
American University in Cairo American University in Cairo 

AUC Knowledge Fountain AUC Knowledge Fountain 

Theses and Dissertations Student Research 

Spring 5-31-2020 

Returning home: political change and refugee perceptions of Returning home: political change and refugee perceptions of 

returnA Case study of 14 Nuba refugees in Cairo returnA Case study of 14 Nuba refugees in Cairo 

Ziteife Okechukwu Obi 
The American University in Cairo 

Follow this and additional works at: https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds 

 Part of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 

APA Citation 
Obi, Z. O. (2020).Returning home: political change and refugee perceptions of returnA Case study of 14 
Nuba refugees in Cairo [Master's Thesis, the American University in Cairo]. AUC Knowledge Fountain. 
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1758 

MLA Citation 
Obi, Ziteife Okechukwu. Returning home: political change and refugee perceptions of returnA Case study 
of 14 Nuba refugees in Cairo. 2020. American University in Cairo, Master's Thesis. AUC Knowledge 
Fountain. 
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1758 

This Master's Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Research at AUC Knowledge 
Fountain. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of AUC 
Knowledge Fountain. For more information, please contact thesisadmin@aucegypt.edu. 

https://fount.aucegypt.edu/
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/student_research
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds?utm_source=fount.aucegypt.edu%2Fetds%2F1758&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/316?utm_source=fount.aucegypt.edu%2Fetds%2F1758&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1758?utm_source=fount.aucegypt.edu%2Fetds%2F1758&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1758?utm_source=fount.aucegypt.edu%2Fetds%2F1758&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:thesisadmin@aucegypt.edu


1 

AMERICAN UNIVERSITY IN CAIRO 

SCHOOL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS AND PUBLIC POLICY 

 

 

Returning Home: Political Change and Refugee Perceptions of return 

A Case study of 14 Nuba refugees in Cairo 

Master‟s Thesis 

 

 

 

 

Author: Ziteife Okechukwu Obi 

UID: 800180140 

Supervisor: Gerda Heck (PhD) 

Department: Center for Migration and Refugee Studies 

21 May 2020 

 



2 

 

 

DEDICATION 

To all Nuba tribes, a great people whose resilience is historically unmatched. 

To the Nuba Interlocutors, respondents, families, my supervisors, and readers involved in 

making this thesis possible. 

To my Danielle, whose patience, generosity and love has made the completion of this work 

possible. 

  



3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

―We are Halal here in Cairo, we are Halal also in Sudan‖— A Nuba Man 

  



4 

Contents 
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 5 

1. Literature review ......................................................................................................................... 6 

2. Methodology ............................................................................................................................. 16 

2.1. In-depth Interviews and Focus Group Discussions ........................................................... 18 

2.2. Sampling ............................................................................................................................ 20 

2.3. Limitations ......................................................................................................................... 21 

2.3. Return Migration— Theoretical and Conceptual framework ............................................ 22 

3. Research objectives and questions ............................................................................................ 26 

3.1. Research questions and hypothesis .................................................................................... 27 

3.2. Research Objectives ........................................................................................................... 27 

4. Nuba: Background and Context ................................................................................................ 28 

4.1. Genocide by Attrition ........................................................................................................ 32 

4.2. Uniqueness of the Nuba situation ...................................................................................... 35 

4.3. Recent Political developments in Sudan ............................................................................ 36 

4.4.  Sudanese Revolution ......................................................................................................... 37 

5. The profile of the Respondents ................................................................................................. 40 

6. Livelihood of the respondents ................................................................................................... 41 

6.1. Integration .......................................................................................................................... 42 

6.2. Coping Mechanisms........................................................................................................... 44 

7. Return to Sudan......................................................................................................................... 48 

7.1. The perception of Political changes and the Persistence of causes of displacement ......... 51 

7.2. Intentions to return ............................................................................................................. 53 

8. Content Analysis: Factors Influencing Return .......................................................................... 54 

8.1. Preparedness and Return .................................................................................................... 54 

8.2. Factors influencing return: respondents willing but not ready .......................................... 56 

8.3. Factors influencing return: respondents not willing and not ready.................................... 58 

8.4. Return and Conditions in Asylum...................................................................................... 73 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 76 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................................. 81 

Appendix ....................................................................................................................................... 87 

 



5 

INTRODUCTION 
 

After the historic signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreements in 2005, a study showed that 

55% of Nuba refugees expressed an intention to return following those political changes owing 

to conditions in Cairo (Ahmed 2009, 51). In the wake of the deposition of Omar Al Bashir in 

2019, and the series of political changes that followed in Sudan, the subject of return has become 

relevant again. In order to observe the relationship between political change and return, this 

thesis attempts to look at the Nuba refugee‘s perception of return considering recent political 

changes. 

 UNHCR has commendably carried out surveys on perception and intentions among refugee 

populations, but these surveys have only been done among Syrians and Iraqis in Egypt.
1
 

However, there remains a dearth of similar data on Sudanese refugee perceptions and intentions, 

especially concerning return. This thesis approaches the study of return to Sudan and the 

refugee‘s perception on return from a standpoint that recognizes the uniqueness of Nuba 

displacement in Sudan.  

The Sudanese displacement experience cannot be analyzed in a monolithic narrative because it is 

not characterized by one cause of refugee flows from Sudan. The story varies in every 

displacement depending on the permutation of religion, race, politics, and socioeconomics at 

work in each context, but also, and quite crucially, depending on the ethnic group. Therefore, this 

thesis looks at how return is perceived by 14 respondents from Nuba ethnic groups; not to 

                                                 
1
 UNHCR, 5th regional survey on refugee return perceptions and intentions March 2019, 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/68443 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/68443
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generalize about Sudanese refugees, but rather to trace elements of refugee decision making 

when considering return migration. 

For refugees, the decision to stay or return is dependent on a host of issues concerning the 

refugee‘s livelihood, aspirations, and goals in the host country as well as in the country of origin. 

Seeing that perspectives on return are intertwined with and directed at the goals pursued by the 

one engaging in it (Stein, & Cuny 1991), this research attempts to sketch the Nuba refugees‘ 

perspectives on return; their perceptions, intentions, and desired outcomes towards a now post-

Bashir Sudan. 

 

1. Literature review  
 

The 1990s became the decade of repatriation for not only the UNHCR but also scholars in 

refugee studies. Chimni explained that scholarship, by painting a generalized picture of the 

refugee experience and by projecting a ―cozy image of home‖, served to legitimize measures 

taken to compel refugee return (Chimni 2004, 60). He also cites the warnings of Harrell Bond 

who, in the wake of this paradigm shift in the late 80s, raised the alarm of the dearth of objective 

and reliable data and research to support the assumptions of policy measures advocating for 

return (Chimni 2004, 59). 

Harrell Bond (1989) noted that the right to return belongs to every refugee, but that this right is 

easily eroded by extended time abroad and complexities of societal changes.  The longer a 

refugee stays outside his home country, the more difficult it could be for the refugee to return to 

his home country. This difficulty as being likened to, or even worse than, the difficulty of 

integrating in a foreign society (Harrell-Bond 1989, 42). Even where major changes may have 
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occurred in the country of origin, a feeling of belonging to the host country or not belonging may 

influence the decision to return negatively. Other issues that may present a challenge in 

exercising the right to return may be the initial cause of departure (Ghosh 2000, 185). Some 

refugees continue to suffer trauma from violence and acts of persecution which may have both 

caused their flight and may continue to prevent their return while in asylum. 

Under the 1951 convention there is no binding article of law which stipulates that return is to be 

voluntary, rather it implies that it is to be voluntary via the explicit prohibition of refoulement. It 

instead makes emphasis on local integration in the host country (Chetail 2004). As a result, 

several states have relied on an inferred relationship between voluntary repatriation and non-

refoulement (Chetail 2004). 

Chimni also argues that the more aware states became of the protection gap in the 1951 

Convention, the more scholars and government began to promote a notion of ‗safe return‘. This 

notion promotes an objectivist approach in which it is the host country and international 

organizations that ―determine‖ that protection in country of origin is feasible while silencing the 

voice of the refugee in the process of terminating protection (Chimni 2004, 60). This approach 

aims at removing the ―where  his  [or  her]  life  or  freedom  would  be  threatened‖
2
 elements 

from the picture painted of the refugee‘s country of origin. 

In this approach, the host states decide whether return is safe and determines whether the refugee 

needs to return to the original place from which he was displaced. Chimni uses his observations 

                                                 
2
 Article  33(1)  of The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol states, 

―No Contracting State shall expel or return (“refouler”) a refugee in any manner whatsoever  to  the  frontiers  of  

territories  where  his  [or  her]  life  or  freedom  would  be  threatened  on  account  of  his  [or  her]  race,  

religion,  nationality,  membership of a particular social group or political opinion.‖ 
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to establish a link between the notion of internal flight alternatives and safe return. The effect of 

this approach is reduced emphasis on the individual‘s expression of free will (Chimni 2004, 64). 

Voluntariness of the refugee‘s decision is, in many cases, questionable when return programs are 

developed in response to pressures exerted on international organizations by host countries as 

opposed to actual tangible changes in the country of origin. Rajaee (2000) observed the trend of 

how UNHCR‘s voluntary repatriation programs in Iran tended to coincide with non-entrée tone 

to Iranian refugee policy which halted granting refugee status to Afghan refugees and turned its 

attention to their repatriation. He highlights that the main element driving refugees to accept the 

joint voluntary repatriation program between UNHCR and the Iranian government in 1999, was 

the financial incentives for returning Afghani refugees and not the achievement of safety in the 

areas of origin in Afghanistan. 

On the other hand, even where fundamental changes have genuinely occurred in the country of 

origin, not all returnees will have a positive experience of return, neither will they always have 

positive effects on stabilizing the economy and social landscape in their country of origin 

(Batistella 2018). Most returnees in a situation of forced migration may not have improved their 

skills in the host country. Neither will the majority be returning with substantial finances enough 

to aid transition while facing difficult conditions in their countries of origin.  

 The returnee will also be faced with new social obstacles that were not present before departure, 

as well as some causes of the initial humanitarian emergency that caused them to migrate in the 

first place (Sollis 1994). The above fact, along with the fact that ‗spontaneous returns ‘are always 

occurring even during less than ideal situations, make it valid to conclude that political change or 

cessation of violence may not always be a comprehensive or primary factor influencing return 

(Stein & Cuny 1991).  
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Stein and Cuny explained that what organizations describe as ‗spontaneous returns ‘are not 

always voluntary, neither are they disorganized, even though they lack elements of control by the 

state or international organizations. Bearing in mind that in conditions of displacement the 

refugee is chief decision maker and actively participates in determining how and when he moves 

by a ―self-regulating process‖ that takes place on his own terms (Stein and Cuny, 1991). 

Spontaneous returns cannot be deemed voluntary at face value, particularly when elements of 

precarity may exist in the host country, and neither are they disorganized because the refugee, 

whether individuals or groups, have agency to decide their fate as they respond to information 

rationally (Stein and Cuny 1991). 

On the other hand, refugees who return via structured UNHCR return programs, do not always 

return as result of the influence of the authenticity of repatriation programs (or fundamental 

change of circumstances) on their decision. On the contrary, it can often be a risk taken by the 

refugee due to any number of the following reasons: their tribe, alliances formed, the presence of 

family members, possessing substantial wealth, and/or undignified living conditions in host 

country (Crisp 1986). In an example in Uganda, a returnee was quoted stating that, ―this 

repatriation is not because Uganda has become safe, but it is due to the hard conditions of living 

in exile‖ (Crisp 1989, 174).  

It can therefore be asserted that factors influencing return are not solely the betterment of country 

of origin, but also redundancy or lack of economic opportunity in the host country of the 

returnees. Also, increased policy constraints on labor policy, employment policy, social policy, 

visa requirements and the legal regime may all influence the decision to return home and not one 

singular factor (King 2000, 14). 
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Information is also a key factor in the decision-making process of return. How the refugee 

perceives and responds to information is widely determined on the nature and conditions in 

asylum. In the work of Watson (1996), it was observed that Chadian refugees in Nigeria, 

Cameroun and Sudan show different responses to information depending on how formalized 

conditions of asylum were. Those who had more access to family members had more access to 

informal information, while those in more formal closed conditions of asylum with little contact 

to the outside depended on organizations and media for information. Her research showed that 

the Chadian refugees trusted more informal sources in formulating their decision to return. They 

would occasionally send relatives in disguise with Nigerians into Chad to observe and obtain 

firsthand information regardless of what was communicated through formal channels (Watson 

1996, 86). 

In that case study, it was found that the socio-economic status of some refugees also had a strong 

determinant on how they processed the information received. Some who had made their way to 

Nigeria and had married Nigerians were now under another legal regime as marriage expanded 

their legal rights outside of Chad. Some who had historical cross border relations, even though 

these relations were informal, exhibited different behavior from those who lacked these forms of 

relationship (Watson 1996, 93- 94). 

 

Durable solutions 

In the past, specifically the 1980s, the method of dealing with refugee issues, at least in Africa, 

was often two pronged. Focus was split between assisting in creation of conducive and efficient 

transitions to host countries and debating and developing ideal conditions for voluntary 
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repatriation of refugees. Jeff Crisp points out that this two-pronged approach was what formed 

much of international discourse in conferences like International Conference on Assistance to 

Refugees in Africa (ICARA) II (Crisp 1989, 163).  

Jacobsen, Ayoub, and Johnson (2012), as pertaining to the livelihood of Sudanese refugees in 

Cairo, have documented the first prong: the creation of conducive transitions in host countries. 

Egypt‘s political and policy transitions that occurred as a result of the 1976 Wadi el Nile Treaty 

had significant positive effects on the livelihoods of Sudanese refugees in Cairo.  The Wadi El 

Nile Treaty granted Sudanese the right to property, residency, work, health care and education in 

Egypt. The effects of this policy were substantive to the degree that refugees arriving from the 

beginning of the second Sudanese civil war ―did not need to apply for refugee status‖ (Jacobsen, 

Ayoub, & Johnson 2012, 11). 

 The revocation of this treaty in June 1995, changed the relations between the two countries and 

the way Sudanese visitors and residents in Egypt were treated. Sudanese status in Egypt became 

identical to any other foreigners, and as a result, Sudanese asylum seekers had to apply for 

protection via official channels (Sperl 2001, 20). 

These policy changes, as well as reservations to key articles of the 1951 Convention. which 

facilitated personal status of refugees, had negative consequences on the quality of life of 

refugees in Cairo. Restrictive labor laws had such an impact on refugee livelihood that in 2012 it 

was published that 85% of Sudanese refugees said they experienced being unable to pay rent 

(Jacobsen, Ayoub, & Johnson 2012, 36). 

In 2018, Miranda Paul, also documenting the conditions in asylum, noted that these restrictions 

imposed by labor laws and the restrictions on the personal status of refugees in Cairo had 
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negative impact on the integration of the refugee. He noted one refugee stating that integration 

for Sudanese would be attainable if ―they enjoyed the same rights as Egyptians, had access to the 

services and assistance they require, and felt that the host community accepted them despite their 

differences‖. In Miranda‘s work, some refugees expressed that the idea of integration in Egypt 

has not been achieved because he did not have ―the right to do anything‖ (Miranda 2018, 24). 

―The Refugee Entitlements in Egypt‖ report by Hetaba, McNally and Habersky (2020) also 

noted that widespread refugee perception of integration in Egypt was negative. This is owing to 

the inability to fully participate in the social and economic sectors of life due to limitations on 

access to employment, education, and healthcare. 

Concerning the second prong, Jeff Crisp (1989), in his work on Ugandan refugees to return from 

Sudan, shows that though the discussion of creating conditions for repatriation is laudable, there 

can sometimes be little to no concrete action taken or resources put toward creating legitimate 

conditions for the return of refugees. Even where concrete actions are taken, the refugee‘s 

perception of political changes and other changed conditions will vary widely.  Perception is 

largely shaped by the cause of the refugee‘s migration and whether changes in country of origin 

are perceived to be substantive.  From the example of Ethiopian refugees in Sudan, Le Houérou 

(2006) showed that majority of the interviewees did not believe that the 1991 end to the civil war 

and political changes that followed were substantive. In this case, he noted that difficulties 

experienced in livelihood while in asylum did not strongly influence the decision to return 

despite widespread news of a cessation of violence in the country of origin. 

Repatriation: Structural constraints  
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UNHCR in Egypt, which is charged with developing and implementing the durable solution of 

voluntary repatriation,
3
  are severely underfunded. UNHCR received only 27% of its requested 

budget in 2017 and this had negative impact on the implementation of its responsibilities towards 

refugees (Miranda 2018, 25). 

Beyond financial resources required for the returnee to reintegrate successfully upon return, 

attention also needs to be paid to administrative structures, legal frameworks, transparency, and 

emerging conflicts that could undermine development in the country of origin (Patrick 2000). 

Inadequate socio-political conditions, as well as a lack of technical assistance, will likely result 

in the failure of return programs.  

As a result, Sollis (1994) proposed that repatriation and reintegration programs should be 

surrounded around a ―vulnerabilities and poverty‖ approach as opposed to cash assistance and 

development aid in the country of origin. This approach as outlined, identifies vulnerability in 

country of origin as consisting of both ―an exposure to risks and stresses, and to the problems 

faced in coping with these risks and stress‖ (Sollis 1994, 467). While poverty may require 

providing direct material aid, vulnerabilities should shift the concern of humanitarian agencies to 

unrecognized problems faced by refugee populations. These unrecognized issues may require 

extraction of information from the primary agent in return: the refugee. 

However, there remains difficulty in attempting to alleviate refugee problems without examining 

first the legal position of the refugee in both the country of asylum and origin (Le Houérou, 

2006). As observed in Cairo, the refugee‘s knowledge of their rights as it intersects with actual 

legal recognition of those rights have a strong effect on their ‗fear‘, and that fear determines how 

                                                 
3
 UN Doc. A/Res./39/169 (1994). See Also UN Doc. A/Res./50/152 (1995); UN doc. A/Res/53/125 (1998); UN 

Doc. A/Res./55/74 (2000) and UN Doc. A/Res. /57/183(2002) 
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refugees navigate the host society and how they will migrate within and out of it (Le Houérou, 

2006, 20). Considering return, such fears could also influence perceptions of the peace process, 

perceptions of future opportunities at home, and the perceptions of whether home could be made 

in exile (Le Houérou, 2006, 20). 
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Factors influencing return 

While specific literature on factors influencing refugee return is widely sparse in Egypt, the 

UNHCR 2014 Motivation and Intention studies carried out among Somali refugees in Kenya‘s 

Dadaab camp showed that 97% of the participants in that study did not want to return. The 

factors identified in that study were the lack of security, employment, shelter, land, educational 

services, and health services in Somalia. The study also showed that the intention to return was 

higher among men than it was among women. For those intending to return the reasons identified 

for intending to return were: opportunities to start a new life in Somalia, deteriorating conditions 

in asylum, clan/tribal decision, family reunification in Somalia, and recovery of property, with a 

small percentage of those who desired to return citing improved security conditions. 

In another UNHCR Survey of Syrian refugees in Iraq, Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria in 2019, the 

key factors for decision making on return were the security situation, basic services, shelter, 

military exemption, and job opportunities in Syria. In that study, 20% of the respondents had no 

hope to return. 

Yasmine Ahmed‘s 2009 study on the prospects of assisted voluntary return among Sudanese 

showed that only 55% of Nuba respondents in Cairo expressed interest in returning to Sudan. 

She recorded that this desire to return among the Nuba was primarily owing to the violent events 

at Mostafa Mahmoud sit-in after the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed. 

In that event, several Sudanese were killed and detained following their protests against 

UNHCR‘s decision to halt RSD procedures and resettlement for Sudanese refugees in Cairo 

(Ahmed 2009, p 41).  It is crucial to note that this sentiment on return was recorded before 

hostilities in the Nuba mountains resumed in 2011. 
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The British organization ―Waging Peace‖, in their report titled ―The Danger of Returning 

Home‖, documented the experiences of Nuba returnees both to Khartoum and to Nuba 

Mountains following the resumption of hostilities in 2011. In that report, arbitrary arrest, 

detention, abduction of intellectuals, torture and other human rights abuses of both Nuba, Dafuri 

and other Sudanese returnees was recorded. However, more recently in their 2018 report titled 

―Risk to individuals from Nuba Mountains in Sudan‖, the same organization documented that 

Nuba in Sudan experienced limitations in accessing employment, religious freedom, education 

and healthcare, as well as the more dangerous arbitrary identification as rebels during recurring 

episodes of political instability. 

2. Methodology 
 

This research utilized a case study research method primarily because the aim of the research is 

not to make generalizations of the Nuba perception on return, but rather, via theory testing 

approach, aims to interpret the perception of the refugee respondents when it comes to the 

subject of return. The theory that formulates the base of analysis is Jean Pierre Cassarino‘s 

theory of return migration.
4
 In writing this thesis, the weaknesses of the theory testing approach, 

which is that one may find evidence that suits any theory, is well in the mind of the writer (De 

Vaus, 2001). To limit this weakness, the researcher does not limit the pattern of analysis within 

one theory alone, but rather allows the data collected, where valid, present plausible rival 

explanations (De Vaus 2001, 11). 

 

                                                 
4
  See Subsection 2.3 
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This case study is interested in sampling, documenting, and interpreting the experience of 14 

Nuba respondents in Cairo to understand how they formulate the decision to return. Data 

collection was carried out between February and March of 2020. The target demographic of the 

thesis was Nuba refugees from Sudan living in Cairo. Both UNHCR registered refugees and 

asylum seekers and closed file/denied asylum seekers were sampled. In total, there were 15 

participants.  

By sampling all categories of Nuba seeking asylum, the researcher takes a legal status ‗agnostic ‘

approach to determining who a Nuba refugee is. This is because it has been found that many 

Sudanese refugees in Cairo may qualify for refugee status but see no reason to apply for it 

(Arnold 2012, 152).  Indeed, the reverse could also be argued that some, having valid reason to 

seek protection that comes with legal refugee status also get rejected. Indeed, one respondent 

claimed that after fleeing persecution for being a member of the SPLM-N himself, got rejected 

and only received refugee status after his wife applied and was successful.
5
 Another respondent 

accounted that after he fled from refugee camps in South Sudan where the UNHCR had granted 

him legal refugee status, UNHCR Cairo rejected his case and he only got accepted after his 

wife‘s case succeeded.
6
 

Therefore, having refugee status in Cairo was not a critical factor for making any of the 

respondents eligible in the sampling process neither was it critical to understanding how return 

decisions are formulated.  

However, to prevent misinterpretation of this position as assuming that all Nuba in Cairo are 

refugees, the samples collected were of Nuba individuals who have sought international 

                                                 
5
 Focus Group Interviews 1 

6
 Focus Group Interviews (FGI) 1 
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protection in Cairo with varying degrees of success.  Eleven of 15 participants were fully 

recognized refugees possessing the UNHCR Blue Card; one participant had asylum seeker status 

possessing the yellow card; and two respondents were closed file case. As opposed to harming 

the validity of the findings, the varied legal status of the respondents aided more concentrated 

testing of the theory but also allowed the findings present a plausible rival hypothesis. 

Allowing for a plausible rival hypothesis becomes even more important when considering that 

majority of the theories on return migration, including Cassarino‘s theory of return migration, are 

not mainly geared at refugees and therefore may fall short of comprehensively describing how 

the refugee thinks about return or what all the factors are that influence refugee returns. Even 

though Cassarino, in his work ―Theorising Return Migration: The Conceptual Approach to 

Return Migrants Revisited‖,  claims applicability of its assumptions to refugees and asylum 

seekers, much length was given to describing the experience of the regular and irregular migrant 

and not that of the forced migrant.  

 

2.1. In-depth Interviews and Focus Group Discussions 
 

This study utilized in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, as well as secondary qualitative 

data. It also employed cross sampling methods to increase representation in the sample. The 

thesis comprises of the findings derived from 15 respondents over 3 focus group discussions and 

6 one-on-one interviews. 

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were the primary method utilized in this study. This method 

of data collection was used to support the theory testing approach to the study. Particularly 

because the theory‘s primary philosophical assumption (i.e. describing ‗preparedness‘, 



19 

‗influence‘ and ‗perception‘) implies a need to utilize semi-structured inreviews as opposed to 

structured interviews (Lambert & Loiselle 2008, 229). Semi-structured questions aided the goal 

of gaining a broader picture of the refugee‘s perception and intentions while framing or 

structuring the interviews to be focused on present day and around the recent developments in 

Sudan. When attempting to capture non-statistical information such as opinion and perception, 

in-depth interviews is known to be a useful method in capturing such data (Mack, 2005).  

However, due to the difficulty faced between the busy schedule of most respondents and in 

scheduling an appropriate time to meet, the study had to utilize both focus groups interviews and 

one on one interviews where possible. Utilizing both focus group and one on one in-depth 

interviews provided an element of ‗completeness‗ to the findings of the study. It is held by 

scholars that both methods reveal different parts of the phenomenon being studied (Lambert & 

Loiselle 2008, 230). One-on-one interviews may give deeper insight into background and 

experiences of an individual while focus groups may better extract opinions, beliefs or even 

perceptions (Molzahn et al., 2005). The focus group interviews, while providing more data on 

the respondent‘s opinion of Nuba as a group, did not prevent the respondents from sharing in 

detail about their experience. The combination of methods thereby aided data collection on both 

information about the individual‘s perception as well as the perception of the respondents from 

the standpoint of belonging to Nuba people as a group. 

Acknowledging that Nuba is a large and diverse ethnic group, and foreseeing that many words 

and expressions are made within a context only a fellow Nuba can understand, A Nuba translator 

fluent in both Sudanese Arabic and several Nuba languages was hired. He was engaged by 

contacting Nuba Association members in his network to scout for an interpreter who was Nuba. 

Upon finding an interpreter, a briefing and basic explanation of the objectives of the study was 
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communicated to the interpreter. On two occasions, incidences of expressions being 

mistranslated into themes were detected and the data was corrected accordingly by retranslating 

audio recordings from the interviews. 

While some respondents consented to their real names being used in the study, the author has 

opted to remove all personal information by referring to participants simply as respondents. This 

is primarily because snowball method was utilized to select the respondents and to mitigate risks 

of compromising their identities, we have stripped all names and personally identifying 

information. All interviews were recorded with full permission from every respondent and the 

respondent‘s rights to the use of their data was clearly communicated. Every respondent in this 

study consented to the use of their information.  

2.2. Sampling 
Refugee communities in Cairo often are closely knit and live in close proximity with each other 

and may even have some apartments rented for the purpose of sustaining communal activity. 

These forms of community organization made it necessary to distribute samples across different 

geographic locations and communities located in different parts of Cairo. Therefore, this research 

employed a stratified method of sampling highlighted below. 

15 Samples of Sudanese Refugees in Cairo (9 male and 6 Female)   

11 Recognized refugee, 1 asylum seeker and 2 closed files (14)  1 Visitor from 

Sudan 
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2.3. Limitations 
 

A sample size of 15 respondents is insufficient to generalize on the motive or intention of a 

community that is said to make up one of the larger Sudanese ethnic groups in Cairo. However, 

utilizing the sampling method as designed above, the sample sufficed in obtaining enough 

information that sketches the perceptions and intentions of the respondents. Also, the sample 

widely varied in their age, religion, Nuba sub-tribes, duration in asylum, and occupation.  

Respondents were selected by snowball method via an interlocutor who himself is a member of 

the Nuba community.  

The research design initially aimed for a larger and more diversely stratified sample, however 

constraints on time and location and the global pandemic prevented the researcher from 

achieving the level of diversification initially sought. Subsequent interviews and focus group 

discussions with youths were supposed to occur however due to the COVID 19 pandemic and 

5 from Al Asher 6 From Izbat Al 

Hagana 

1 from Arba wa 

noss 

2 from Zahraa  1 from Kauda, 

South 

Kordofan,Sudan  

Age 25-34 (2) Age 35-44 (10) Aged 55-64 (2)   Total sample=15 
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university directives, the author stopped data collection.  This was not detrimental to the overall 

goal of the thesis.  

As a result, it is important to restate that the interpretation of the results is not written to 

generalize about all Nuba in Cairo, but to present and interpret the data obtained from the 

respondents. In this regard, the reduction in sample size does not negatively affect the findings 

and conclusions of this thesis. 

2.3. Return Migration— Theoretical and Conceptual framework 
 

The theoretical framework focuses on analyzing return from the perspective that views the 

decision-making process of return not simply as a voluntary act of the refugee. Rather, as a 

refugee making a rational choice to return or stay among satisfactory or unsatisfactory options in 

the bid to ―achieve‖ relative security and ―control‖ over their lives (Stein and Cuny 1991). Also, 

that the refugee would ultimately be empowered to make this decision based on factors that may 

make up a refugee‘s preparedness to return.  

Jean Pierre Cassarino‘s theory of return migration argues against the oversimplification process 

of return by arbitrary categorizations such as voluntary and involuntary return (Cassarino 2004, 

271). This argument becomes compelling when considering that while some types of 

‗involuntary return ‘can be clearly discerned, voluntary return might be an arbitrary 

categorization of return movement when it does not carefully consider the presence of several 

elements that may question notion of voluntariness.  

From a policy and moral standpoint, it is understandable that the term voluntary must be 

included in legal analysis to prevent forcible transfers of refugees.  However, ―Voluntary 

repatriation‖ from a theoretical standpoint may sometimes assume a condition whereby the 
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refugee having all his rights in both contexts makes a choice in his ‗free will ‘to leave the host 

country for his home country. This description does not critically consider that not all refugees 

engage in a choice from their ―free will‖. The concept of ―free will‖ connotes an act carried out 

in the absence of coercion or restraint.
7
 While some return movements may be the result of 

exercise of such will, not all refugee return can be arbitrarily defined as such, even when the 

refugee‘s agency is exerted in the process. 

As a result, scholars such as Cassarino argue that return is to be understood from the perspective 

of preparedness (i.e. willingness and readiness) and the relationship between preparedness and 

resource mobilization conditions in host and home countries (Cassarino 2004, 271). 

 

Cassarino’s theory of Return Migration 

This theory explains that return is influenced not only by the will of the person returning, but 

rather is dependent on the relationship between resource mobilization, readiness and willingness 

to return as well as conditions in host and home countries. This thesis, while not seeking to 

invent on Cassarino‘s argument, argues that factors such as refugee status, time in asylum and 

quality of stay in asylum will make for differences in not only the makeup of a refugee‘s 

preparedness but also on the elements that may influence return.  

Other factors influencing return are the socio-economic group of the refugee, access to both 

tangible and intangible resources, as well as level of social capital. The refugee will also differ in 

the pattern of resource mobilization and these patterns will influence return. Lastly return is also 

informed by post return conditions in the home country. 

                                                 
7
 https://www.websters1913.com/words/Free%20will 

https://www.websters1913.com/words/Free%2520will
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Figure 1. 

 

Factors influencing return preparedness. Source: Jean-Pierre Cassarino. Theorizing Return Migration: The 

Conceptual Approach to Return Migrants Revisited. International Journal on Multicultural Societies, 

UNESCO, 2004, 6 (2), pp.253-279 

According to Cassarino, high levels of preparedness will influence and be influenced by the 

refugee‘s cross border social and economic networks. These networks carry information across 

borders but also foster resource mobilization for pre-return preparedness and for post-return 

reintegration activities such as business, land development or personal projects. 

Return occurs among refugees who have low level of preparedness when the refugee considers 

the costs of remaining as being higher than the cost of returning as the basis for his decision 

making. Here, factors contributing to readiness such as tangible resources in asylum and in the 

country of origin may be sparse and unavailable and return may be influenced by unexpected 

events, ostracism, or the lack of opportunity for social and professional advancement (Cassarino 

2004, 274). 
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The theory categorizes closed files and rejected asylum seekers as having ―no preparedness‖, 

having no choice but to return on the basis that these individuals ‘end to migration culminates in 

some type of official removal. While in the context of western countries this may be the end to 

some of such outcomes of migration, not all closed file and rejected asylum seekers have their 

migration experience end with a direct transfer. In several developing countries, Egypt being an 

example, closed file refugees can remain in country and engage in informal employment, despite 

high risk and exposure to exploitation (Abdel Aziz 2017, 26). In fact, it has been noted that most 

foreigners that have been issued deportation orders, regardless of legal status, must pay or have 

their embassy pay the cost of their repatriation to their country of origin (Abdel Aziz 2017, 35). 

This study looks at the refugee as an actor in the center of the subject.  Primarily because the 

refugee‘s interest in returning is influenced by his or her relationship with his country of origin 

(Ghosh 2000, 101), host country and diverse elements that characterize the refugee‘s experience 

and perceived future experience in both locations.  Some of these elements are the primary 

motivations for leaving, the duration in asylum, and conditions in the host/home country (Ghosh 

2000, 185, see also Cassarino 2004, 272).  

The theory defines preparedness as being made up of both willingness and readiness to return. 

Though motivation for flight primarily influences the refugee‘s willingness to return (Ghosh 

2000, 185), willingness and readiness to return is dependent on the goals of the refugee in both 

asylum and in the country of origin (Stein, & Cuny 1991).  These goals may be the migration 

plan of the refugee, i.e. the refugee may have plans to further migrate, get resettled, or return 

(Miranda 2018, 24), or to live indefinitely in the country of asylum.  

According to the theory, preparedness implies that where return occurs as a ―voluntary act‖, it 

must be facilitated by the possession or the ―mobilization‖ of adequate resources and information 
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(Cassarino 2004, 271). This thesis puts forward that what constitutes ‗adequate resources and 

information‗ as well as their sources, are dependent on the preflight experience and future goals 

of the refugee. The mobilization of these resources for return require time (Cassarino 2004, 274) 

and time in asylum simultaneously has a direct effect on the willingness to return. 

Furthermore, Cassarino (2004) puts forward that different types of migration being engaged in 

will result in variation in motivation, ―level of preparedness and patterns of resource 

mobilization‖ (p.272). In stating this, Cassarino aimed at establishing the differences between a 

regular migrant, economic migrant, and forced migrants such as refugees. This thesis explores 

this variation but also proposes that, in the context of Cairo, the legal status and type of status in 

asylum yields a variation in refugee motivation to return. 

This thesis, concerned with how the refugee sees return since the onset of the political changes in 

Sudan, also highlights the assumption of the theory which states that both the refugee‘s 

preparedness and perception of return is influenced by ―significant institutional, economic and 

political changes (that) have occurred at home‖ (Cassarino 2004, 272). What this means is that if 

significant, these changes will influence the refugee‘s willingness and readiness and how the 

refugee perceives conditions in home and host countries. It also implies that via diverse means, 

these changes may facilitate or inhibit the mobilization of resources for return. In this regard, 

political change may influence all the elements that influence return. 

 

3. Research objectives and questions  
This chapter documents the research questions, hypothesis, and objectives of this case study as 

they relate to the research topic. 
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3.1. Research questions and hypothesis 
 

It has widely been established by critics of neoclassical theories of migration that migration, or in 

this case return migration, does not occur because of mere push and pull factors. Return 

migration, particularly among refugees, does not occur merely because of either a failed 

migration experience or successful experience. Instead, as outlined in the theoretical framework, 

is a function of how the refugee interacts with elements that influence his overall preparedness. 

Therefore, the general question in this thesis is: 

1. What factors in host country and in Sudan influence Nuba refugees‘ decisions to return? 

1.1. Have Nuba refugees‘ perceptions of return changed since recent political changes in 

Sudan? 

HYPOTHESIS 

a. The ability to mobilize tangible, intangible, and social capital in Cairo and Sudan will 

influence the Nuba refugee‘s decision to remain or return. 

b. Political changes in Sudan directly influence the refugee‘s preparedness to return home. 

 

3.2. Research Objectives 
 

The Primary objective of this thesis is to analyze how the Nuba respondents perceives return in 

light of the Sudanese revolution, the deposition of Omar Al Bashir, and the formation of the new 

transitional government. The research aims to explain and show the extent to which elements of 

resource mobilization and living conditions in Cairo and Sudan influence the respondent‘s 
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decision to return. It aims at explaining how these elements interact with both the will and 

perception of the refugee respondents as it relates to the subject of return.  

 

4. Nuba: Background and Context 
 

Any attempt to record a full account of the history and background of the Nuba in Sudan in this 

work will be, first, way beyond the scope of this study, and, second, will be an affront on a 

subject that has, so far, not been sufficiently described in several works and dissertations 

dedicated to it. Therefore, by focusing on what is most relevant to the study, an attempt will be 

made to highlight some key historical facts on Nuba history and background. 

The Nuba are not one tribe but several. The Nuba Mountains are made up of diverse ethno-

linguistic groups, such as Nilo-Saharan groups as well as Niger-Congo language families 

(Manger 1994). It can be easily said that the Nuba Mountains have been, by consensus of several 

scholars, described as a geographical location characterized not only by war but also by ethnic 

groups fleeing violence and oppression from as early as the pre-1800 precolonial slave raiding 

era where great powers in the savannah such as the Darfur, Funj and Tegali regimes exploited 

the Nuba Mountains for gold, ivory and slaves (Manger 1994, 41). 

According to Manger (1994), this pattern of exploitation continued through the subsequent 

Turko-Egyptian regime from 1821 and would continue through the Mahdiyya regime in 1881-

1898. As a result, the Nuba Mountains became characterized by several fleeing people groups 

who migrated to the mountains as a strategy for security from economic and human exploitation. 

Settling in the mountains provided, to varying degrees, an escape from the reach of slave raiding 

pastoralists who sought Nuba slaves to solve labor problems. As political regimes changed and at 
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the onset of the Turko-Egyptian regime these pastoralists increased slave raiding activity in the 

Nuba occupied mountain areas in order to pay taxes, which would otherwise have to be paid in 

animals to the rulers in the north (p.41). Under the Mahdist state, several slave soldiers fled back 

to the mountains. This period also saw the tribes who formerly hunted Nuba tribes for slaves, 

such as Hawazma, fleeing to the mountains and becoming dependent on the Nuba and 

intermarrying with Nuba tribes (p.42).  

Under British rule and after establishing administrative structures in the south, particularly after 

the appointment of Sherif Osman as ―Nazir‖ (leader of the Tribal administrative leadership) who 

was from Kordofan, several intertribal conflicts were rekindled. The distinctions of ―Pure 

Arabs‖, ―former slaves‖ (abid) and ―freeborn‖ (hurr) will become increasingly utilized in local 

politics of land control (Manger 1994, 50). Another distinction that stemmed from the policies 

implemented by the British regime was the distinction between ‗Nuba ‘and ‗Sudanese‘. 

The British implementation of the Closed District Ordinance in 1922, which restricted and 

regulated movement in Darfur, Bahr el Ghazal and the Nuba Mountains, created artificial 

boundaries between the north and southern regions (Raftopoulos & Alexander 2006, 8). At the 

core of this policy was an attempt to halt or stall the Arabization and Islamization of the southern 

parts of Sudan, as a result the British urged members of Nuba ethnic groups to stick to their tribal 

customs (Manger 1994, 52). Manger (1994) notes that this policy established special education 

programs where the Nuba had a different curriculum from the rest of country, one where Arabic 

was taught in roman script. 

These policies were repealed in the 1940s in part because British administrators noticed that the 

education barriers were disrupting the Nuba‘s ability to get jobs and participate in Sudanese 

civil/ political society (Manger 1994, 55). However, by this time the political landscape in Sudan 



30 

had already began to take form. The Egyptian Muslim brotherhood had already extended its 

influence into Sudan as of 1949 (Ali 2010, 438). This along with the fact that sectarian political 

parties which emerged in Sudan generally supported the older traditional Islamic leadership of 

the Ansar (Umma Party) and Khatmiyyah sects (Sufi Order) (Ali, 2010, 438) solidified the 

political influence of Islam and shaped the way that Islam interacted with general Sudanese 

society throughout its territory (Ahmed, 2008, 2). 

The relationship between the Islamic order and other political parties varied from different 

configurations of alliances to direct opposition and confrontation (Ahmed, 2008). One such 

example would be the confrontations that arose between southern soldiers and students against 

the Islamic order. The mutiny of southern soldiers in 1955 and their eventual alliance with 

southern students would eventually form a secessionist movement between 1963 and 1969, 

which would spread from Torit to Upper Nile and Bahr el Ghazal in what is today South Sudan 

(O‘Ballance 1977, 62). In this time, the Islamic movement would begin to use violence as 

opposed to peaceful debate as a primary way to engage its political opponents to intimidate them 

(Ahmed, 2008). 

However, this rift between the Islamic order and secular political parties did not begin with the 

mutiny in the South. As early as the 1920s, advocates of a unified ―Sudanese identity‖ that 

transcended tribal and religious limits and put emphasis on equality and justice came into 

prominence. Their emergence however was viewed by other sectarian political parties as a threat 

to their constituency and believed that this would have negative implications on their political 

and economic control. This early confrontation would also play into the characterization of their 

opponents as occupying the lowest strata of society (Ahmed 2008, 2, 4). 

 



31 

Southern Sudanese refugees started arriving in Cairo after the onset of first Sudanese Civil War 

of 1955 (Miranda, 2018). The power of the Islamist parties increased after 1956 independence 

and this led to the closure of all Christian schools in 1964 and the disbanding of the Sudanese 

Communist Party in 1965 (Ali 2010, 438). It also would evolve into virtually every position in 

government being held by administrators who shared the ambition of establishing an Islamic 

state (Basha 2006, 14).   

Sadiq al Mahdi, in his role as prime minister in 1966, is recorded as declaring in his first speech 

that ―the dominant feature of our nation (Sudan) is an Islamic one and its overpowering 

expression is Arab‖ (Bahsa 2006, 15). This rhetoric gained popularity in spheres of political 

discourse but was acted upon by Nimeiri‘s declaration and institution of Sharia law in 1983. This 

action would deepen old rifts and bring the relationship between the Islamic order and Sudan‘s 

secular parties into a crisis once again (Ali 2010).  

The Addis Ababa Agreement of 1972 ended the first Sudanese Civil War by guaranteeing 

cultural and religious autonomy to the south (Basha 2006). However, popular discontent with the 

agreement among influential parties led the Nimeiri regime to declare Sudan an Islamic state, 

instituting Islamic Sharia as the law in Sudan (Ahmed 2008,4,5). The discovery of oil in the late 

70s to early 80s in Bentiu, South Kordofan and Blue Nile and Upper Nile States was also a 

motivating factor for the Nimeiri to shift the north-south boundary to encroach upon and do 

away with the autonomy guaranteed by the Addis Ababa Agreement (Bahsa 2006, 12). 

As a result, the Sudan People‘s Liberation Army (SPLA), established in 1983, sought to re-

establish an autonomous Southern Sudan but also to establish a ―New Sudan‖ characterized by 

ethno-religious pluralism in the public space (Salih 1994, 198).  These events would lead to the 

second Sudanese Civil War. In this period, the Khartoum government became even more hostile 
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to opponents. Following this, the second Sudan war broke out and spread to the Nuba Mountains, 

Blue Nile and Darfur in 1991, and in the eastern Sudan in 1997. 

According to Basha (2006), continued forced transfer of land from both Muslim and non-Muslim 

farmers to merchants and government officials incited civil unrest all over the country from port 

Sudan to Darfur to Juba. The challenges in Sudan could no longer be delineated as a problem 

between the north and south (Basha 2006, 13). 

Conflict erupting in other parts of Sudan brought to light an important distinction between 

Sudanese Muslims and the Islamic political order. This distinction was laid bare by the 

proliferation of opposition groups who, being Muslim, preferred non-theocratic government, yet 

were barred from conventional political participation (Bahsa 2006, 14).   

 

4.1. Genocide by Attrition 
 

During the second Sudanese Civil War, tribal tensions in southern Kordofan intensified between 

SPLA and Arab militia groups in the Nuba Mountains and, till date, have made the Nuba 

Mountains a hotspot of the Sudanese conflict (Dewaal 2001, 118). The civil war continued and 

intensified under the regime of Al Bashir which began in 1989 with the introduction of the 

―Sudan Charter‖ which established that Islamic Sharia ―shall be the general source of law‖ in 

Sudan (Bahsa 2006, 15).  

In 1991, South Kordofan was sealed off by the Sudanese regime as it implemented a policy 

establishing ―peace camps‖ which were to serve as the place of ‗shelter ‘for Nuba fleeing the 

mountains (De Waal 2001, 118). On the contrary, this policy implemented throughout the Nuba 
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Mountains region restricted movement, forced relocation of Nuba and encouraged mass rape in 

the Nuba Mountains (De Waal, 2001, 131). In 1992, Villages and farms were burned, churches 

and mosques destroyed, Nuba men were forced to join the ―Popular Defense Force‖ (PDF), 

women were made temporary wives for soldiers and militia men, and children given Islamic 

education (De Waal 2006). All of these groups were subject to forced conversion to Islam 

(Saavedra, 1998, 250). In April 1992, a fatwa was issued which renounced the legitimacy of 

Islam practiced within SPLA held areas (African rights, 1995,109). This fatwa equated 

opposition to the government as an opposition to Islam. By this fatwa, Jihad, which had been 

declared in January 1992, was legalized (African rights, 1995,109). As a result, everyone in the 

Nuba Mountains who were opposed to the regime, whether Christian, Muslim or Animist 

became legitimate targets (De Waal 2006). 

A former Head of security for the governor of Kordofan is recorded by De Waal (2006) to have 

said in 1993 that the policy was geared at ―taking the intellectuals, [and] taking the professionals 

to ensure that the Nuba were so primitive that they couldn‘t speak for themselves.‖ In this period, 

campaigns of assassination of educated Nuba as well as community leaders were carried out. 

Several Nuba educated elites who were arrested by military intelligence were reported to have 

disappeared (De Waal 2006). 

The combination of all the policies unleashed on the Nuba Mountains, and specifically Nuba 

tribes, have led many to describe the events that occurred in the Nuba Mountains as a ―genocide 

of attrition‖ where the aim is to halt the reproduction of Nuba cultures and societies that 

previously existed in the area (Saaverda, 1998). This description of the events is further 

substantiated by the government‘s plan to ‗resettle ‘500,000 people from the insurgent area by 
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the end of 1992. It is also substantiated by the policy of segregation which was implemented in 

the peace camps where residents of the Nuba were relocated to (African rights 1995 242, 244).  
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4.2. Uniqueness of the Nuba situation 
 

John Garang, the former leader of the Sudan People‘s Liberation Army (SPLA), never ruled out 

secession however he did not promote it. In January 2005 upon signing the Comprehensive 

Peace agreement, he stated that the ―peace agreement signals the beginning of one Sudan 

regardless of race, religion or tribe" (Allison 2014). 

Garang‘s vision of Sudanism and a ―New Sudan‖ changed because both parties who signed the 

Naivasha agreement were interested in adopting the narrative of a Christian-Muslim conflict 

which was a deviation from the original vision of diversity and multiculturalism (Tull 2005, 3-4). 

This dichotomy will bring to the front a narrative of self-determination which was in the interest 

of external mediators, Christian leaders, and oil lobbies (Tull 2005, 3-4).  

After the death of John Garang in 2005, Southern Nationalists among SPLA leadership 

abandoned the ‗New Sudan ‘vision and opted for a vision that secured the largest possible 

resources and political power for the SPLA leaders through the Naivasha agreement (Tull 2005).  

In 2011, South Sudanese voted overwhelmingly for independence.  

Early detections of the shift in vision within the SPLA led Nuba leaders to remind the 

international community that ―The Nuba are not demanding secession but demanding the right to 

choose their own right; their preferred option is unity of the Sudan in which they enjoy self-

government within a decentralized system‖ (Komey 2010, 53). They also clarified to the IGAD 

in August 1998 that after self-determination had been finalized, they would continue to fight for 

their rights. They have continued to maintain this position though self-determination has been 

emphasized in its more recent discourse as an alternative to its primary demands. 
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4.3. Recent Political developments in Sudan 
 

The Comprehensive peace agreement (CPA) signed in January of 2005 has been characterized to 

have achieved more of a ―long-term truce‖ as opposed to comprehensive peace (Komey 2013, 

217). This is primarily because the parties placed the Nuba Mountains and Blue Nile conflict at 

the outskirts of negotiations, lacked of political will to implement the stipulations of the CPA on 

both sides of the negotiating table and  had cultivated a culture of violence that had overtaken the 

culture of  ―tolerance peace and inclusion‖ (Komey 2013, 217).  

The reason for this characterization was because it sidelined the conflict in the Nuba Mountains 

and Blue Nile regions in its negotiations. In fact, the signing of the 2005 CPA brought an end to 

the Nuba Mountains Cease Fire of January 2002, which had previously facilitated the unhindered 

movement of citizens and critical aid and assistance (Komey 2013).  

Independence of South Sudan in 2011 led to the formations of the Sudanese Peoples Liberation 

Movement-North (SPLM-N). It was made up of rebels, militia groups and politicians who were 

once a part of SPLA but whose controlled territory was located within the new Sudanese borders 

after South Sudan voted for independence. 

Full Scale armed conflict began after SPLM-N rejected the results of the 2011 south Kordofan 

elections (HSBA, 2011 2, 3). The failure of the SPLM-N and Government of Sudan to reach an 

agreement, coupled with sporadic events of violence, would climax into full scale war which 

began on the 5
th

 of June 2011 (Komey 2013, 216). 

In 2011,  SPLM North was banned as a political party and reports from several human rights 

agencies documented  extra judicial killings, torture, destruction of civilian objects and the flow 
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of refugees from South Kordofan northward toward El Obeid and south towards the mountains 

and  South Sudan (Komey 2013, 217).  

In April of 2017, the SPLM-N split into the factions SPLM-N Agar and SPLM-N Al Hilu. The 

reason for this divide was the inability for SPLM leaders to agree on the criteria for peace with 

the government (Sudan Tribune 2017). SPLM-N Al-Hilu demanded including the secularization 

of the Sudanese Political system and in the alternative, the right to self-determination of the 

Nuba Mountains  to the terms of peace negotiations with the Government of Sudan (Sudan 

Tribune 16 December 2017). This proposition was rejected by Agar‘s faction which led SPLM-N 

in Blue Nile state because they viewed the demands as impracticable for the situation in Sudan 

(Sudan Tribune 27 January 2020).   

The Blue Nile faction under Agar emphasized unification of armies, repatriation of displaced 

citizens and the creation of a conducive environment for nationwide dialogue on secularism. He 

also is recorded as stressing that both Blue Nile and Nuba Mountains factions of the SPLM-N 

should not continue the war for the ―separation of the State and religion‖ (Sudan Tribune, 31 

January 2020). 

 

4.4.  Sudanese Revolution 
 

Demonstrations began in December of 2018 as a result of the tripling of the price of bread in the 

city of Atbara in the east of Sudan. By the end of that month these protests morphed into 

nationwide mass demonstrations against the Omar Al Bashir regime (Maclean 2018). These 

protests intensified in the months following and confrontation between state security forces and 

the protesters resulted in the deaths of over 100 civilians (Yuhas 2019). 
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These protests culminated in the deposition of Omar Al Bashir via military intervention on the 

11
th

 of April 2019 (Dahir, 2019). The transitional military council trying to bring an end to the 

peaceful sit in carried out a violent crackdown on protesters which added to the death toll of 

civilians. A power sharing agreement was reached in August 2019 and on the 21
st
 of August 

2019, Abdalla Hamdok was sworn in as prime minister (GR2P 2020). 

Some members of this Sovereignty Council of Sudan (Sudan‘s collective head of state), such as 

Mohamed Hamdan ―Hemedti‖ Daglo, have been implicated in crimes committed under the 

Bashir regime. He, in particular. served as head of several government backed militia groups 

responsible for atrocities in South Kordofan since 2003 (GR2P 2020). 

On the 9th of January 2020, in a historic step, Prime minister Hamdok visited the Nuba 

mountains and, after open- and closed-door meetings, indicated that his government ―aspires to 

agree‖ with SPLM-N El Hilu. Abdel Aziz El Hilu stressed the need for the peace process to be 

centered around the root causes of the conflict which were marginalization, identity, form of 

government, and the Constitution (Radio Dabanga 2020). In that meeting, Prime minister 

Hamdok acknowledged the demands for secularism made by the SPLM-N El Hilu faction. 

On the 29
th

 of January, SPLM-N along with the Democratic Unionist Party issued a joint 

statement voicing their commitment to peace and the need to disallow ―the establishment of 

political parties on a religious basis‖ (Sudan Tribune Jan 30, 2020). This statement was issued 

after the transitional government held talks in Juba, South Sudan to end the 8-year conflict in 

South Kordofan and Blue Nile. However, failure to make progress on the ‗secular state ‘issue in 

the Juba talks led to a delay and eventual split in the talks where Abdel Aziz El Hilu and Agars 

differences surfaced again (Sudan Tribune Jan 27, 2020).  
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SPLM-N El Hilu demanded that the matter of a secular state and self-determination be included 

in the peace process whereas the transitional government stated that such changes should be left 

to a constitutional conference (Sudan Tribune Jan 27, 2020). The Blue Nile faction of the SPLM 

went ahead to sign the peace framework agreement with the government of Sudan. An 

agreement which the Nuba Mountains faction has stated does not ―concern‖ them (Sudan 

Tribune Jan 27, 2020). As of the time of writing, no peace agreements have been signed with 

SPLM-N Al Hilu who controls armed resistance in the Nuba Mountains.  

The accounts of the chapter have attempted to give a brief account of the Nuba situation and to 

describe the political space that was navigated by Nuba refugees before migrating to Cairo. It 

provides more context to some of the responses obtained from the respondents in this research. 

The purpose of this chapter was also to give context to the socio-political space the Nuba 

returnee will have to navigate upon return. Since the Sovereign council was formulated, several 

positive changes have occurred. The government has outlawed female genital mutilation, 

allowed women the freedom of dress, and seized assets of some civil servants acquired via 

corrupt means. The government has also attempted to reduce the power of the former regime by 

replacing diplomats appointed by the former regime and has taken many other commendable 

steps. The question that therefore needs to be asked is what the relevance of all these changes are 

to the Nuba respondent‘s decision making as it concerns return. 
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5. The profile of the Respondents 
 

For this research 15 respondents were interviewed. Eleven of them were recognized refugees 

(UNHCR Blue Card holders), one was an asylum seeker (holding the UNHCR Yellow Card 

holders),  two had Closed files (rejected asylum seekers), and one Nuba respondent who chose to 

stay in the Nuba Mountains. Respondents were all located in Nasr City, Cairo distributed across 

10
th

 District, Izbat al Haganna, Arba wa noss and Zahra. All but three respondents originally 

resided in the Nuba Mountains in Sudan.  All the respondents were from varying Nuba subtribes; 

Moro, Katcha, Kawalib, Tullishi and others from Kadugli. 

As highlighted by numerous studies, the majority of refugees in Cairo are compelled to take up 

informal employment owing to legal restrictions in labor rights for foreigners and refugees alike. 

Confirming this fact, many of the respondents worked as cleaners, at malls, private residences, 

and offices. Four respondents  who were formally employed as teachers and day care workers at 

Sudanese schools also worked informally as cleaners in private residences to make up for the 

low wages earned teaching. Two respondents were formally employed at Non-governmental 

organizations that attend to the needs of refugees. All but two of the respondents were married 

with children. One respondent was a widow and the other respondent was not married but had 

several dependents.  
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6. Livelihood of the respondents 
 

Experience in Asylum 

Most of the respondents who live in Cairo described theirs and their family‘s experience in Cairo 

as hard. One described their experience in Cairo as terrible and another described his experience 

in Cairo as fair. The reasons for describing their experience as such ranged from issues 

concerning financial challenges, harassment, housing, nutrition, employment, integration, 

personal status, and crime. 

Employment and financial challenges 

The majority of the respondents are informally employed working as cleaners, restaurant 

stewards, and some as office clerks. Others are more formally employed as teachers and workers 

at organizations concerned with attending to Sudanese refugee needs. One respondent stated:― I 

was a teacher but to teach and provide for my family is not possible. Informal work is the only 

thing available to us in restaurants, security, house cleaners.‖
8
  Here he communicated that even 

if he received formal employment in the Sudanese schools as a teacher, his wages would not 

suffice to care for his family. This was confirmed by another respondent, a teacher at a Sudanese 

school, who stated that her monthly salary of 1700 Egyptian Pounds did not suffice to take care 

of her family‘s needs.
9
 As a result, majority of the respondents work multiple jobs and long 

hours to make ends meet, and many times just live on the edge of making all they need monthly.  

―I work from 9am-5pm and 5pm- 2am every day. I stopped doing this for this month because it 

was very negative on my family life. I only used to wake up to say hello to my family and I had 

                                                 
8
 See communication in Focus group discussion        ,   ebruar     ,  2020 
9
      ,  arch    ,  2020 
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Appendix 
 

Table 1. 

  Male  Female 

Number  

of Respondents   9  6 

Employed  7  6 

Unemployed  2  - 

Married  8  5 

Single  -  1 

Blue Card Holders  8  4 

Yellow Card  -  1 

Rejected/ Closed File  1  1 

Muslim 4 - 

Christian 3 2 

Non-religious - - 

Lived in Sudan  9  6 

Willing to Return   2  1 

Unwilling to Return  6  5 

 

 

*Not all respondents declared their religion neither was it deduced from information received. 

*One respondent stayed in Kauda Nuba mountains and is not represented in subsequent tables 

because he is not a refugee in Cairo. 

 

  


