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Transliteration

This book adopts a flexible approach to transliteration. Words transliterated from Arabic texts follow a modified version of the system adopted by the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies. The book does not use the diacritical marks of that system.

Oral sources are treated differently. In Sudan, the Arabic letter qaf is pronounced hard g, and the long and short vowel sounds o and e appear. This is reflected in transliteration of informants’ speech and also of proper names and words with special meaning in Sudanese Arabic. For example, akhwan appears when spoken and ikhwan when written, to represent the same word for brothers. Tariga is usually adopted instead of tariqa, to represent a word usually translated as “Sufi order”.

Arabic and other foreign language terms used in quotations and citations follow the usage of their authors.


Introduction

It is narrated on the authority of Abu Huraira that the Messenger of Allah (may peace be upon him) said: Islam appeared as a stranger, and it will return as a stranger. Then blessed are the strangers! (Sahih Muslim, 1:272)

This well-attested hadith, or saying of the prophet Muhammad, was a favourite saying of the subject of this biography, Mahmud Muhammad Taha (often called ustaz Mahmud). He was a junior nationalist politician who became, after a spiritual transformation in a colonial jail, the charismatic leader of a small group of religious and political activists called the Republican brothers and sisters. They called for a mystical, inclusive reinterpretation of Islam, and became a picturesque and articulate feature of Sudanese street life in the 1970s and 1980s. Taha’s views were opposed by Sudanese Muslims who were then taking control of the state, and this led eventually to his execution in 1985.

Checking the reference for the saying, Google transported me to a number of websites produced by militant groups and another evidently run by amateur terrorist-hunters who as a public service posted on the web incriminating booklets written by Muslim bomb-makers and their recruiting sergeants, one of which quoted the saying about Islam’s strangeness. Some narrators of the hadith have people asking the prophet who the strangers are – and different answers are given, such as “those who withdraw from the tribe [the family or the familiar]” or “those who forbid evil when people are corrupted”.

Taha’s favourite saying is a way for people who want to shake up traditional versions of Islam and attack the grand compromise between the leaders of Sunni Islam and Muslim political leaders – a compromise that allows Islamic shari‘a law to work as a slow moving but flexible body of law and ideology. The grand compromisers dispense with the radical possibilities of Islam and conserve the authority of the state and of traditional religion. Some groups today want to challenge that grand compromise through violence, and the saying helps them to do it.

Taha engaged in nasty scuffles with colonial authorities when he was a young nationalist leader, and sometimes took sides in insurgencies and wars, but he opposed violence in later life – when he became a vegetarian, insecticide was too violent for him. He wanted to do away with a traditional and sedately oppressive version of Islam and transform it into an all-inclusive perfecting process that stretches from pre-history to heaven1. Taha believed that the prophet Muhammad lived out this perfection and that all Muslims were called to live it out too. He said, however, that the prophet accommodated human frailty with temporary, concessive regulations for human affairs. These concessive laws included the permission for slavery, and discrimination against non-Muslims and women – allowing Islam to make a temporary reforming alliance with unjust hierarchies rather than trying to revolutionise them.

Most Muslims believe that these shari‘a laws are eternal, and many believe that shari‘a institutions are definers of Muslim culture and identity. In contrast, Taha claimed that the Qur’an had an eternal ethical message that would supersede the provisory legislative content that shaped much of the shari‘a system. The world would only come to this supreme ethical message through a supremely ethical man, and Taha, drawing on the mystical Sufi tradition of Islam, aspired to a personal perfection that would inaugurate an age of goodness – he wanted to be a perfect, blessed stranger.

The antagonism between shari‘a and Sufi versions of Islam recurs through Islamic history and many of the people who played out this antagonism with Taha and his followers made knowing reference to ancient Middle Eastern polemics and prosecutions for heresy. This book tries to present Taha as part of a tradition kept alive through ancient texts. But it tries to situate him in Sudan where he lived, rather than in the Middle Eastern cities where the old texts were mostly written. It looks at Taha as a legal performer as well as a legal reformer, and looks at the jails, judges and police that he dealt with – and at Sudan’s statutory, customary and shari‘a legal systems. Sudan has never had one set of laws for the whole country, partly because it is an enormous, ecologically, economically and linguistically diverse country. The book tries to relate Taha’s life to the historical experience of an African country on the edge of the Arab and Muslim world, where the interplay of religion, culture and ethnicity has major consequences for the division of wealth and power.

Taha’s life was lived in the economically developed core of Sudan, the northern Nile valley. Sudan’s colonisers and the Nile valley elites who inherited the colonial state viewed Sudanese people of its underdeveloped periphery as backward, Islamically-incorrect folk-religionists if they were Muslim; and pagans if they were not. Sudanese elites aspired to identify with prestigious versions of Islam which they believed were situated in the cities of the Middle East and the Gulf. In peaceful times this perception would give rise to small investments in educative missions for the pagans and the Islamically-incorrect. In bad times, the state resorted (and still resorts) to prodigious violence against these marginal groups: enslavement, forced migration and sexual violence that have cruelly reshaped millions of Sudanese lives. Taha’s twentieth century Nile valley vantage point shaped his views of Sudan’s diversity – rather than seeing diversity as a resource or a joy, his early writings look for ways to civilise his compatriots into a version of Islam grounded in high Middle Eastern culture. But in many respects, Taha ended his life as a martyr for the rights of the people of Sudan’s periphery, probably also believing on the gallows that his death might be the start of something that flipped Sudan into utopia. He did not transform Sudan magically, but he immediately became an important reference point for many Sudanese intellectuals wanting to conceptualise Sudan’s diversity in Islamic terms.

I have tried in this book to relate Taha’s sometimes unsettling views about Islam and Sudan to his life story, and I hope that the book gives a reasonably rich description of Taha’s context – looking at ethnicity, class, literacy, migration, domestic arguments and architecture. It detains readers with songs, recipes, stories and jokes, cuttings from the newspapers and school curriculums – all in the hope of explaining how Taha’s views were shaped by his time and surroundings.

Terms

A brief explanation of three terms that may cause confusion might be useful here: “shari‘a,” “Sufi,” and “Muslim Brother”. (Chapter 12 of this book sets out Taha’s views on shari‘a in detail, and includes an account of the development of Islamic law).

In this book, shari‘a is a synonym for Islamic law and its legist tradition that extends into a version of Islamic spirituality that stresses obedience and the unknowability of God. Not all authorities would agree with this: some identify shari‘a with the sources of Islamic law, and contrast the infallible sources with the laws that were codified by jurisprudents. Shari‘a, in this account, consists of the Qur’an and the sunna (all that the prophet said, did or tacitly approved). Some upholders of a restrictive definition of shari‘a further limit the term to cover only the legal content of the sources. I hope that this book gives a thorough account of the way that Taha used the term in his writings – he believed shari‘a included the eternal and the provisory and concessive, and that the relationship between the eternal and the provisory was being worked out in his life and he hoped in the life of all. He was not averse to spiritualising shari‘a, but his shari‘a spirituality was not the mix of submission and incommunicability of the legists – it was other-worldly, unsettlingly optimistic, resolving conflict and contradiction in a sea of light.

The shari‘a tradition is sometimes depicted as a puritanical antagonist of Sufism, which is in turn, is depicted sometimes as a gentle exotic theosophy and sometimes as a vernacular, latitudinarian religion of the Islamic periphery. In Sudan, the historical relationship between the two traditions was not always hostile. The Sufi mainstream in pre-colonial Sudan sometimes taught shari‘a and sometimes scorned it. That mainstream was organised around local orders or organisations called tarigas. Sufi celebrities institutionalised their spiritual prestige with community leadership, educational activity and trade. Shari‘a was invoked by states in the Nile valley and Darfur, but it was usually trumped by customary law. Successful merchants used it in one state to modernise commerce before it fell to foreign powers. Shari‘a was used by Ottoman-Egyptian colonialists (their regime was called the Turkiya) to negotiate their authority over Muslim Sudanese, to marginalise local tarigas and to exclude most Sudanese non-Muslims from legal protection. The shari‘a tradition decisively entered the idiom of the state in 1820, but it did not destroy other Muslim forms. Small tarigas retained their importance in local settings. New, larger tarigas centralised spiritual authority and extended their followings beyond the local, inspiring Muhammad Ahmad, the Sudanese Mahdi, whose movement reached across most of Sudan to overthrow the Turkiya in 1885.

Sudan’s British colonialists redeployed a Turkiya version of shari‘a as an authoritarian measure against the Sufism they viewed as quixotic and rebellious. However, they eventually solicited the support of Sufi leaderships in an attempt to extend their control over rural Sudan. Sufi elites, reconstituted as colonial agents, became the backbone of a patrimonial relationship between the state centre and the periphery, and eventually inherited the state. These elites used their affiliation to Arabness and Islam to explain their good fortune. As a result, Sudanese nationalism acquired its Arab-Muslim colouring. Challenges to the state from junior elites were often articulated through shari‘a, and the post-colonial state accordingly sought to extend the authority of shari‘a laws and affiliate itself to the shari‘a tradition.

Sudan’s first Islamist movement was called the Islamic Liberation Movement when it was founded in 1948, and changed its name to the Muslim Brotherhood in 1954. The Muslim Brotherhood gave rise to a number of other parties, including the Islamic Charter Front (1964) and the National Islamic Front (1985) – who were mainly led by the same, Muslim Brother-linked leaders. In this book, all these parties and movements are referred to as “Muslim Brothers” or “Muslim Brotherhood,” to give readers a sense of political continuity – although the Brotherhood itself is a different organisation from the parties.

Outline of chapters

Taha’s biography is presented in a more-or-less chronological order. Chapter one (1911–1921) deals with Taha’s first ten years; chapter two (seventeenth century to 1911) relates the time and place of Taha’s childhood to the wider Sudan. Chapters three and four (1921–1936) look at Taha’s schooldays in his home town of Rufa‘a and in the capital Khartoum, and the changes his society underwent in the heyday of British colonialism. Chapter five (1936–1945) deals with his marriage and the end of his private life. In chapter six (1945–1946), Taha founds an activist political party and goes to jail. He spends chapter seven (1946– 1951) in jail and in an ascetic retreat, and begins to reflect on the inclusive character and transformative power of religion. In chapters eight and nine (1951–1958), Taha returns to life in the mainstream, making money, watching Sudan become independent and occasionally talking about his prison revelations, which attract some hostile attention. This hostility does not stop him from publicising his beliefs in chapter ten (1958– 1964). In chapter 11 (1964–1969) he returns to an ascetic life, writes books, begins to attract young intellectuals, and is accused of apostasy by radical exponents of the shari‘a tradition. Chapter 12 discusses the books that Taha has written and places them in the context of the shari‘a and Sufi traditions in Sudan. Chapter 13 (1969–1976) goes on to discuss how Taha reinvented Sufi ideas and organisational methods, and relates Taha’s experiences to a Sudan ruled by a military regime that tried to reconfigure power away from the Muslim patrician system into a multi-cultural autocracy. Chapter 14 (1973–1982) deals with Taha’s attempts to spread his message outside his urban base and to engage with the wider Sudan. Chapter 15 (1977–1983) describes how Sudan’s military regime became dominated by new-style religious politics, and looks at the confrontation that developed between Taha and the Muslim Brothers. In chapter 16 (1983–1985) that confrontation ends with Taha’s execution. Chapter 17 (1985 onwards) looks at the aftermath of that execution.


Chapter 1

Remembering childhood

How wonderful are the days of the khalwa And marvellous the green childhood.

(Al-Tigani Yusuf Beshir, a favourite poet of Taha’s, quoted in El Shoush 1963:29)

Chapters one to five look at the society that Taha was born into, and the first three decades of his life. This chapter gives an account of his earliest years. Here he is called Mahmud, to distinguish him from his father, Muhammad Taha.

Rufa‘a and Heglig

Mahmud did not know exactly when he was born – either in 1909 or 1911. His birthplace was in the populous and fertile Blue Nile region, in the most economically developed part of the northern Nile valley. Mahmud’s contemporaries disagree as to whether he was born in Rufa‘a, a small east-bank town about 200 miles south of Khartoum, or Heglig (al-Hijaylij), a hamlet ten miles north of Rufa‘a. Heglig was where his father had a farm on the rainfed lands of the Butana, away from the river; and Rufa‘a was then a town of several thousand people which lay on the river, and where many of his relations lived1. He spent his early boyhood between the two places, going to Heglig to plant and harvest when the rains came (between July and November).

Mahmud’s parents

Muhammad Taha al-Malik Fadul, Mahmud’s father, married twice, and Mahmud was born to his second wife, Fatma Mahmud. Her family was from the far north, but had settled in Sifita, a village on the west bank of the Blue Nile. They had five children together: Batul and Kulsum, the daughters, came first, and Mahmud was followed by a brother Mukhtar, born in 1913. Ahmed al-Mustafa, born in 1915, lived only a few months. Mahmud also had a half brother named Ahmed wad al-Birr. Muhammad Taha, the father, was a farmer of modest means and some respectable connections. He had houses in Heglig and Rufa‘a. The Rufa‘a house was plain – a courtyard of 1,500 square metres, and two rooms of unbaked mud with old-fashioned windholes instead of windows. Houses had separate quarters for women and men, built in a mud courtyard enclosed with a high wall.

Muhammad Taha lived near the house of Muhammad Lutfi, a young school teacher who went on to be an important figure in Rufa‘a education – and whose daughter would one day marry Mahmud. Next door lived Zahra ‘Abdallah, who would breast feed the young Mahmud when his mother was busy. The men-folk would gather in Lutfi’s house for their meals together2.

As well as a farm, Mahmud’s father had an oil press that he worked with his sons and possibly his slaves or hired men. The press was the simplest kind, made out of a hollowed tree and powered by a camel. The extra income probably meant that the family was comfortably off, and the sesame oil also spiced up Fatma’s social life. Sesame oil is used for cosmetics as well as cooking, and women came to Fatma’s house for communal make-up sessions. The women rubbed their skins with ointments and sat under a thick black blanket around the embers of aromatic woods and spices3.

Heglig

In Heglig, where Mahmud spent the rainy summer season, men worked their fields and then collected a plate of stew from their wives, eating together with male guests staying in the village khalwa. (Women ate separately, with the children). Khalwas were originally retreats for village mystics, but they became religious and cultural centres for small communities. The khalwa was a place for congregational prayer, a guest house, a kindergarten, and a place to eat a meal and idle away an evening in male company.

Heglig folk memories recall the poor diet of their village – the diet affected people’s night vision so badly that they needed guide-ropes to get home from the khalwa after their evening meal. It was only when vitamin-rich mustard-cress was introduced that the problem cleared up4. A study of diet in the area in the 1940s showed that people depended heavily on one crop, sorghum, most commonly eaten as a sour bread pancake called kisra. The roasted grains were used to treat nausea and charred stalks made a flavour enhancing potash called weikab5. Sorghum stalks made toy flutes for boys and girls turned the leaves into trumpets6.

Rufa‘a was a town where girls and boys mixed together into late childhood, and Mahmud’s sister-in-law remembers that he played with the boys and girls of his part of the town, Daym Graydab (Qaridab). They played games like shilayl, which has children hiding and finding scraps of bone or cloth, shrieking nonsense chants7. Mahmud also played football – a recent arrival in Rufa‘a promoted by a famous and far-sighted educator, Babikr Bedri8. Rufa‘a boys played an enthusiastic, barefoot game9. When the Rufa‘a boys went to Wad Medani (the provincial capital) for the annual competition, there were so many of them that they were sometimes put up in the jail10.

Affectionate attachments

In 1915, Mahmud was five. It was a year of famine and disease. A meningitis epidemic struck Rufa‘a – meningitis was called “the axeman”. Mahmud’s mother was struck down and died. On a rainy day, Muhammad Taha took the children by camel to Heglig, away from Rufa‘a’s sad memories. Mahmud stayed there until his father died in 1920. Then, the children were taken to live with their maternal grandmother, Zeinab Hamza, who lived with one of her sons in Rufa‘a11.

Mahmud himself would later tell people that he was brought up by someone called al-Rabb Biyjud, a name which translates as May God Be Bountiful. Anyone hearing her name in northern Sudan would guess that she was a slave. Slaves were captured in the south or the Nuba mountains, where people spoke African languages and followed Noble Spiritual Beliefs (otherwise called “paganism”, “animism” or “African traditional religions” – this term is taken from Sudan’s 1973 constitution). Their African names were replaced with Arabic names – Good Morning, or Rose, or Friday – often intended to make their Arabised, Muslim owners feel cheerful or pious. By the time Mahmud was born, a colonial law had abolished slavery, but the authorities encouraged slaves to stay with former owners, because some British officials believed that liberation would make slaves idle or licentious and seriously hamper agricultural production. Some underplayed the cruelty of slavery:

Between many of the Sudanese slaves and their Arab masters there had developed in the course of years an affectionate attachment like that which prevailed between the Negroes in the southern states of the USA and their owner12.

Al-Rabb Biyjud was a dada in Sudanese Arabic, a “mammy” in southern US English. When Mahmud was a boy, she was reportedly young and beautiful, with no family but Mahmud and his siblings. She called Mahmud al-darraj (an unobtrusive helper) because he would help a rheumatic aunt with her walking. Mahmud believed in later life that she sacrificed the chance of marriage in order to devote herself to him and his brothers and sisters. According to Mahmud’s daughter:

He [Mahmud] called her ummi [my mother]. She gave up her life altogether when the ustaz’s mother died. She preferred to live and bring up the ustaz and his brother and sisters ... she said that if she had married a man, he might not have treated them well. She lived her life, all of it, for them. The ustaz respected her very much and considered her his mother, no-one else
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