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This thesis explores the politics of identity as experienced by Sudanese
children taken from refugee camps in Ethiopia in 1985-86 and raised in Cuba. Most
are from the Dinka tribe and were displaced by the civil war in southern Sudan. In
the late 1990s, 250 of those sent to Cuba emigrated to Canada. One-third of the new
immigrants reside in Alberta, the majority of them being employed in a cattle
slaughterhouse. Sent to Cuba by the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), the
children were to be the “vanguard” of the “New Sudan,” a country where religious
and ethnic identification would be supplanted in favour of a united socialist and
secular society. Those raised in Cuba have adopted Latin culture while celebrating a
“Sudanese” identity which does not distinguish between tribes. Pronounced cultural
and linguistic differences shown by the research group have led other Sudanese to

name them “the Cubans.”
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Chapter 1
The Politics of Identity

There is no north, no south, no Dinka, no Arab. We have to stop this
mentality. It’s just geography.

—Words of a twenty-cight-year-old Sudanese who grew up in Cuba and now lives
in Canada.

1.1  Introduction

If newbomn calves are left without shelter and exposed to a heavy rain, their
scent may be washed away. Cows, looking for their offspring, will search in vain,
unable to identify them. Unless a farmer moves quickly to reunite cow and calf, the
still-vulnerable calves will become orphans, unable to be nourished and to thrive.

My research group, young Dinka from southern Sudan, originates from a
culture renowned for its cattle. The care and trade of cattle have historically been the
central influence in Dinka society. The possession of cattle determines status and
facilitates marriage, strengthening alliances and enabling the sharing of territory.
Cattle are also used in the practice of traditional religion and symbolize or articulate
world view. It is one of the many ironies of the story of the Dinka in Alberta that
they live in the heartland of western Canada’s cattle culture yet feel little
identification with it.

They are the children of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), the
guerrilla movement which has been at war with the northern government of Sudan
since 1983. Two years after the start of the civil war, in late 1985, as the numbers
who had taken refuge in neighbouring Ethiopia swelled into the hundreds of

thousands, 619 children and teenagers were chosen to be sent to Cuba. There they



grew up without parents or kin on an island off the southern shore of Cuba. Today
they are like those rain-sodden calves: their “scent,” the culture which they were
born into, is gone. The disastrous “rain” was the civil war which engulfed their home
region in the mid-1980s and transported them to the other side of the world.

After living in Cuba for more than thirteen years, and in the absence of all
contact with relatives, their connection to Sudan is a tenuous one. Today most of
those transported to Cuba as children or young teens have few memories of their
home country. More importantly, for the purposes of this thesis, their culture is no
longer African, let alone Sudanese. In their manner, their world view, their sense of
self, there are few traces of the culture they came from. They have become known as
“the Cubans.”

This thesis is about identity, identity as it is constructed from the conditions of
geographical origin and kinship. In the former—conditions of geographical
origin—social and political conflict led to warfare which directly impacted the
individuals in my research group. The latter—kinship—played a significant role in
determining what agency these individuals had amidst the upheaval and hardship of
war. The civil war has affected millions of people. In the case of those related to
individuals enjoying status and power, however, their effective “identity” enabled
them to leave the theatre of war. Kinship can also be equated to authority or that
authority which an individual chooses to recognize (distinct from the authority of a
state or governing body). In this sense, the thread connecting identity with authority
is explored in my research.

Since their migration to Canada in the late 1990s, the southern Sudanese who
grew up in Cuba have begun to renew their relationships with family, if only by long
distance telephone calls. Their foreignness, however, has made the contact fraught
with difficulty. As well, their relations with other Dinka who have come to Canada
directly from Africa are characteﬁzed by incomprehension and criticism. “The
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Cubans’ otherness is all the more apparent when they are in the presence of people
from their home regions. Dinka use the word ah cheebel to describe them. First
translated for me as “fools,” the Dinka word has a more complex meaning. Those
who are called ah cheebel are said to “know nothing,” but, more generally, ah
cheebel is said to mean “the people who are lost.” The Cuban-educated Dinka, for
their part, sometimes refer to other Sudanese as gauchos, using the colloquial
Spanish term for those considered crude or uncouth, or the English-language
“bushpeople,” suggesting that they are unsophisticated and uneducated.

The youth who were “privileged” to be taken out of Africa to Cuba, privileged
on the basis of their collective or group identity—Nilotic southern Sudanese or,
more specifically, Dinka—no longer have that cultural identity. They are, however,
alive. Thousands of others died during the trek to Ethiopia, from which the youth
were taken to Cuba in 1985-86. The total death toll of the eighteen-year war is
estimated at more than 1.5 million people. But the conditions in which the youth
lived in Cuba and their isolation from Africa radically altered the identity which they
shared as children. Their post-Cuba identity is shared, but only within their specific
group—some 250 people now living in Canada. As their residency in Canada
continues, that group identity is undergoing change. Values acquired in Cuba are
being challenged by those of family members in Africa and other Sudanese now

living in Canada.

1.2 Politics of Identity as Concept

It is important to note that ethnography is constrained by the imposition of
identity by others. This is no less true of east Africa, in particular, Sudan. Nilotic
peoples, of whom the Dinka are included, refer to their northerly neighbours as
“Arabs,” suggesting a single, homogenous grouping of Arabic-speaking peoples. The
“Arabs,” for their part, identify themselves according to varying language use,
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kinship tiec and cultural belief and are a diverse population including the Beggara,
Rashaida, Missiriyya, Khatmiyya, Rezigat and Dongolawi. In the same manner, the
Nilotics have been categorized as a relatively homogenous group, the major
groupings being Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk, Anuak and Uduk. Their traditional homelands
are central-south Sudan. Yet, while the Nilotics share many historical and cultural
understandings, a supposed member of the Nilotics would never describe himself as
such. Rather, there are descending classifications of membership—from tribe (i.e.,
Dinka) to clan (i.e., Gogrial Dinka) to subclan (i.e., Twic Dinka)—used depending
on the person to whom one is speaking. The more distant the audience is perceived
to be, the more general the classification offered. The individual has agency in the
ascription of identification of his cultural group. Whether the act of an individual
with group identity or an outsider projecting cultural boundaries, the giving of names
to a cultural identity organizes social interaction (Barth 1969: 10).

The name Dinka itself provides an illustration of the ways in which identity
has been projected onto, rather than derived from, a people. The name originates
from jiang, the Dinka word which means “people.” The contemporary term, Dinka,
is believed to be a bastardization of jiang by Arabic-speaking peoples who bordered
Dinka territory. In 1384, in correspondence regarding the murder of the Dutch
explorer Juan Maria Schuver, they are referred to as “Dinga negroes™ (James et al.
1996: xii).

In the case of Dinka, geographical origin and language used (conventionally
termed as “dialect™) provide more specific identities, including Malwal Dinka, Bor
Dinka, Ngok Dinka and Agar Dinka. Additionally, none of these groups is
monolingual. It is not uncommon for people of the Nilotic region to speak four or
five different languages, including Nuer, Dinka (classified as a Western Nilotic
language), Shilluk, Jur, Murle, Arabic and English. Because the ““dialects™ spoken by



Dinka have great variance, Arabic is the preferred lingua franca throughout large
parts of southern Sudan.

The representation of Nilotic peoples by anthropologists showed seemingly
isolated cultural groups, and often ignored interaction and common development
with other, neighbouring groups. It is interesting to reflect that early attempts to
document the peoples of southern Sudan relied heavily on perceptions of physical
commonality. In this sense, early ethnographers used visual recognition to determine
kinship and, therefore, cultural ties (Mukherjee et al. 1955: 93-9). The inference,
whether intentional or not, was that race equalled culture. Given that the “race”
determinations were made by outsiders using arbitrary measurements of biological
affinity, the complexity of relationships between the region’s cultures was
oversimplified and reduced to questions of kinship. As I will discuss later in this
thesis, this reliance on race-based recognition of “difference” and “commonality” as
a signpost of culture does not reflect the representation of culture as observed
among contemporary Nilotics.

The Dinka are the largest single tribe in Sudan, numbering almost two million,
while Nuer are believed to number more than half a million. Nuer and Dinka speak
genetically related Western Nilotic languages derived from a common proto-
language (Kelly 1985: 10). Because of the protracted civil war, large numbers of
people in the Nilotic region have been displaced and are living in adjacent regions
and countries as refugees.

In common with many peoples, Dinka oral history deals with the origin of
languages. This history and Dinka religious belief have many parallels with the Koran
and Bible (Deng 1978: 78). These include how God created woman from the rib of
man, of how a prophet was born to a woman who had no sexual relations, and the
origin of languages. The Dinka story of the latter bears a close resemblance to the

Tower of Babel account in Genesis.



Francis Mading Deng, relating oral history from his Dinka homeland, writes:
“According to Chief Stephen Thongkol, people were initially created with racial and
cultural uniformity. Language diversity later resulted from a punishment God
imposed on man when he became so arrogant that he wanted to build a tower high
enough to reach God in the sky.

When God saw them do this, he thought of something to bring
confusion to their heads: he gave the people a very heavy sleep. They
slept for a very, very long time. They slept so long that they forgot
the language they had used to speak. When they eventually woke up
from their sleep, each man went his own way, speaking his own
tongue. None of them could understand the language of the other any
more. That is how people dispersed all over the world. Each man
would walk his way and speak his own language and another would
go his way and speak in his own language (Deng 1978: 62-3).

These variations in language between “each man” relates well to the Dinka
themselves. Each Dinka clan or grouping is identified with a district or region and
the profusion of unwritten Dinka language dialects makes communication between
the different groups difficult (Southall 1976: 464). While the Dinka are the largest
single tribe in Sudan, they are in many ways a disparate group and historically had
only limited contact with Dinka groupings outside their respective territories.

For the Dinka of southern Sudan, the meaning of the term “nation” is one
which has evolved to mean different things at different times. During the Mahdiyya,
Dinka joined with northern, Mahdist forces to defeat the colonial Turko-Egyptians
(Beswick: 173-—4).! In their attempts to overthrow a foreign power occupying the
territory of their bordered nation, the Dinka were identifying with a larger political

grouping in opposition to another, invading, one.

The nationalist leader Mohamed Ahmed, later known as the Mahdi or Islamic Messiah, led
Sudanese against the ruling Turks in 1881, overthrowing the regime in 1885. The government
which followed and ruled between 1885-98 was known as the Mahdiyya (Deng 1995: 49-52).
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“African nationalists fighting against colonial oppression became wedded to
the legal concept of the nation (as opposed to an absent genealogical sense) through
their struggle to take over the colonial state and its bureaucratic apparatus” (Smith
1986: 135). But the overthrow of a colonial ruler does not ensure that the peoples
who have taken part in the struggle were of a common culture. Once the Turko-
Egyptian forces were defeated, the cultural differences between the Arab Mahdists
and the black African Dinka prevented further evolution of the “nation™ to include
the Africans.

The new rulers in Khartoum adopted policies to ensure solidarity of
citizenship among northern Sudanese: Arabic became the standard language and
Islam the state religion. The “outsiders”—southern Sudanese—had no affinity for
the national symbols and myths endorsed by the new powers. Their exclusion from
the sovereign “nation” further defined their own identity as a separate ethnie.

Whether Dinka have any concept of “nation” is a matter of debate. Beswick
writes: “[T]he Islamic criterion of group identity and loyalty in times of crisis does
not exist in Dinka society. In their homes, the Dinka have no consciousness of
themselves as a nation, and a Bor travelling in Raik country may well find himself
insulted as a foreigner rather than be accepted as a fellow Dinka.” He continues,
“With the exception of a few prophets, who have temporarily united the Dinka
against a common foe, nothing ties Dinka society together except the language
itself” (Beswick 1994: 178). If this is so, then the ties connecting Dinka are tenuous,
indeed. The Dinka speak a large number of dialects varying considerably from one
another (Southall 1976: 464).

And yet Dinka as a people are recognized to have a distinct culture and
territory, though constantly under external (Arab) and internal (intertribal) threat
(Southall 1976: 487-8.) A. D. Smith writes: “While we can no longer regard the

nation as a given of social existence, a ‘primordial’ and natural unit of human
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association outside time, neither can we accept that it is a wholly modemn
phenomenon, be it the ‘nervous tic of capitalism’, or the necessary form and culture
of an industrial society. While the revolutions of industrial capitalism, the
bureaucratic state and secular mass-education represent a watershed in human
history comparable to the Neolithic transition, they have not obliterated or rendered
obsolete many of the cultures and identities formed in pre-modern eras” (Smith
1986: 3). He continues to say that “[t]he fate of these cultures and identities has
depended as much upon their internal properties as upon the uneven incidence of the
modern revolutions. This is because the constituents of these identities and
cultures—the myths, memories, symbols and values—can often be adapted to new
circumstances by being accorded new meanings and new functions.”

This is true of the Ngok Dinka, a subclan of the Dinka living within the
administrative borders of northern Sudan (Deng 1978: 7-8). Because of their
particular circumstances, Ngok Dinka are known for their vocal defence of Dinka
tradition. The home territory of the Ngok Dinka is Abyei district in Southern
Kordofan province. They have the longest history of Arab incursion and have
adopted Arab cultural elements while at the same time attempting to preserve their
Dinka identity (Deng 1978: 74-5).

The question of identity for the peoples of Sudan is a longstanding one.
Mading Deng has written of the search for the “true identity” of Sudanese (Deng
1978: 205-8). He refers to “the more equitable model” of “the indigenous Afro-
Christian-Arab-Islamic identity” and writes that this model is “a sound basis for an
enriched and unifying Sudanese identity.” While supporting the description of
Sudanese as “Afro-Arab,” he acknowledged that the dominant or projected
“identity” of the nation is Arab and Islamic. In the twenty-three years since Deng
wrote those words, however, the Sudanese government has become an Islamic state,

imposing Sharia law and pursuing a radical form of fundamentalist Islam. The



prospect of an “Afro-Christian-Arab-Islamic identity” would appear less attainable
than ever.

The identification by others is further complicated in the case of those who
lived in Cuba. Their isolation and exposure to political imperatives and their status as
a minority group in Cuba have further distanced identity as lived experience from
that which is mythologized and constructed. And, given the understanding that the
Dinka, as a cultural group, recognize cultural behaviour as a determinant of
belonging, their position within the wider community is further compromised.

It is important to note that the values relating to identity which the youth in
Cuba sought to uphold were those originally celebrated by the SPLA. The political
education of those sent to Cuba was aimed at creating a new cadre of southern
Sudanese, the members of which would identify themselves first and foremost as
Sudanese. Tribal or geographical affiliation was discouraged or even suppressed.2
To this end, the youth perceived themselves as future members of a nation state
where linguistic, religious or racial differences would be de-emphasized in favour of
a collective, inclusive identity.

As will be explained in Chapter 3, the SPLA lost direct contact with the 619
youth sent to Cuba within only a few years of their departure from refugee camps in
Ethiopia. While the few adult Sudanese accompanying the youth continued with the
intended socio-political program, conditions within the movement underwent a
dramatic upheaval beginning in the late 1980s. In 1989 the Arab-led government in
Khartoum was overthrown in a coup backed by the Muslim fundamentalist National
Islamic Front (NIF). The NIF introduced more open support of a jihad or holy war
against the non-Muslim south. While the SPLA publicly called for creation of a

2Comem]:vorary literature favours use of the term “ethnic group™ over “tribe” (Banks 1996: 25).
This paper, however, uses the latter term to conform with the self-identification of informants.
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secular, non-tribal state, the increasingly militant Islamization of the country’s
government encouraged greater ethnic identification in the Christian, black African
regions of Sudan. By the early 1990s, internal divisions within the SPLA had led to
all-out war between tribal-based, Nuer versus Dinka, factions.

Even without the direction of the SPLA, the youth in Cuba experienced a
cultural transformation as they laboured in plantations with other African children.
At the same time that the SPLA’s “vanguard” of politicized youth were shedding
their tribal allegiances, the trend in Sudan was towards increased chauvinism and
conflict between related tribes and peoples.

From these changing social conditions new identities have been wrought. It is
in this sense that identity is in part the product of political or historical events.
Because of this, it is impossible to illuminate emerging identities without an
understanding of recent history which has impacted population groups and

individuals both in Sudan and in the diaspora.

1.3 Literature Review

The topic of this thesis, the politics of identity, refers to the construction of
identity. Historical, social, economic and political influences contribute to the
individual or group identity. Contemporary literature uses the term “ethnicity” to
refer to that which separates one group from another. The term is used in the much
the same way that the word “tribe” was used in early anthropological writings. A
group’s members identify themselves as having shared culture which, when joined
with other like-minded people, gives them an ethnic identity. At the same time,
“ethnicity” is projected onto others, and used to separate or categorize peoples and
individuals. Implicit in the use of the word is the idea of difference that one is born
into. In the North American context, the word has come to mean the part of oneself

which is other, different from the hegemonic culture. It also refers to one’s biological
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inheritance, the “culture” that one is born into, whether evident from the colour of
one’s skin or in the language used.

In the seminal work Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, Fredrik Barth writes that
the term ethnic group, as used in anthropology, designates a population which:

1. is largely biologically self-perpetuating

2. shares fundamental cultural values, realized in overt unity in
cultural forms

3. makes up a field of communication and interaction

4. has a membership which identifies itself, and is identified by others,
as constituting a category distinguishable from other categories of
the same order (Barth: 10-11).

While stating that the definition is flawed, Barth writes that it is workable for
the purposes of anthropology. His criticism lies in the implication of “racial
difference, cultural difference, social separation and language barriers, spontaneous

and organized enmity.” As Barth states:

[W]e are led to imagine each group developing its cultural and social
form in relative isolation, mainly in response to local ecologic factors,
through a history of adaptation by invention and selective borrowing.
This history has produced a world of separate peoples, each with
their culture and each organized in a society which can legitimately be
isolated for description as an island to itself (Barth: 11).

The inclusion of race in the definition of an ethnic group—that such a group
be “biologically self-perpetuating”—is problematic. It perpetuates the idea of
primordialism, that race equals culture. As stated earlier, ethnic group, as an
anthropological term, has largely supplanted the tainted “tribe.” The debate
regarding “tribalism™ and ethnicity is an important one, the origins of which date
from the post-war period of research carried out by anthropologists at the University
of Manchester. African anthropology out of Britain during this time was
characterized by two divergent perspectives. One dealt with culture and change

while the other attempted to fix in time and place what were purported to be
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“traditional” methods of social organization. The latter was pursued in the pre-war
period by Oxford and Cambridge anthropologists who sought to record through
ethnography the manner in which groups of people (“tribes™) functioned. In doing
so, peoples were effectively dealt with in isolation from other groups, and the
interaction and shared culture aspects of their lives were understated or even
misrepresented. As these anthropologists carried out their research at the same time
that colonization was advancing, the recording of aspects of “traditional” social
organization resembled a salvage operation. Combined with the use of the
ethnographic present, these ethnographies presented culture as being somehow
static, individuals having little in the way of agency or influence.

The former anthropological perspective—that dealing with culture and
change—was the post-war focus of anthropologists who became known as the
Manchester School (Banks 1996: 25). Among them are Max Gluckman, Clyde
Mitchell and Abner Cohen. Their work was carried out in southern, central and
western Africa and sought to show the “changes brought about in indigenous social
organization by interaction with whites and other indigenous groups.” According to
Banks, these anthropologists were responsible for the “terminological shift ... from
‘tribe’ to ‘ethnic group’.” While their writings contributed to a move away from the
use of such terms as “tribe” and “tribalism,” they were themselves working within a
context of ethnicity—that of members from the community of western academics.
“Tribe” and “tribalism,” within the colonial context, had negative connotations and
were used to infer backwardness. The shift away from the use of the terms marked
an attempt to confer a higher status on the social organization employed by peoples
in Africa. Using an evolutionary perspective, “tribalism™ was identified with rural life
and, as Africans became more urbanized, it followed that people would become
“detribalized.” The research of J. Clyde Mitchell, carried out in the mid-1950s, in
particular, showed this to be untrue. Instead, urbanized people also used “tribal”

12



labels to identify groups of people. Nevertheless, the shift away from the use of tribe
in favour of ethnic group marked a recognition that African societies were complex
and, in western terms, highly political.

My long-term contact with southern Sudanese peoples has led me to see their
social behaviour and organization as more the result of political and economic
considerations than supposed ethnic concerns. And, while self-ascribed labels and the
apparent kin-based nature of social groups might appear to favour biological affinity
as a central characteristic of the identity of such groups, there are subtle but
important distinctions between recognition of those who share culture and those
who are biologically related. Among these is the practice of cultural inclusion
whereby the individual who has no recognized biological affinity with the larger
group is, in time, recognized as a full member of the group. The main factor in the
individual’s acceptance by the larger group is that person’s adoption of cultural
values in common with the group.

It is noted that more recent writing has replaced the concept of ethnicity with
“more ambiguous concepts such as ‘locality’ or ‘identity’” (Banks 1996: ii). Because
of the implicit connection between “race” or biological affinity and “ethnicity,” the
term “identity” is preferred. The term ethnicity suggests a primordial or ascribed set
of cultural values shared by a related group, while identity stresses individual agency
and the malleability or organic nature of the individual’s concept of self. While the
subject of my research is the identity of a group—Sudanese raised in Cuba—it is an
identity which expresses itself in an intrinsically “individual” way when contrasted
with that of the larger, non-Cuban Sudanese group. Certainly, as regards the
informants for this thesis, ethnicity has come to represent a tool of control and even
oppression. In their case, others who recognize an ethnic or kin-based identification
with them have attempted to alter their behaviour in order to conform to the ethnic

group’s value system or world view. These divergent perspectives—ethnicity as
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identity which is communicated between related people and identity as expressed by
the individual—have led to conflict between the youth raised in Cuba and Sudanese
who have lived their lives in Africa.

At the same time that this thesis does not use the term ethnicity to describe the
characteristics of the informant group, the text does use the word “tribe.” It is the
term used by my informants. A century ago, western concepts of what “tribe” meant
were used to apply indirect rule throughout colonized Africa. A tribe, in this sense,
was defined as “cultural units ‘possessing a common language, a single social
system, and an established customary law’” (Mamdani 1996: 79). It does not matter
that in many cases colonial administrators were compelled to create tribes where
none had existed before, imposing chiefs and encouraging “traditional” laws. As

Mahmoud Mamdani writes:

“Tak[ing] the tribal unit” as the point of departure for setting up a
unit of administration was no simple matter. More than just creating a
tribal hierarchy where none had existed previously, this often involved
working through a mishmash of ethnic affiliations to create “purer”
and clearer tribal identities as the basis for tribal authorities. ...
[T]ribes are supposed to be in an organized state, each with its own
territory, customs, and leadership. But should the opposite be true, it
was clearly the duty of officialdom to create order out of chaos and
tribal “purity” out of tribal patchwork. (Mamdani: 81).

I include these references to show the ways in which history has conspired to
ethnicize peoples in Africa and to better illustrate the ways in which identity in the
past, as much as today, is constructed. For this reason, I refrain from using the terms
ethnicity or ethnic group. They imply that biological affinity and continuity are by
definition factors in cultural identification. As such, they perpetuate the same kind of
thinking which led western colonial powers to separate and categorize people. My

research has led me to conclude that a more apt, less race-based, term is identity.
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1.4 Background to Thesis Research

The conduct of this research has been of great personal satisfaction as it
represents an extension of earlier, joumnalistic, work done in Sudan. I was a resident
foreign correspondent from 1981 to 1987, reporting on the start of the civil war and
the imposition of sharia or Islamic law. As a reporter for the BBC World Service, 1
made daily broadcasts on political and military developments and travelled
extensively throughout the country. By 1985, hundreds of thousands of southern
Sudanese had fled their home region. In journeys into southern Sudan between 1983
and 1987, I saw the effects of the spreading war and the forced migration of the war-
affected population into Ethiopia. At the time that the children were sent to Cuba, in
1985, I was in Khartoum. The state-run news agency, SUNA, reported at that time
that the children were being traded for guns. But the coverage of their departure
from Ethiopia was brief, the worsening war directing both government and western
journalistic interest elsewhere.

More than a decade later, living in Edmonton, Alberta, a Sudanese friend one
day mentioned to me that a group of Sudanese coming from Cuba had arrived in the
province. Initial attempts to meet the young men through this friend proved fruitless.
I later better understood that his failure to introduce me to any of them stemmed
from the emerging conflict between the Sudanese who had come from Cuba and
those who had come to Canada directly from Africa. As an elder of the immigrant
community, my friend was among those most offended, initially, by the cultural
differences displayed by the new arrivals. “The Cubans” did not observe the
traditional Dinka culture’s reverence for age-sets which places elders at the top of

the cultural hierarchy.3 Sudanese already living in Canada were critical of the new

3East African tribes, including Dinka, or sections of tribes divide generations of men into groups
based on age. Such age-sets have political as well as social purposes within the immediate group
and among the tribe itself (Lienhardt 1966: 53—4).
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arrivals. Only by introducing myself to a few young men I saw walking on the streets
of Edmonton did I begin what has been a sustained, almost three-year contact with a
large number of the new immigrants.

My knowledge of their home region, however, has not been so much an asset
in my contact with them as it has been, perhaps, a curiosity or even irritant. Many,
particularly those who were under the age of twelve when they travelled to Cuba, no
longer know with any certainty the location of home villages and towns. At one
point I was asked if I could provide maps, so that the youth could begin to learn
about their home country. Over the course of the first year (1999-2000), it was
evident that some of the new immigrants had become more familiar with cultural and
social concerns relevant to southern Sudan. But even that was fraught with
discomfort as the youth attempted to incorporate what was at times an only sketchy
understanding of cultural mores and manners. Coffee-table books on “Africa”
(“continent as country’’) were borrowed from local libraries, the west’s conventional
disregard for the heterogeneous nature of African cultures seemingly absorbed by the
African-born immigrants from Cuba. Videotaped copies of decade-old television
documentaries on the war and famine in southern Sudan were watched over and
over again.

Victor Turner contended that social behaviour is revealed through observation
of the relationship between conflict, structure and process. As he wrote, such “social
dramas” make apparent “the crucial principles of social structure in their operation
and their relative dominance at successive periods of time” (Turner 1957: 93).
Focussing on conflict as a means of revealing culture is apt in the case of my
informant group. Observation of those who were sent to Cuba and their attempts to
conform to the cultural demands both of their new home and those of relatives from
Sudan has brought into sharp relief aspects of the dominant rebel cuiture, the Nilotic
Dinka, as well as the post-Cuba culture of the informant group.
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1.5 Methodology and Context

Because of the almost complete absence of secondary sources, the research
for this thesis has been based mostly on material collected and generated by the
author between May 1998 and August 2001. The research has relied on several
hundred interviews with a primary group of Sudanese who grew up in Cuba and a
secondary group of Sudanese, the members of which have come to Canada directly
from Africa.

My personal history led to the decision to use an ethnohistorical approach
(using Appadurai’s model) in researching my subject group. This background has, of
course, contributed to methodological assumptions. These assumptions include the
need to use informal interviews to acquire information from informants. My previous
experience of peoples from Sudan showed that direct questioning is
counterproductive if the objective is to gain knowledge or understanding of
individual action and motivation. In order to avoid the performance element in the
use of recording equipment, I chose to use only pen and paper, using Forkner
shorthand to record lengthy discussions. Representations of self are affected by the
use of electronic devices (audio-recorders, cameras) which place the informant in a
performative rather than informative role. Taperecording of interviews is comparable
to conducting public rather than private interviews (Ellen 115-16). The informant
may be affected by his or her impression of what others will think of their comments
since the act of taping them makes the informant’s voice and comments part of a
permanent and accessible record.

It is important to acknowledge, as well, that members of the informant group
are mostly reticent to articulate the more dramatic events which have affected them
during their remarkable lives. The deaths of loved ones, colleagues and friends from
their home region, as well as continued conflict between rebel factions, places the

youth in an extremely difficult position, both psychologically and socially. Added to
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these harsh realities are the anxieties and social problems experienced as they
attempt to establish new lives in Canada. Depending on whether or not the youth are
spoken to as a group or alone, different information is shared.

Inconsistencies and attempts to portray events in a particular light are
revealing of group pressure to present an ideal over the actual. As such, when trying
to understand the role of politics or authority in the perception of identity, what is
not said can be as important as what is. Individuals who have held positions within
the SPLA or whose kin are recognized as veterans of the war show a greater
openness in disclosing information which contradicts idealized representations of
people or events. The collection of information relating to the Sudanese from Cuba
has not been straightforward. Information leamned in one context was routinely
refined or contradicted in another. Given that this thesis seeks to observe and
interpret social changes, the accuracy of historical details has been of utmost
importance. Without the knowledge of events which have impacted the study group,
the interpretation would be of little relevance.

Incorporation of historical details in this thesis allows a processual analysis of
the social changes which have followed their displacement by the war. As Appadurai

has written:

ethnohistorical [“thick description™] entails the analysis of all the
traces, structural or cultural, that the institution under study has left
on the past. But the collection of such traces, however minute and
detailed, would not constitute “ethnohistory,” but rather history, pure
and simple. What makes it ethnohistory is its link to the present, to
the cognitive and structural ways in which these traces have become
compacted in the meaning systems of actors in the present
(Appadurai 1981: 4-5).

Ethnohistory, then, is a crucial part of the exploration of what my research shows as
dramatic alterations in the social structure of the informant group. Their identity as a

group has diverged markedly from their kin and community in Sudan. Contact in
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Canada with other Sudanese has amplified those differences and, as they attempt to
adapt to the rigours of immigrant life, there are strong incentives to renew or
rediscover their disrupted connection with the cultural identity of their long-absent
kin.

The names of informants have been changed. The decision to render the
Sudanese anonymous was not an easy one. Their names alone tell a story—who the
father is, the order of birth, events which occurred at the time of birth, the tribe and
clan one belongs to, whether an individual is Christian or Muslim. The irony of the
need to remove names from a thesis on identity was brought home to me as |
completed my writing in the summer of 2001.

During the August heat wave a healthy, full-term baby boy was born in the
Royal Alexandra Hospital in Edmonton. The mother, one of those who grew up in
Cuba, is a Bor Dinka. The father of the baby is an Anuak who came to Canada
directly from Africa. The Anuak are a Nilotic people whose territory traditionally
straddled the Sudanese-Ethiopia border. The community has been seriously impacted
by the civil war, entire villages emptied and their inhabitants scattered by attempts to
find safety in refugee camps and, more recently, emigration to Canada and the
United States. The couple had met while working as labourers in a slaughterhouse in
southern Alberta. While their original nationality—Sudanese—is shared and their
respective tribes live in the same region, their life experiences are very different. The
new mother does not observe the traditional Sudanese culture’s constraints on the
conduct of women. The father, while fluent in English and wearing western-style,
rap-inspired clothing, was raised in a traditional environment in Sudan. English is
their language of communication, a language that the mother learned only after
arriving in Canada three years ago.

Visiting them in hospital the day after the birth, I asked if the baby had been

given a name. The father replied yes and told me the name—Marit. The name was
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unfamiliar to me so I asked if it was Anuak. He said it was. I then asked what it
meant. The new mother joined in, saying, “Even me, I don’t know what it means.”
Looking down at the small baby lying across his lap, the father told us that the name
meant “adding to.” I asked him to explain the name’s meaning further. “I was alone
and now I am not,” he told me. The new mother gently protested, “What do you
mean you were alone? You were with me!”

The act of naming the child highlighted the cultural lineage of the father and
noted the context in which the baby had been born. The father has lived in Canada
for less than three years and, until the birth of his son, was without kin. I asked if the
child would be given a second, Dinka, name, implicitly suggesting that the mother’s
lineage might also be reflected in the child’s name. The father replied, “No. The
second name is my name.” Thus identity is ascribed in the naming of a new life.

Information about identity is lost when pseudonyms are used. But there is
another consideration as well. To give names to individuals who have experienced
the upheaval and tragedy of war is an important thing. It acknowledges the humanity
of the individual amidst the plethora of numbers which are used to illustrate the
severity of a situation. In Sudan’s case, those numbers are more than 1.5 million
dead, four million internally displaced and more than one million living as refugees in
countries along its borders (Ruiz 1998: 139-74). It is also noted that the individuals
are known within the Sudanese community abroad and, in relation to the continuing
civil war in Sudan, the country’s Islamic government is also aware of their identities.
In this sense, maintaining their anonymity is scarcely possible, even with the use of
pseudonyms. The decision not to name the individuals who grew up in Cuba was
made to protect their futures in Canada.

Portions of the thesis were read aloud to key informants in order to ensure
that information presented was factually correct and that individuals accepted the
account of their lives. Reading the work aloud enabled informants to know the thesis
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contents, their spoken English being proficient while their ability to read English is in
many cases inadequate for a full comprehension. Informants made no changes to
theoretical or representational portions of the thesis. The only changes made related

to place names and dates.

1.6 Method and Organization

The material collected for this thesis chronicles the experiences of my
informant group over an almost twenty-year period. Interviews with informants and
observation of their lives took place between 1999 and 2001, the first two years of
Canadian residency for the majority of the 250 southern Sudanese from Cuba. While
space limitations allow only a cursory accounting of the years they spent in Ethiopia
and Cuba, it is necessary to attempt a chronology of the journey these young men
and women have made. While the chapters contain information of a sequential
nature, events of the past and interpretations of these are a constant factor of the
present. As such, relevant historical information and informant understandings of
same are included where considered necessary.

Chapter 2 provides a background to the civil war, describes conditions which
led informants to take refuge in Ethiopia and examines their relationship to the rebel
army. The decision to send the children to Cuba and the manner in which they
departed Ethiopia is also dealt with, showing how the children’s official identity was
manipulated in order to avoid international criticism. The final section of this chapter
examines the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) Manifesto published in
1983. The socialist-inspired document sets out the movement’s position on the
nationalities or identity question. The stated objectives, though soon abandoned by
many in the rebel army, were broadly adopted by the youth sent to Cuba.

In Chapter 3 the lives of the children on the Isle of Youth, off the southern

coast of Cuba, are described. Informant representations of the early years in Cuba
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show the ways in which their original, southern Sudanese culture was replaced by
self-identification as Sudanese. Arabic was introduced as the lingua franca, and the
children were politicized to seek unity among their numbers. A context for the
growing sense of solidarity between the members of the Sudanese group is provided,
including the use of the children as plantation labourers and competition and conflict
between the Sudanese and other African nationalities living on the island. An
accounting of those who died while in Cuba is also provided.

The chapter also covers the final, difficult, years in Cuba. The 1991
overthrown of Ethiopian President Menghistu Haile Mariam had serious
consequences for the SPLA. The rebel army lost its refuge in Ethiopia and its
leadership was weakened. In Sudan, internecine war broke out between Nuer and
Dinka elements of the SPLA, claiming the lives of tens of thousands. The upsurge in
tribal identification within southern Sudan placed the youth in Cuba in a precarious
position. As understood from interviews with informants, many of their families were
estranged or even at war with the Dinka-led SPLA. The students, meanwhile,
recognized their growing identification not with Africa but Latin America.

Cuba was plunged into an economic crisis after the collapse of its patron state,
the Soviet Union, in 1991 and the continuing U.S. embargo. Financial support for
the Sudanese students was nominal and many of them were destitute. While UN
agencies began to provide relief to the students, UN and Cuban officials also
pressured the Sudanese to return either to Africa or Sudan itself. More than half of
the total sent to Cuba did return, most of them travelling first to Uganda, then Kenya
where refugee camps became their homes. The harrowing experiences of those who
returned, however, discouraged those remaining in Cuba to follow them. In 1997,
Canada agreed to accept the estimated 275 Sudanese remaining in Cuba, the first

new immigrants arriving in November of that year.
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Chapter 4 documents the perception of identity by the Sudanese now living in
Canada. While experiencing the stress of learning English and adapting to Canadian
life, the young men and women have for the first time in some thirteen years had
direct contact with relatives from Sudan. These contacts have brought into sharp
relief the dramatic cultural changes which were wrought by the upheaval of war and
thirteen years of isolation in Cuba. The cohesiveness of the immigrants has
weakened since their arrival in Canada. Central to this change is their contact with
Sudanese who have come to Canada directly from Africa. Divisions within the
“Cuban” group along tribal and clan lines have become more sharply defined and
there is a perception that individuals are competing for social status and financial
success. In addition, the youth have been “racialized” by non-African Canadians and
must contend with hegemonic cultural perceptions regarding their perceived
“Africanness.”

Chapter 5 focuses on the experience of the youth working in a massive cattle
slaughterhouse in the southern Alberta town of Brooks and provides a summary. As
of late 2001, more than eighty of those raised in Cuba were living in the small rural
community. Most work the nightshift, carrying out the jobs of slaughtering the
cattle, cutting up carcasses and packaging meat. Over the course of two years, the
community has become fragmented, separating into household units based on tribal
lines. Some have separated themselves from the wider community, seeking to reduce
contact with other Sudanese, while others have attempted to maintain the much-

lauded unity of the original group.

1.7 The Argument
If identity is a tool of survival, and therefore by definition constantly subject to
change, what element of identity, if any, survives at the centre of culture? Beneath

the layers of external change—political theory and indoctrination, the constraints of
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social stratification and hierarchy, social and economic necessity—what part of a
person’s sense of self remains? In this thesis I will expand on the following
questions:

1. What is the identity of southern Sudanese children who grew up in

Cuba?

2. How have they changed?

3. What remains of the past?

4. What lies in the future?
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Chapter 2
Children of War

I walk and walk. I was crying. I was six years old and I had to walk.
... When we come on the way we were in like maybe three or four
ambushes. You are running and you don’t even see where you are
going.

—A Sudanese raised in Cuba recalls her flight from southern Sudan to Ethiopia in 1983.

2.1 Introduction

The war which has engulfed southern Sudan since 1983 has left few lives
untouched. This thesis deals with the lives of only a few hundred of the millions who
have been affected. While the group interviewed is not representative of the
experience of southern Sudanese, the tragedy and triumph of their lives illuminates
central issues which have dominated social, political and economic life in the country
of Sudan since its borders were formed by foreign powers in the late 1800s. The
group also enables an examination of the “making” of culture.

For the past two decades the country of Sudan has suffered drought, famine
and war. In addition to the massive death toll, millions of people have been
displaced. The following provides a background to the civil war as it concerns the

people under study in this thesis.

2.2 Background to the War
Sudan is the largest country in Africa, covering more than 2.5 million square
kilometres. The terrain ranges from deserts in the ncrth to tropical rain forests in the

south. The main geographical feature of Sudan is the Nile River and its tributaries.
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More than thirty million people live there, most surviving at a subsistence level,
working as farmers and pastoralists. The population is a disparate one which
includes more than 450 ethnic groups. The country is bounded in the north by Egypt;
the west by Libya, Chad and the Central African Republic; to the east by the Red Sea
and Ethiopia; and to the south by Zaire, Uganda and Kenya.

Located in what is known as the Horn of Affica, the country has experienced
instability from the spillover of conflicts in neighbouring Libya, Chad, Ethiopia and
Uganda. In particular, throughout the 1970s to 1990s, Sudan was impacted by the
long-running conflict between Eritrea and Ethiopia.# Sudan, then backed by the
United States and other western nations, provided a base of operation for guerrilla
armies opposed to the then East-bloc-aligned Ethiopia. In addition to the tacit
support for the anti-Ethiopian movements, Sudan allowed more than half a million
Ethiopian refugees to live in its eastern region. Other displaced people, from Chad
and Uganda, brought the total refugee number close to one million. It was to
Ethiopia that dissident southern Sudanese turned when the civil war begin in the
early 1980s. The country allowed the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) to
base its operations from there and gave refuge to hundreds of thousands of refugees.

Sudan was administered through joint British and Egyptian rule between 1898
and 1956, when it became independent. During the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium
colonial rule, British administrators pursued a policy of separate development for the
mostly Arab and Muslim north and the African and animist South. This policy saw
the predominantly Arab northern region benefit from the creation of schools and
institutes of higher learning, the building of infrastructure, rail and road networks.

The African south, the last region to be pacified and brought under colonial rule, was

"En’uu, a former Italian colony, was annexed by Ethiopia in 1952. A twenty-six-year war ended in
1991 when Ethiopian President Menghistu Haile Mariam was overthrown and Eritrea was granted
independence. In 1999, the two sides engaged in fighting along their common border.
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administered by indirect rule. Attempts were made to prevent an Arabization of the
south, with trade links between the north and south frustrated by official policy
aimed at maintaining the traditional culture of the region. At the same time, southern
Sudan was opened up to Christian missionaries. Other than the regional capital of
Juba, the south received almost no development. Education was the preserve of
Christian missionaries, the different western denominations effectively dividing the
south into spheres of influence. While Arabic was the country’s official language,
English was widely used in the south.

From 1955 to 1972 a civil war was fought in southemn Sudan. The guerrilla
army, known as the Anyanya, sought separation from the north. At least half a
million people in southern Sudan died in the conflict, while another 200,000 people
were forced to take refuge in neighbouring countries. The seventeen-year war was
brought to an end in 1972 with the signing of the Addis Ababa Agreement. The
agreement set terms for regional autonomy and the absorption of Anyanya fighters
into the Sudanese army and other civil institutions. By the late 1970s, however, large
portions of the agreement had been dismantled by the Khartoum-based government
led by President Gaafer Mohamed Nimeiri. Development in the south was almost
non-existent while Nimeiri sought to benefit the north with oil discoveries in
southern Sudan. Despite opposition from southern politicians, the Khartoum
government decided the oil would be pumped north for refinement zt Port Sudan
along the Red Sea. At the same time, the government adopted an increasingly
militant Islamist program. Not only the autonomy of southern Sudanese but their
identity as non-Muslim Africans was increasingly encroached upon.

In response to criticism from southern Sudanese, Nimeiri arrested large
numbers of southern politicians and began to shift southern soldiers out of the
region, replacing them with Muslim soldiers from northern Sudan. It was the latter

action which immediately preceded a mutiny among southern soldiers in May 1983.
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The mutiny by soldiers based at the Bor, Upper Nile region, garrison has become
known as the start of the civil war. The officers and troops which deserted the army
in the wake of the mutiny were to form the nucleus of the Sudan People’s Liberation
Army (SPLA).

In the years immediately before the mutiny, however, stirrings of armed
rebellion in the south were already evident. In the town of Bor, children had long
made small clay toys in the shape of animals. By late 1982, they were moulding toys
in the form of the region’s favoured weapon, the AK-47. Long-standing grievances
were aggravated, particularly in Upper Nile region, by the arrival of western
resource companies in the undeveloped south. In the early 1980s, vast deposits of oil
were discovered in the Bentiu area of Upper Nile region in southern Sudan. The
area, home to Nuer and Dinka, fell within an exploration concession operated by the
U.S.-based Chevron Oil Company.3 The region had no services or infrastructure and
the local population subsisted by cultivating cereal grains and raising large herds of
livestock, primarily cattle.

To the north lies Kordofan region, home to predominantly Muslim Arabs.
Drought conditions in northern Sudan had already exacerbated tension between Arab
and Nilotic tribes over the sharing of water and grazing lands for their herds of
cattle. By the mid-1980s, armed Arab militias, known as the murahileen, routinely
attacked Dinka villages lying to the south (Africa Watch 1990: 82-92). The arrival
of western oil companies throughout Upper Nile region brought a new element of

incursion into the undeveloped region.

5Chevron Oil Company pulled out of its concession following an attack on its base camp at Rub
Kona in February 1984. Four employees were killed by members of the Anyanya II, the armed
group which preceded the formation of the SPLA. After some years of inactivity and attempts by
the Khartoum government to compel Chevron’s return, the concession is now held by a consortium
which includes, as operator, the Calgary-based Talisman Energy Inc. Oil began to flow through the
1,600-kilometre pipeline to the north in September 1999.
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“N” was born in Bentiu district in 1976. He bears a large dent in his upper
forehead and his arms are scarred from bullet wounds, injuries received when he and
his family made the arduous journey to Ethiopia at the height of the war. His second
name is Khawajah, the Arabic word for “foreigner.” The name was given to him to
mark an event—the arrival of foreigners in Bentiu. These foreigners were oil
workers sent to Bentiu to carry out exploration for oil on the Chevron concession.
Because the area is undeveloped grasslands with no facilities to house or service
outsiders, the oil workers would fly into the concession on a daily basis from work
camps in northern Sudan. As a small boy, N would wait until the helicopters had
departed before running with other children to collect the tin refuse left behind by the
work crews. They would bring the discarded drink cans back to their mothers who
would fashion objects out of them. He lives in Canada now, sharing a house with

other Dinka from his home region. N spoke about his youth:

What I remember about Chevron? I remember when people came by
helicopter and landed on the islands [in Bahr el Ghazal (Ghazelle
River)]. They took [brought] all those cans and we would go get
them, after they leave. They call us to come and we get afraid. What I
remember was every day hearing the gun shots. They do that,
shooting into the ground [shooting seismic to record geological data).
One day we were following the cattle and we found them just making
a road, cutting every tree down. And they come to one guy and told
him he had to move his /uak [cattle shelter] from here. They say “We
give you money.” He say “‘No.” They say, “No, no, we give you
money.” Then they got a bulldozer and pushed it down. I remember
the white guy, he went like this [imitating the foreign oil worker, the
informant removed his baseball cap, raised his hand and pointed
straight ahead, as if directing the bulldozer] and they did it.

I remember a lot of people were getting angry about what they were
doing. And then, two years later, the Arabs came on the road that
Chevron made. The first time they came with a camel and some by
foot. The soldiers came with Majeros [a brand of truck used by the
army] and they leave them at Lake Jow. They put them down [parked
the vehicles] there and come walk and attack the villages.
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The recollections of N highlight the most immediate consequence of oil
development in his home region. While the small number of educated southemn
Sudanese living in major centres were concerned that no revenue-sharing agreement
had been struck to ensure the south benefited from the oil, people living in the oil
region feared the outcome of roadbuilding and new infrastructure where none had
existed before. Providing better access into the undeveloped region wculd make
local inhabitants vulnerable not only to the central government but Arab militias
which sought use of the rich Dinka and Nuer grasslands for their livestock.

When the war began, the areas immediately affected were Upper Nile and
Bahr el Ghazal regions and the southernmost portion of Kordofan region. From the
latter came the people of Abyei, a Dinka district which lies within the boundaries of
northern Sudan. The first waves of refugees to Ethiopia came from communities
which had been devastated by raids by the Arab murahileen and those where
southern garrisons had mutinied. Throughout 1984 and 1985 the Abyei area of
southern Kordofan and the northern districts of Bahr el Ghazal were devastated by
cattle raiding, the burning of crops and the hunger which followed. There were
reports of death by starvation in Bahr el Ghazal region, reports which were to be
dwarfed by the magnitude of the tragedy which followed (Burr & Collins 1995:
30-1). As one informant, “AB,” said: “The first people who died for us were from
Abyei. The first soldiers for the SPLA were from Abyei.” He continued, “Abyei is
the bumper of the car and Bahr el Ghazal is the back of the car. When the car
crashes, it is Abyei which is the bumper.”

The conflict between Arab, Beggara tribesmen from northern Sudan and
Nilotic peoples living directly to their south was an old one and centred on the
control of water and grazing rights. For as long as people can remember, the two
groups have fought for dominance. In the past, annual negotiations were held by the

two sides to determine an equitable distribution of the area’s resources. At these
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meetings, the two sides would also exchange individuals who had been captured or
kidnapped in earlier clashes. Such slaves would be returned to their tribe for a
negotiated price.

In the early 1980s, however, the balance of power dramatically shifted in
favour of the Beggara tribesmen. This was in part due to an influx of automatic
weaponry from Chad and Libya. Using northwestern Sudan as a staging point,
Hissene Habre seized power in Chad in 1981 with the support of Egypt and Sudan.
Soon the northwestern regions of Darfur and Kordofan were awash with automatic
weaponry. The area was also suffering from drought and famine. The Beggara
sought to extend their grazing and water resources by pushing south into Dinka and
Nuer territory. The discovery of oil in southern Sudan also gave the Khartoum
government reason to provide military support for the Beggara. Thus was born the
murahileen, the Beggara militia which received support from the northern-led army
in its campaign to depopulate the Dinka land.

In 1984 the south was struck by drought, further worsening the tenuous food
situation. At the same time, fighting by the SPLA and its reliance on the support of
the already hard-pressed local people led tens of thousands of Dinka and Nuer
people to seek refuge in Ethiopia.

2.3 The Journey to Ethiopia

The subjects of this thesis left their homes in the immediate aftermath of the
1983 Bor mutiny and the upsurge in fighting between government troops and
southern Sudanese rebels.

One informant, a twenty-two-year-old Bor Dinka woman, was no more than
six when she left Sudan. Within hours of the mutiny at the Bor garrison on 16 May
1983, she and her family fled their home in Malakal, Upper Nile region. They walked

for some six weeks before reaching the refugee camp in Itang, Ethiopia. P’s father,
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the late Kerubino Kwanyin Bol, was commander of the Bor garrison and led the

mutiny.6 Asked what she remembers of the journey, she replied:

Walking ... if I don’t walk I’ll be dead because my dad like started
the war. We had to run away and a lot of people were killed
defending us. Being Kerubino’s family, a lot of military [rebel
fighters] were given to protect us. We left from Malakal to [Jonglei]
Canal. We were taken back to Malakal [by the government army].
When they realized we were Kerubino’s family they [the army]
wanted to keep us to put pressure on him.

They take us back to Malakal, they [the rebels] came and took us at
night, in plainclothes. They took us by lorry to the Canal and then to
Ayut and then walking from there to Itang [inside Ethiopia]. I was
little by then. I walk and walk. I was crying. I was six years old and I
had to walk. When we got to Bilpam [future military headquarters of
the SPLA] I got sick in one of my legs and they had to carry me for
two days. When we come on the way we were in like maybe three or
four ambushes. You are running and you don’t even see where you
are going. The next day they gather you up, all together.

She remained in the Itang refugee camp, with her mother and extended family,
until 1986. At the time of their arrival in 1983, the camp was home to more than
10,000 people. By 1987, the numbers of people taking shelter there had reached
more than 130,000 (Burr & Collins 1995: 109). Because her father was a senior
member of the rebel movement, there were also times when she and her family lived
in the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa. In 1986, at the age of nine, she and her two
brothers, one six and the other ten, travelled to the Isle of Youth in Cuba. She would

live in Cuba for the next twelve years.

6Kerubino Kwanyin Bol, then second in command of the SPLA, was arrested in mid-September
1987 by Ethiopian President Menghistu Haile Mariam on suspicion of plotting a coup against
SPLA leader John Garang (Human Rights Watch/Africa 1994: 229-35). In 1992, after five vears of
imprisonment, Kerubino escaped to Uganda. He then formed a dissident fighting group aligned
with the Khartoum government. He was killed in the Bentiu area in 1999 by a Nuer rebel faction
formerly with the SPLA.
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Because many of the children sent to Cuba were related to senior officers who
mutinied in Bor on 16 May 1983, they were forced to leave Sudan in the earliest
stages of the civil war, when the nascent rebel group was at its most vulnerable,
disorganized state. They witnessed initial talks with Ethiopian military officials and
the dramatic negotiations over who was to lead the guerrilla army. At this stage the
rebel army was still known as Anyanya II, after the southern rebel army which
fought in the first civil war, the Anyanya. By July, six weeks after the mutiny, Col.
John Garang, a Bor Dinka, was the leader of the movement, now renamed the Sudan
People’s Liberation Army (SPLA). Garang himself brought three children to the
leadership talks, his two sons and the son of Kerubino Kwanyin Bol.

“Q” is the son of one of the officers who led the Bor mutiny. He fled the area
on 21 May, joining John Garang and his family in Ethiopia. Says Q, “I was fourteen
but I know everything.” Within days of their arrival in Gambela, Ethiopia, contact
had been made with Ethiopian President Menghistu Haile Mariam. As he recalled,
“Libya had sent the arms but Menghistu said ‘Organize yourself first and we will
give you the arms.”

He remembers the days following the Menghistu meeting as being “a terrible
time.” Because he was accompanying the men, he was given tasks such as serving
food at the meetings and running errands. Rebecca Nyandeng Chol, Garang’s wife,
was the only woman present at the talks. She cooked meals for the men, the children
assisting her. The meeting to determine who would lead the new rebel army was held

sometime in June in Itang. Q described the scene:

They [the rebel leaders] wanted to fight [each other]. Me and other
guys [children], we were taking food. It was Nuer food, wal walla,
dura [sorghum]. And you know what the meeting looked like? All the
men were like this [gesturing to show that the men sat facing each
other with their weapons drawn]. The meeting was under the trees
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and the bodyguards were standing all around [also with their weapons
drawn].

Opposing the leadership of John Garang were Samuel Gai Tut, Akuot Atem,
Vincent Kwan, John Kong Garjiet and William Abdullah Chuol.” Samuel Gai Tut
was the leader of the Anyanya II, composed largely of veterans of the first civil war,
and was committed to the secession of southern Sudan. Gai Tut, a Nuer from Waat
in Upper Nile, had taken refuge in Ethiopia in the mid-1970s after leading a mutiny
in the Akobo garrison. The group wanted Gai Tut to lead the movement and Garang
to be deputy commander or deal with external affairs. Also present at the meeting
was the Ethiopian army’s Chief of Operations, Brigadier General Mesfin Gebre Kal.8
No agreement on who the new leader should be was reached. It was then that the
Ethiopian army sent two companies to Itang to enforce the imposition of John
Garang as leader of the rebel army. Garang was said to have held secret talks with
the Ethiopians to ensure his position. Warned of the approaching Ethiopian troops,
those opposed to Garang fled back to Sudan. Gai Tut and Abdullah Chuol, both
Nuer, broke with Garang. The legacy of that original, failed leadership meeting was
to haunt the movement for the next decade as internecine war broke out between
tribal-based factions, the Nuer faction making an alliance with the Sudanese
government against the Dinka-dominated SPLA. Says Q: “The problems, they
started from the beginning. [From] the founding of the movement the problems were

always there.”

7Samuel Gai Tut was killed in 1984 during a clash with a Nuer faction. William Abdullah Chuol. a
Nuer, went on to lead a government-supported Nuer militia against the SPLA. He died in fighting
with the SPLA in 1984 or 1985.

8Brigadier General Mesfin Gebre Kal, a graduate of the Royal Military Academy of Sandhurst in
the UK. was a full member of the Central Committee of the ruling Workers’ Party of Ethiopia. He
was promoted to Major General and appointed Deputy Commander of the Ground Forces in 1985
(Cole 1985: 100). Mesfin went into exile in 1991, following the overthrow of Ethiopian President
Menghistu Haile Mariam, and now lives in London, UK.
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Q’s father also had a falling out with Garang and was killed shortly after in the
1985 battle of Jokau.

In the months which followed the Bor mutiny, fighting in Upper Nile region
intensified, sending still more refugees across the border into Ethiopia. Among them
was “AB.” The Ngok Dinka is now twenty-eight years old and lives in Canada. He
remembers fleeing his home in Jonglei Canal area, Upper Nile region, when he was

no more than twelve years old:

In January 1984 I was in Jonglei Canal. I had just finished school,
primary school. ... By that time Jamoos [Arabic for buffalo] Battalion
[led by rebel commander Kerubino Kwanyin Bol] was fighting. I was
just a student, maybe eleven or twelve years old. Jamoos came from
[the village of] Atar to attack the army base at Jonglei. They [the
SPLA] sent a message to civilians to leave. We were evacuated [and]
went to Atar. After the attack, the government came to my home
village of Bathali. They burned all the houses. They say “All those
people are guilty. Why do they allow these Jamoos [guerrilla fighters]
here?” Because of the experience of Anyanya I [the first civil war
from 1955-72) the older people ran. ... [T]he military came and
burned everything and killed whatever they find.

So we lost our place at the Canal. We couldn’t go to Malakal [main
town in Upper Nile]. Everybody was suspected of being SPLA, even
children and old women. Me and my mom, my sister and my little
nephew, we had seven days outside [sleeping without shelter].
Everything was closed [meaning that they had nowhere to go, the
army controlling the area]. ... I don’t want to run from here to here.
It is better to have a gun in my hand than to run from tree to tree.
And of course I left with Jamoos and I went to Ethiopia.

AB walked for the better part of one month before reaching Ethiopia and the
refugee camp of Itang. By the middle of 1984, he was receiving military training
from Ethiopian and Sudanese soldiers. A year later, he was travelling to Cuba, one
of the 619 youth selected to study on the Isle of Youth.

Others of the group were engaged in the war as child soldiers. While their
participation is played down, many of the particularly teenage youth who were to
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travel to Cuba received military training in camps in Ethiopia and took part in the
war. From the mid-1980s, the SPLA and its supporters encouraged male minors to
come to Ethiopia for education. Education in most of southern Sudan was
suspended at the start of the war. As well, young males throughout Nilotic territory
were at risk from the army and Arab militias, identified as they were as potential
supporters of the guerrilla army. Thousands of boys were kept in camps in Ethiopia
and deployed, when required, by the SPLA (Human Rights Watch/Africa 1994:
196-204). Some were soldiers attached to the “Red Army,” which included youths
between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. Members of the Red Army were based
inside Ethiopia in refugee camps and received military training from Ethiopian
trainers for a period of some three months. These Red Army soldiers were children
under the age of sixteen. SPLA officers say that the Red Army recruits were initially
used as fighting soldiers but were later relegated to support roles for the main SPLA
force. Contingents of the Red Army accompanied contingents of the SPLA, and
were used to guard senior officers and prisoners (1994: 207-8).

“C” is now thirty-two years old. He is among the oldest of the informant
group. He joined the Red Army in 1985, at the age of sixteen, one year before
leaving for Cuba. As he said, “Actually, I didn’t fight directly but while we were
coming there was a [Nuer] village called Bak Kompi, northwest of Malakal. It’s like
our forces were coming, entering the village, so [we] surprised some of the
government militia [Anyanya II]. They were preparing to make an ambush, had guns
and grenades.” His recollection of a sudden demilitarization which affected many of

those who went to Cuba is consistent with that of other informants. As C explained:

Before we went to Cuba we were in the same battalion of the Red
Army, and that battalion was even included in the big division. I
remember one time the Commander in Chief, John Garang, said he
was the commander (inferring that Garang, as Commander, had
overruled other SPLA officers in demilitarizing the child soldiers] and
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after the battalion was transferred to school [inside refugee camps in
Ethiopia] and we weren’t soldiers any-more.

“NR” is a tall, soft-spoken man who speaks haltingly of his experiences before
going to Cuba. As a Bor Dinka, his home area was engulfed in the conflict early. He

describes his role in the war:

I fight. I was like eleven years old, like [for] three months. My
division was for mining [the name of the rebel division he belonged to
later translated from Spanish to Arabic and then English as the
“Grasshopper Division” of the SPLA]. I was fighting in Jokau
[referring to a famous 1985-86 battle between the SPLA and a
splinter group from the Nuer tribe which saw the Nuer, backed by the
Sudanese army, enter Ethiopian territory in pursuit of the SPLA]. I
had ... like, there is anti-personnel mines. My job is to put the mines
down and when a military car passed I had to explode it. I was young
so after they send me to refugee camps and after to school.

2.4 Departure to Cuba

Cuba’s role as a supporter of African insurgencies is long established, dating
back to 1965 when Fidel Castro approved Che Guevera’s secret military mission to
the Congo (Anderson 1997: 620-3). As a partner of the Soviet Union, Cuba
supplemented Soviet backing for African rebel and state armies through the
provision of military trainers and medical personnel in Africa itself and by giving
African children educational opportunities in Cuba. The country’s military academies
also provided training for African soldiers and rebels whose governments or
movements were supported by the East Bloc. In the Horn of Africa throughout the
1980s, Cuba supported the Marxist Ethiopian government in its wars against
guerrilla armies in Eritrea and Tigray. Given that the U.S.-backed Sudanese
government was providing support for the Eritrea People’s Liberation Front and the
Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front, Cuba’s support of a dissident southern Sudanese

army was consistent with Cold War politics of the era. Cuban personnel were
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already present in Ethiopia when the SPLA established its headquarters and training
camps there. While the SPLA adopted Marxist terminology in its early years of
existence, ideology was not a motivating factor for the creation of the rebel
movement. Nor, in subsequent years, has political doctrine or revolutionary ideology
been a prominent characteristic of the SPLA or its supporters.

The decision to send Sudanese children to Cuba for education is, however,
attributed to the relationship between Cuban authorities and one Marxist southern
Sudanese. Archangelo Waniji is a former lecturer at the University of Juba. He comes
from the Ndogo people, living north of Wau in Bahr el Ghazal region. As a young
man he studied in Eastern Europe, returning to southern Sudan an avowed
communist. Waniji, as a member of the SPLA, made at least one trip to Cuba prior to

the transport of the children.? Informant “V™ recalled:

He actually initiated the idea [of sending children to Cuba]. He
wanted everyone to be a communist. People wanted to identify with
the socialist world. ... He is an old man now. I think he did [have an]
influence. He knew more about communism than the other fellows.
Even John Garang, he didn’t know much. He wasn’t a communist.

From the 80,000 Sudanese refugees gathered in the refugee camp at Itang, in
remote Ethiopian territory, 619 children were selected to travel to Cuba.!? Of the
total number, sixty were girls. Most of the children, as many as three-quarters, were
from the Dinka tribe. To this day, however, many of those from the selected group,
particularly Bor Dinka, contend that the Dinka did not make up the majority of those

selected. Their accounts, however, are not borne out by information gathered

9Archangelo Waniji sent his wife, their two sons and a daughter to Cuba. One of the sons now lives
in Canada while the other is in Kenya. His daughter Shesi, then between the age of five and seven,
was struck and killed by a truck on the Isle of Youth in Cuba in October 1987. Archangelo Waniji
left the SPLA in 1986 and is believed to live in Kenya.

figure of 80,000 people was provided by a reliable Sudanese informant who was resident in
Itang at that time. It is consistent with later estimates given by western agencies.
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regarding the make-up of the 619-member group. In addition, although most
informants contend that the youngest was eight, there were in fact children as young
as six years old aboard the transport to Cuba. This discrepancy is in part due to the
“inflation” of the children’s ages by Sudanese responsible for selecting the children.
The Cuban authorities stipulated that only children of school age be sent. As well, a
portion of those sent were not, in fact, children or even teenagers. Some, as old as
twenty-two, had their ages lowered in order for them to be included. These adults
were among the first group to leave Cuba, returning to Ethiopia in 1988.

From interviews with those present in Ethiopia at the time, it is apparent that
senior officers of the SPLA lobbied for the inclusion of family and clan members.
Said one informant: “William Nyuon [deputy commander of the SPLA] championed
some of the Nuer [to be sent to Cuba]. There was a kind of tug of war. He sent his
children and other officers sent their children.” Nyuon sent six of his children, two
daughters and four sons.1!

The youth sent to Cuba represent a privileged group. The 250 who completed
their education in Cuba and now live in Canada represent a still more advantaged
group among the total number of 619 sent to Cuba. In the late 1980s and early
1990s some 350 individuals, by then in their early twenties or older, returned to
Affrica. As will be discussed in Chapter 3, those who were still resident in Cuba in the
late 1990s and accepted by Canada were enrolled in academic rather than technical
or military programs in Cuba. Most of their fathers or other relatives were identified
with the SPLA, many holding senior positions with either the rebel army or its
ostensible political wing, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM). At the
time of the children’s departure from Ethiopia, the refugee camps were quickly

expanding and emergency assistance negligible. Given the state of the refugee camps

Nwilliam Nyuon was killed in Ayut in a night ambush by Nuer faction fighters in 1996.
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in Ethiopia, it was unlikely that the children would receive any education. Their very
survival was threatened by remaining in the camps.

In 1986, the numbers of Sudanese registered in Ethiopia had reached more
than 120,000 and Ethiopian officials were described as overwhelmed. Itang, the
refugee camp where those who would later travel to Cuba had taken shelter, was the
largest and oldest of three camps established inside Ethiopia. Malnutrition and
disease were pervasive among the refugees (Burr & Collins: 108-9). For this reason,
the youth now living in Canada are best described as an elite which, in many circles,
was considered to be the “vanguard” of the future Sudan. As such, they were
expected to support the main tenets of the guerrilla movement while receiving their
educations.

The UN at that time had only a nominal presence in Itang. In the early years of
the conflict, Itang was controlled not by western relief officials but the SPLA. An

informant who was in the camps with the children, “V,” explained:

The UN didn’t want the interference of the SPLA in the camps. But
there was a need for somebody to take charge. The Ethiopians
couldn’t do it. There was no government. Distribution of food to
various areas of the camp was naturally delegated to refugees. There
were thousands. There were so many. There were not less than
80,000 at that time.

Asked whether the UN was aware of the refugee transfer from Ethiopia to Cuba, the
informant said, “There were so many people there [in the Itang refugee camp] they
[the UN] didn’t know.” I asked what identity papers the children used in order to
travel. The informant laughed and said, “The problem of Sudan is identity.” He

continued:

Officially, they [the children] were Ethiopians from Gambela,
identified with Anuak. There were no papers, only a list, a list of
names. Nobody trusted the UN at that time. They didn’t want to go
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through the UN. Maybe the UN wouldn’t accept [the airlift of
children to Cuba]. They [SPLA officials] used Ethiopian military
plans to take them [from Itang] to Asmara and Addis Ababa. So they
just whisked them off. They were kind of stolen.

The informant’s recollection of the manner in which the children were
identified is intriguing. The Anuak people are considered part of the Nilotic group of
peoples, which includes the Sudanese tribes of Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk and Uduk.
When colonial powers set the boundaries between Sudan and Ethiopia in the early
part of the last century, the territory of the Anuak people was segmented by the new
borders. The district of Anuak habitation, which did not fall under civil
administration until 1925, was considered wild and access to it was difficult. The
Sudanese-Ethiopian frontier had been marked along the course of the Akobo and
Pibor rivers, thus the Anuak dealt with the incursion of Sudanese rule by simply
crossing the river and entering unadministered Ethiopian territory (Collins 1983:
116-17). The Anuak became known as the “divided frontier tribe,” its people
shifting up to today between the two countries as necessity demands. By identifying
the southern Sudanese children as Anuak, the Ethiopian authorities could claim them
as their own citizens and avoid bringing negative international attention to the airlift
to Cuba of children who were citizens of another nation.

From interviews with those now in Canada, it is apparent that many of those
sent to Cuba were the children or kin of prominent members of the SPLA. The
commander of the guerrilla army, John Garang, himself sent two of his sons while
Kerubino Kwanyin Bol, another prominent officer, dispatched his nine-year-old
daughter and two sons.12 A third son died in a fall from an apartment balcony in

Addis Ababa at the age of four in 1984.

120ne of Garang’s son lives in the United States while the other is in Kenya. Kerubino’s daughter
lives in Canada and his sons are in Africa.
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“Y™ was no older than eleven when he was taken from Ethiopia to Cuba. He is
a nephew of SPLA Commander John Garang. Regarding the composition of the

group sent to Cuba, he states:

I didn’t come [to Cuba] because he [John Garang] chose me
[referring to implied suggestion that he received preferential
treatment]. John said ... even a kid less than sixteen, they can go and
take a gun and fight.

One informant, “F,” is a thirty-two-year-old Bor Dinka. He described the
inclusion of Garang’s sons as proof that the decision to send the children out of
Africa was humanitarian rather than based on receiving military support from Cuba
for the still-young rebel movement. But the decision was a contentious one. As
informant “T” explained:

I was one of the very few [who were taken out of Ethiopia]. There is
a lot of versions [opinions]. Some people, because they don’t like the
SPLA, say that John Garang sent us there to buy guns from Cuba.

[Others], that we were bad children, that’s why they sent us over
there.

F added:

Many thought the boys were being exchanged for guns. Garang sent
his own sons [to show this wasn’t the case]. For me I was happy
because I don’t have no school, no food, nothing there [in Ethiopia].
So John Garang came and talked to us and said we could go to
school and then come back after you have studied.

Another nephew of John Garang, “R,” was fourteen when he went to Cuba.
He recalled the start of the war:

I came to movement when I had, I don’t know, ten years, nine years.
The fighting in Bor [referring to the May 1983 mutiny], I was there. I
had been fighting before but Garang, he said the small guys [children]
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aren’t going to fight anymore. I did my [military] training in Bongo
[inside Ethiopia]. When we finished training [in 1985] we were 1,000,
and half children. ... I say to the guys I don’t want to go to Cuba. I
don’t want to go to school. ... So the guys try to convince me. After,
... I don’t know if they were talking with John [Garang] but John, he
called me and he talked to me and he says “You have to go to school.
We don’t want to use the children, to be killed anymore. So you have
to go to Cuba.” So, he convinced me. I went to Cuba.

After being selected for the journey to Cuba, the children were moved from
the refugee camp in Itang to Bilpam, four hours by foot to the west but still inside
Ethiopian territory. At Bilpam, the SPLA military headquarters, Cuban teachers,
over a period of some three months, instructed the children in the Spanish language.

To a person, all informants interviewed know the date of their departure from
Africa. The first group of children was transported from Gambela in the interior of
Ethiopia by plane to the Ethiopian (now Eritrean) port of Massawa. There, on 29
December 1985, a total of 314 children, all but thirty of them boys, boarded “Soviet
ship number seven, /boski.” They sailed for twenty-four days, making several stops
enroute, arriving in Havana on 22 January 1986. The ship sailed northwards up the
Red Sea Coast, stopping at Jeddah in Saudi Arabia, Port Said in Egypt, Italy, Malta
and islands in the Caribbean. The remainder of the children flew to Cuba on two
separate flights, the first on 20 June 1986 and the second a month later. The June
flight took the children from Gambela to the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa, then
on to Harare, Zimbabwe, and a military airstrip in Luanda, Angola, where the
children were transferred to another plane for the final leg of their journey to Cuba,
stopping first at Cape Verde.

Aboard the Iboski, described as a cruise ship, the 314 children were
accompanied by no more than six adults. One of the youth recalled the dilemma
posed by the food provided for the children. Sandwiches were to sustain the
passengers on their twenty-four-day sailing: half were made of beef and the other of
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