economy, among other things. Loftier goals included making strides in literature, the arts, and the sciences. In this regard, Muhammad Ali was quite successful. He built railroads, raised a powerful army, bureaucratized the government, and introduced a standard currency. He also established a medical school for women, technical colleges, and sponsored the beginning of the Arabic literary renaissance. He is considered one of the fathers of modern Egypt.

As is apparent, many of Muhammad Ali’s goals aimed to make Egypt look more like Europe. Another of his goals was territorial expansion. In this, he was again emulating European nations, who were building impressive empires throughout the nineteenth century. Imperialism was the key driver in the expansion of the Egyptian military. First, Muhammad Ali established a tenuous hold on the Arabian Peninsula, including the holy city of Mecca. His next object was Sudan, primarily because of its strategic location, but also as a source of gold and slaves.

Because the region was already fractured, Egyptian forces were able to subjugate it within a short period of time. Led by Muhammad Ali’s son, Ismail, the Sudan region was completely under Egyptian rule by about 1820. Egypt’s superior weaponry was their key advantage against any Sudanese resistance, and they would rely on this weaponry over the coming decades to maintain control of the region. The period of Egyptian rule in Sudan is referred to as the Turkiyyah. Since the Ottoman Empire still had a hand in Egypt, they, too, took part in the governing of Sudan in the nineteenth century.

The conquest of Sudan by Muhammad Ali and the Egyptians alone would not have been enough to bring about the Mahdist War. Sudan had never been a truly united region prior to the conquest, and thus had no real nationalistic drive toward independence. However, it was what happened after the conquest—how the Egyptians ruled the region—that was a major cause of the eventual uprising of the Sudanese people.


Conclusion

The setting is different, but the situation is similar. While indigenous and local peoples desired and fought for home rule, a powerful colonial power blocked their valiant efforts. While they were initially successful, they would wait decades for independence.

After the reconquest was complete, Great Britain and Egypt set up a new administration. This administration remained in place until 1956 when Sudan was finally granted independence. The administration was supposed to afford Egypt and Great Britain joint jurisdiction in Sudan, but in reality, the British maintained complete control as Egypt was greatly indebted to and dependent upon Great Britain. In addition, racism that was common during this time made the British wary of trusting the Egyptians with any real power.

Egyptians had long dreamed of uniting the Nile Valley under their leadership, and controlling Sudan was part of this dream. However, Britain stood in the way; for the British, a large united entity in a region dominated by colonialism was very threatening. Thus, they maintained control and exploited regional differences among ethnic groups to prevent any sense of nationalism or unity from emerging.

Still, Egypt would not give up easily. In 1914, a single leader, Hussein Kamel, was appointed as the sultan of Egypt and Sudan. This leadership design remained in place until 1924 when Great Britain once again stepped in and exploited regional loyalties to divide Sudan into two jurisdictions. This time, they used religious differences: the northern regions of Sudan were primarily Muslim while the south was predominantly Christian.

The division in 1924 was in response not only to Egyptian unification efforts but Sudanese as well. Despite the fact that Sudan was largely divided, a group of men serving in the Sudanese military formed the White Flag League in 1923 and led an Egyptian-Sudanese independence movement against Great Britain, who did not have a lot of trouble putting it down. Its most important impact, though, was to raise British alarms about such possible future uprisings, and also to plant the seed, to spark an idea, in other Sudanese people about the possibility of independence and home rule.

Even after Great Britain pulled out of Egypt in 1936, they kept control of Sudan, particularly by maintaining their military presence. While Egypt continually called for Great Britain to evacuate, they refused. As World War II raged, this was partially because Egypt aligned with Italy and Mussolini; thus, the British were not apt to abandon a stronghold in the region.

In the years after World War II, the world experienced a period of decolonization, which largely took place during the two decades after the end of the war. During this time, European colonial powers granted independence to their colonies—sometimes independence was given willingly, but often it was wrought through revolutions and harsh negotiations. It was in this climate that Egypt and Great Britain let go of Sudan, granting sovereignty and independence effective on January 1, 1956.

The establishment of the independent country of Sudan did not mean that its people were united, or that they experienced nationalism in the western sense of the term. Territoriality and lack of union have continued to plague Sudan. The Republic of Sudan split into two countries in 2011—Sudan and South Sudan. In a region where borders were forced upon diverse peoples of different religions, customs, languages, and backgrounds, Sudan is one of the fallouts.

