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introduction:

(From (the state eIite) to (the field elite

Over the past few decades, Sudan has withessed a gradual shift in power centers from a
traditional political-military elite (the army allied with the Islamist movement) to a more
complex mix of military figures, Islamists, warlords, and war economy networks. This
transformation was not merely a change of faces in power, but a profound reshaping of the
elite structure itself: from bureaucratic—party elites controlling state institutions to armed-

.rentier elites controlling through brute force, gold, smuggling, and protracted warfare

The war that broke out in April 2023 between the army and the Rapid Support Forces
accelerated this transformation, turning the conflict from a competition over the
management of the state into a struggle over the form and survival of the state, and over

[who monopolizes violence and resources in Sudan.[1

First: The historical roots of the formation of the Sudanese elite

and the marginalized ”The River and Sea State“ :The post-independence elite .\

peripheries

state of the river and “ Since independence in 1956, a socio—political elite centered in the
the Nile center) has dominated political and economic decision-making, while the ) "sea
peripheries (Darfur, Kordofan, the East) have remained marginalized and suffer from weak

[development and a lack of fair representation.[2
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This central elite used the army as a tool to protect its privileges, so every military coup
(Aboud, Nimeiri, Bashir) was essentially a redistribution within this elite or a renewal of its

[power with different tools.[3

The alliance between the military and Islamists: The 1989 coup and the building .Y

of an ideological-security elite

The coup of June 30, 1989, led by Omar al-Bashir and directly sponsored by the
Sudanese Islamic Movement, represented a pivotal turning point. Instead of a relatively
over "politicized" and "lslamized" army, the military and security establishment was "national"
the years, through the replacement of independent officers with Islamic cadres and the

[absorption of loyal elements into military colleges and security agencies.[4

Gradually, the army became more of a reflection of the Islamic movement's project than a

:unifying national institution, and the alliance transformed into a complex power structure

.A military wing that holds the reins of hard power «
.A party-ideological wing that provides popular and organizational legitimacy
Security agencies and parallel militias (Popular Defense, Popular Security) to

[control the interior and suppress opponents.[5

But this alliance carried within it the seeds of disintegration: a power struggle between the
military leadership (al-Bashir and those around him) and the ideological leadership (Hassan
of 1999, and the division of the Islamists into “separation al-Turabi), which ended with the

[1]”.Popular Congress“ and the "National Congress“ the

The Beginnings of Warlordism: The Janjaweed as a Tool and Then as an .Y

Independent Actor

The Darfur wars at the beginning of the millennium, and the use of tribal militias (the
Janjaweed) as a parallel force to the army, opened the door to a new type of elite: tribal

field commanders who possessed weapons and a direct relationship with the central
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led by Mohamed Hamdan ”Rapid Support Forces“ authority, and later developed into the
[Dagalo (Hemedti).[7

The Rapid Support Forces began as a tool in the hands of the Bashir regime to deter
rebellion in the peripheries, but over time it transformed into an independent power center
with its own leadership hierarchy, tribal social base, extensive financial privileges, and
special legal legitimacy after it was formalized and formally attached to the military

[establishment.[8

Second: From the military and Islamists to the warlords

The fall of al-Bashir's regime in 2019 opened the door to a broad realignment within the
elites. Some Islamists attempted to reposition themselves within the army and state
orderly " institutions, while military leaders sought to present themselves as guarantors of a
that would protect the institution's interests and prevent its disintegration. At the 'transition
same time, the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) leveraged their military and economic
resources to emerge as a key partner in the transitional government, before gradually
transforming into a force that rivaled the army for the monopoly on violence and legitimacy,
[particularly after 2021 and the outbreak of open conflict in 2023. [9

Following the fall of the Bashir regime, Abdel Fattah al-Burhan assumed the presidency of
the Sovereign Council and entered into a temporary alliance with Mohamed Hamdan
Dagalo (Hemedti) during the period from 2019 to 2021, as part of managing the transitional
phase. However, growing disagreements over the distribution of power and the problematic
integration of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) into the structure of the regular army led to
escalating tensions between the two sides, culminating in a large—scale armed conflict in
2023. Burhan represents the Sudanese army as an institution seeking to restore the state's
monopoly on the use of organized violence. He relies on internal alliances that include
military elites with political affiliations who fear losing their influence should the military
institution disintegrate. In this context, Egypt, along with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, views

the Sudanese army as the only stable institution capable of maintaining the state's cohesion
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and preventing its collapse, based on considerations of regional stability and border
security, rather than support for any particular faction or specific figures within the

[':] Sudanese political landscape

"war elite" The rise of Hemedti and the Dagalo family: a new model of

The career of Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo (Hemedti) exemplifies the shift of certain elites
from the state economy to the economy of war, gold, and foreign mercenary activity. He
began with a tribal-trading background in Darfur, involved in herding and camel trading,
before leading the Janjaweed militias, which later transformed into the Rapid Support
Forces (RSF) as a semi-official force. His economic network expanded through control of
major gold mines and front companies involved in mining, trade, and smuggling, alongside
relationships with external actors such as the Russian Wagner Group, in exchange for gold
and weapons. Thanks to these networks, his forces acquired a high degree of self-
financing capacity, making them less dependent on the state budget and more capable of
operating as an independent political-military actor, challenging the army's monopoly on

[Y)].violence and resources

The repositioning of Islamists within the army and the background to the
continuation of the war

With the outbreak of war between the army and the Rapid Support Forces, a segment of
the Islamist movement exploited its position within the military and security apparatus to
attempt a return to prominence. They sought to influence the leadership's decision to reject
a ceasefire and adhere to a military solution, framing the conflict as a battle to defend the
Numerous analyses indicate that the ".armed rebellion" state and its identity against an
continuation of the war serves the interests of certain Islamist—military elites who fear that a
comprehensive political settlement would lead to the reopening of transitional justice files
and the dismantling of their networks of influence within state institutions. This compels
them to prefer prolonging the conflict or accepting partial settlements that preserve their

gains. In this sense, the Islamist elite has not disappeared; rather, it has repositioned itself
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within the army and some state institutions, attempting to use the war as an opportunity to

[reproduce its influence under new guises. [12

Third: The war economy and the production of a new elite

Before the current war, the Sudanese economy suffered from deep structural crises,
including corruption, mismanagement, debt accumulation, and inflation. However, the
outbreak of conflict between the army and the Rapid Support Forces pushed these crises to
the level of a near—total collapse of the state and the economy. International and local
estimates indicate a sharp contraction in GDP, the shutdown of large productive sectors,
and the destruction of essential infrastructure in Khartoum, Darfur, and elsewhere. This has
been accompanied by unprecedented spikes in inflation rates and a sharp decline in the
value of the Sudanese pound, leading to a significant erosion of purchasing power and
record levels of poverty and displacement. Consequently, the war is no longer merely a
war " factor putting pressure on the economy; the economy itself has transformed into a
based on the redistribution of resources in the absence of the state. Markets "economy
have fragmented into spheres of influence controlled by various armed groups, who have
seized control of roads, crossings, and vital resources such as gold, fuel, warehouses, and

[ports to finance their operations and maintain their power. [13

The war economy has spawned a new class of elites directly linked to organized violence.
Militia leaders within the Rapid Support Forces, along with some armed movements and
local groups, possess the power to impose informal taxes, plunder resources, and control
trade and smuggling routes both within the country and across its borders. Furthermore,
networks of businessmen connected to these military—militia elites have emerged, investing
in gold, currency, and smuggling, and recycling war profits in real estate and domestic and
international businesses, thus deepening the fusion of capital with weapons. Even within
the army, there are factions that benefit from the continuation of the system of contracts
and privileges associated with armament and the financing of the war effort. This creates
material incentives for some actors to perpetuate the state of neither peace nor war and to

avoid a settlement that would diminish these gains. In this way, the elite structure has
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model, dependent on oil, agriculture, and formal trade ‘rentier state elite" shifted from a
model whose legitimacy and resources are "weapons and smuggling elite" revenues, to a

[based on war, the informal economy, and transnational networks of influence. [14

These new elites are not entirely a replacement for the old ones, but rather intertwined with
them; this produces a complex map of influence in which the parties of today ally and

.tomorrow clash according to the balance of power, money and weapons

Fourth: Possible scenarios and the reshaping of elites

Scenario 1: A fragile partial settlement that reproduces a hybrid elite (most likely in

(the medium term

In this scenario, mounting international and regional pressure, fueled by widespread public
weariness with the war, would force a ceasefire and a swift political settlement. This
settlement would not effectively end the influence of armed actors but would instead

redistribute roles among them within a new formal framework that preserves the
appearance of a unified state while stripping it of its centralized essence. The process
would begin with intensive negotiations, perhaps in Jeddah, Addis Ababa, or the most
suitable regional capital, to agree on a transitional government composed of technocrats
and internationally acceptable civilian figures. However, this would include clear guarantees
for the military and Rapid Support Forces (RSF) regarding ministerial quotas and key
security positions. The deal would involve the return of some leaders of the Islamist
movement through their alliances within the army or through conservative political fronts
that would reproduce their influence under new names. In return, their old privileges would
remain untouched, and transitional justice files would not be comprehensively opened. In
the regions, tribal leaders and the RSF in Darfur, Kordofan, and the East would be granted
political and administrative positions in exchange for nominal pledges to integrate their
forces into the army or transform them into local forces under the supervision of state

governments. The international community is being lured with reconstruction funds, but
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without real oversight mechanisms, which allows the war economy to continue in part

.[(smuggling, gold, control of ports) but with a more organized legal cover[15

The features of this scenario are evident in several indicators: First, the core military
leadership remains in its current positions, both in the army and the Rapid Support Forces,
with only superficial changes at the top to appease the international community. Second, a

broad but fragile coalition government is formed, lacking a clear reform program and

operating more on the principle of distributing spoils than on the principle of nation-
transform into building. Third, field tensions persist in the regions, where areas of influence
small fiefdoms run by armed local leaders pushing for de facto autonomy, if not outright
secession. Fourth, organized crime, smuggling, and the arms trade flourish, as new elites
exploit the security vacuum to bolster their resources. Fifth, international aid fails to achieve
sustainable development because it is channeled through the old—new elites, who seize a

[large portion of it or squander it on symbolic projects. [16

This scenario reproduces a hybrid elite: the army + warlords + Islamists + a segment of the
traditional civilian elite, within a fragile, top—down arrangement. The state remains fragile,
and the risk of renewed violence looms should the spoils—sharing arrangement falter. The
crucial difference here is that the new elite is not a replacement for the old one, but rather

an extension of it, with the warlords added as official partners. The economy will remain
rentier, power will depend on security balances rather than constitutional legitimacy, and
with a high potential for explosion at "neither war nor peace" society will live in a state of
any moment. The projected timeline for this scenario ranges from 6 to 12 months to reach

a truce, followed by 12 to 24 months to form a coalition government. However, stability will

remain temporary, and an explosion is possible at any time if the balance of power shifts,

[international aid diminishes, or disputes arise over resource sharing. [17

The second scenario: The entrenchment of the war elites and the de facto partition of

.(Sudan (the most dangerous
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If the war continues for years without a decisive outcome or a comprehensive settlement,
and as the central government's ability to exert its authority erodes, the likelihood increases
that Sudan will fragment into a collection of contiguous entities, each with its own armed
and economic elite, even if it remains nominally a single state. In this scenario, armed local
elites will consolidate their control over resources, border crossings, and foreign relations in
the west, south, and east, treating the central government as merely another party, not a
supreme sovereign authority. The process of disintegration begins with the Rapid Support
Forces' consolidation of control over Darfur, Kordofan, and western Sudan, transforming the
region into a de facto entity governed by a tribal-military—commercial elite linked to the gold
economy, smuggling, and regional ties with Chad, Libya, and Central African states.

central " Simultaneously, the army, along with Islamist—military elites, maintains a weak

in the east and center, managing Port Sudan and some Nile River cities, but lacking 'state
the resources and legitimacy to exert control over the regions. In the south, the old armed
movements resurface, seeking to reorganize and achieve either expanded autonomy or
outright secession. In the east, tribal and ethnic aspirations emerge, seeking direct relations

[with neighboring countries and controlling border crossings and ports.[18

The projected geography of this scenario includes: a western entity dominated by the Rapid
Support Forces, stretching from Darfur to Kordofan, reaching the borders with Libya and
Chad, and relying on gold mines, smuggling routes, and security contracts with foreign
companies; an eastern entity under the influence of the army, extending from Port Sudan to
the devastated Khartoum, and relying on port revenues, Arab aid, and some limited
agricultural exports; a southern entity combining old armed movements and local tribal
forces, seeking to maintain broad autonomy; and finally, security—poor areas in the north
and center, contested by small local groups and suffering from a lack of services and

[security.[19

The economy of each entity will be effectively independent: gold in the west, the port in the
east, agriculture in the south, and human and arms trafficking in the vulnerable areas.

Foreign relations will diversify: the Rapid Support Forces will seek closer ties with Central
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African states and possibly Russia through the Wagner Group; the army will rely on support
from Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE; while the southern movements will turn towards
Ethiopia and Uganda. The management of shared water resources (the Nile River, dams,
agricultural lands) will become a constant source of tension and may escalate into small-
scale regional conflicts. Security risks will increase: arms smuggling, terrorist groups,

[organized crime, and mass displacement towards the borders. [20

as the main actor, "warlord elite“ This scenario practically means: the consolidation of a
and the decline of the old political-bureaucratic elite. The deepening of the war economy

s ’and its transformation into the only available basis for organized economic activity. Sudan
transformation into a failed/disintegrated state model, similar to the cases of Libya or
Somalia, with a high risk of the spread of ethnic and regional violence. The timeline for this
scenario could extend to 3-5 years of intermittent fighting, followed by a period of
sovereign vacuum during which de facto entities form, then a belated international attempt
But the greater likelihood is ”.federal union“ at reunification under the umbrella of a weak
that disintegration will become an irreversible reality, and that the new elites that form in the

[regions will consolidate their power through an entire generation of field commanders.[21

Third scenario: The rise of a new civilian elite and the dismantling of the war

(economy (Ieast likely without major changes

This scenario presupposes a genuine and comprehensive ceasefire, not a temporary truce,
but rather security and political understandings leading to a genuine civilian transition. This
requires a lengthy negotiation process, beginning with a ceasefire under strict international
and regional supervision, followed by simultaneous troop withdrawals from major cities and
the deployment of international or regional peacekeeping forces in conflict zones. These
security measures must be accompanied by a serious political process culminating in
elections for a constituent assembly to draft a new constitution and oversee free
presidential and parliamentary elections. Crucially, any international support for
reconstruction must be contingent upon fundamental reforms to the state, economy, and

[YY].security apparatus
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The international and regional conditions for this scenario include: real pressure from the
United States, the European Union, and the United Nations on the warring parties, not just
statements of condemnation; linking economic aid and debt relief to tangible reforms (gold
transparency, border control, military restructuring); guarantees from neighboring countries

not to interfere in Sudanese affairs on behalf of one side over another, and making the

Sudanese issue a genuine regional priority; and financial and technical support for weak

civilian institutions (the judiciary, prosecution, and finance) to enable them to counter the

[influence of the military—militia elites. [23

Building internal alliances requires empowering a genuine new civilian elite, not just
figureheads. This means supporting resistance committees, unions, and democratic civil

.parties, and providing them with international protection

The most likely scenario at the moment isA fragile, partial settlement with the

There will be .continuation of the war economy and the influence of armed elites
neither a complete military victory nor a clean civilian peace. This assessment is based on
three main observations: First, neither the army nor the Rapid Support Forces are capable
of quickly winning the war, despite the shifting maps of territorial control. Second,
intermittent ceasefires and " international and regional pressure is moving more towards
than towards imposing a comprehensive settlement or accepting the de facto 'negotiations
partition of Sudan. Third, the current economic structure itself has become a war economy,
neither war nor ' leading the elites who benefit from it to prefer the continuation of the
situation, with a superficial political truce that recycles the military, warlords, and "peace

.Islamists into a hybrid elite

Any major shift in the .However, this scenario remainsA tentative estimate, not a certainty
balance of power on the ground, unprecedented international pressure, or a widespread
popular uprising could open the door to one of two other scenarios: a prolonged war of
attrition that tends toward actual disintegration, or a civil-international breakthrough that

.leads to a deeper settlement
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