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Abstract

Founded during Anglo-Egyptian Condominium colonial Rule (1899-1956) and continuing into
postcolonial Sudan as the main development project, the scheme underwent significant governance changes,
shifting from a centrally managed system characterised by a bureaucratic irrigation network and relatively
well-functioning infrastructure to a more liberalised and decentralised system, as presented by the dominant
literature. In this view, the reforms are regarded as a break from the inherited colonial logic, marked by the
state’s withdrawal and the transfer of risks and responsibilities to tenants, labourers, and local subsistence
economies. Such accounts highlight a rupture with earlier forms of governance, often portraying the colonial
system as more coherent and effective than the current one. However, this perspective overlooks how these
changes conceal the persistence of an underlying colonial epistemological and governance framework that

continues to organise, classify, and control land, labour, population, and nature. The scheme continues to
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be operated through a centralised hydraulic irrigation system, despite uneven recent conditions for its
reproduction, functioning as a mechanism for regulating farmers and agricultural production. This is
intertwined with the ongoing development of agrarian subjectivities within the tenancy regime, which
recognises local Arab groups as political agrarian entities. Conversely, West African labourers and ethnic
minority groups are marginalised and excluded subjects. The recent reforms reflect and deepen the logic of
the colonial extractive economy, which prioritises technocratic scientific knowledge over local systems of
understanding and indigenous needs. By combining long-standing ethnography with a Decolonial
perspective and employing a methodological framework that integrates multi-sided ethnography with
Decolonial critical literature, this approach enables scholars to trace how colonial epistemologies have
persisted in hegemonic, reinterpreted, and contested forms across comparable Sudanese agrarian contexts
and throughout postcolonial Africa.

Keywords: Sudan Gezira Scheme; Postcolonial Africa; Ethnography; Decolonial Anthropology; Agrarian
Neoliberalism; West African (W.A.) Groups: Colonial Epistemologies

Discipline: cultural anthropology

Absztrakt

A SZUDANI GEZIRA ONTOZESES MEZOGAZDASAGI RENDSZER: AZ AGRAR NEO-
LIBERALIS REFORMOK — SZAKITAS VAGY UJRAALAKULAS AZ TRANYITO GYARMATI
ISMERETELMELETEN BELUL?

Az angol-egyiptomi kondominium gyarmati uralma idején (1899-1956) létrehozott, majd a poszt-
kolonialis Szudanban is kozponti fejlesztési projektként tovabb mukodtetett Gezira-rendszer iranyitasi
struktardja jelentGs atalakulasokon ment keresztill. A dominans szakirodalom szerint a kordbban koz-
pontilag iranyitott, biirokratikusan szervezett 6ntéz8halézattal és viszonylag j6l mikodé infrastruktiaraval
jellemezhet6 rendszer egy liberalizaltabb és decentralizaltabb modell iranydba mozdult el. Ebben az ér-
telmezési keretben a reformokat a gyarmati 6rokségként fennmaradt logikatdl valé elszakadasként ér-
telmezik, amelyet az allam visszahizdédasa, valamint a kockazatok és felel6sségek bérlékre, mez6gazdasagi
munkasokra és helyi megélhetési gazdasdgokra t6rténé atruhdzasa jellemez. E megkdzelitések hangsuilyozzak
a korabbi kormdanyzdsi formaktdl val torést, és gyakran a gyarmati rendszert a jelenleginél koherensebbnek
és hatékonyabbnak abrazoljak. Ugyanakkor ez a perspektiva figyelmen kiviil hagyja, hogy e valtozasok
miként fedik el egy mélyebben meghuzédé gyarmati episztemoldgiai és kormanyzasi keretrendszer fenn-
maradasat, amely tovabbra is meghatirozza a f6ld, a munkaers, a népesség és a természeti kérnyezet
szervezését, kategorizalasat és kontrolljat. A rendszer — a kdzelmultbeli Gjratermelési feltételek egyenet-
lenségei ellenére — tovabbra is egy centralizalt hidraulikus 6ntdzési infrastruktaran keresztiil mikodik, amely
a gazdalkoddk és a mez8gazdasagi termelés szabalyozasanak kulcsmechanizmusaként szolgdl. Ez szorosan
Osszefonddik az agrarszubjektivitasok folyamatos formalédasaval a bérleti rendszer keretein belill, amely a
helyi arab csoportokat legitim agrarpolitikai szerepl6kként ismeri el, mig a nyugat-afrikai munkasokat és
kilonb6z6 etnikai kisebbségeket marginalizalt, illetve kizart pozicidkba helyezi. A kézelmalt reformjai
egyuttal a gyarmati extraktiv gazdasagi logika tovabbélését és elmélytilését tiikrozik, amely a technokrata,
tudomanyos tudasformakat a helyi ismeretrendszerekkel és Gshonos sziikségletekkel szemben részesiti
elényben. A hosszu tavu etnografiai kutatas és a dekolonialis perspektiva 6sszekapcsolasaval, valamint egy
olyan moédszertani keret alkalmazasaval, amely a tobbszinterd etnografiat dekolonialis kritikai irodalommal
integralja, ez a megkozelités lehet6vé teszi annak feltarasat, hogy a gyarmati episztemologidk miként ma-
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radnak fenn hegemonikus, djraértelmezett és vitatott formakban a hasonlé szudani agrarkérnyezetekben,

illetve tagabban a posztkolonialis Afrikaban.

Kulcsszavak: Gezira-rendszer (Szudan); posztkolonialis Afrika; etnografia; dekolonidlis antropologia;

agrar neoliberalizmus; nyugat-afrikai csoportok; gyarmati episztemoldgiak

Diszciplina: kulturalis antropologia

Legibility and Racialised Knowledge in Colo-
nial and Postcolonial Governance: The Gezira
Irrigation Scheme

The Gezira scheme of Sudan, the largest agri-
cultural development initiative in Africa, was foun-
ded in the 1920s under British colonial rule to supply
cotton to the British textile industry.(Gaitskell,
1952) and, in the postcolonial period, from 1956
until the present day, was considered the backbone
of the country’s national development (Elkreem &
Jaspars, 2025). Within the dominant classic and
recent scholarly literature (Abashera, 2011, 2019;
Abdelgalil & Adeeb, 2015; Barnett, 2019; Benson &
Duffield, 1979; Bushara et al., 2006; Clarkson, 2005;
De Waal, 2015; D’Silva, 1986; Duffield, 1983;
Elkreem & Jaspars, 2025; Elshaikh et al., 2018;
Gaitskell, 1952, 1955; Goelnitz & Al-Saidi, 2020a,
2020b; Mahgoub et al., 2017; McLoughlin, 1963;
Osman, 2015; Salman, 2010; Sikainga, 2010) It can
be broadly characterised along two lines. First, it
presents the scheme as a centrally managed hydrau-
lic system rooted in modernist planning and state-
led development. Second, it interprets the reforms
introduced under the 2005 Act and its subsequent
agrarian governance arrangements as signalling a
break with this model, emphasising processes of
liberalisation, decentralisation, and the state’s with-
drawal. While these perspectives highlight signifi-
cant institutional changes, they share a common
assumption: that changes in administrative structure
reflect a transformation in the fundamental logic of
governance.

However, this dominant perspective obscures the

profound, ongoing colonial epistemological founda-
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tion that has shaped the scheme from its inception
to the postcolonial era. This foundation establishes
a mode of governance that influences the Gezira
structures of knowledge, the diverse agrarian sub-
jectivities, and the administrative authority within
the region among various actors. In fact, the scheme
was created as a knowledge system based on classify-
cation and selection, which unevenly distributes
economic resources, political representation, moral
economies, and recognition. Building on this premi-
se, this article argues that the changes associated
with the 2005 Act do not break from this logic but
instead reconfigure it. Although the visible struc-
tures of centralised control have been altered, the
core principles of simplification, differential inclu-
sion, and hierarchical recognition persist, now ope-
rating through decentralised and market-oriented
mechanisms. The Gezira scheme functions as a site
of colonial and postcolonial epistemological and
governance knowledge, as well as the construction
of subjectivity. This continuity in epistemological
and governance aspects is a gap that needs to be
addressed. Against this backdrop, the article raises
the following questions: how these epistemological
colonial legacies and lived experiences—how they
are perceived, internalised, negotiated, and con-
tested—persist into the postcolonial era remains
central to this discussion.

While these earlier studies are invaluable and illu-
minate the agrarian economy and the scheme’s
institutional dynamics, they seldom regard the sche-
me as a colonial epistemological system that resha-
ped agrarian life, authority, and labour relations in
central Sudan. As a notable exception among these
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scholarly works, the work of Bernal(1997), in her
work titled "Colonial Moral Economy and the Dis-
cipline of Development: the Gezira scheme and
Modern Sudan," is one of the key anthropological
texts on the scheme and offers our initial point of
reference. Bernal analysed the scheme not only as an
agricultural economic project but also as one that
encompassed its moral and economic dimensions
and impacts, demonstrating that it operates as a
modernist developmental disciplinary system within
postcolonial Sudan—using Foucault’s terms—not
only restructuring labour relations but also society
and moral order imposed on peasants and labourers.
Through what she called the modernist discipline of
development, which persisted through postcolonial
regimes, new moral-economic expectations and
disciplinary regulations were established, fostering
new work ethics that regulated the local population’s
time, labour, and production under new rules aimed
at creating a modern farming category. Moreover,
Bernal indicated that the governing logic of the
Gezira scheme has been carried over to other agri-
cultural projects and initiatives and has also in-
fluenced shaping the national economy more broad-
ly.

Nevertheless, it is crucial to expand, develop, and
refine this Bernal account, as it focuses only on the
disciplinary order, colonial discourse, and the moral
economy of tenants, while overlooking agricultural
labourers’ subjective moral worlds and the newest
developments in tenants’ social lives. It represents a
traditional academic work that does not cover many
recent insights and advancements. Also, it ignores
the scientific and technical structures that support
the scheme and its governance, which shape the
discipline into a physically embodied system and a
lived experience for tenant farmers and labourers. In
the Gezira scheme, the irrigation infrastructure—
particularly the canals—and how it is managed,
regulated among farmers, and timed have created a
specific category of farmers whose production, agti-

cultural activities, and schedules depend on irriga-

32

tion regulations. In other words, the technical sys-
tem of water engineering acts as an administrative
mechanism through which colonial and postcolonial
authorities control production and rural popular-
tions. These engineering, irrigation, and disciplinary
practices reflect systems of knowledge about land,
nature, and agriculture that make the population
governable.

To address these limitations, I first expand this
analysis by examining how the scheme functions
within a broader system of agrarian governance, in
which the colonial epistemological worldview has
reshaped not only the farmer’s moral economy but
also land, labour, power relations between tenants
and labourers, and overall agricultural production.
Second, from an epistemological perspective,
building on Bernal’s concept of the Discipline of
Development, she interpreted the scheme as an em-
pirical manifestation of modernist scientific ratio-
nality. However, it does not account for the sche-
me’s underlying structure, including the unequal
power relations it generates and the ways of seeing
that organise nature and labour within the modernist
discourse of science and rationality. Using Bernal as
the initial analytical framework, this article situates
the Gezira irrigation scheme within debates about
the relationship between colonial knowledge sys-
tems and governmentality (Foucault, 1978), demon-
strating how the Gezira, like other development
modernist projects, embodies a governing modet-
nist scientific vision that redefines social life, nature,
and agriculture based on principles of classification,
simplification, mapping, and administrative regula-
tion—aimed at making nature, land, and the
population controllable and manageable. Further-
more, the article discusses what is omitted from
Bernal's account of how irrigation engineering de-
sign and governance reshape agrarian management,
influence agricultural outcomes, and involve poten-
tial differential risks associated with irrigation
governance. Additionally, Bernal focuses empirically
on tenants’ lives through a case study of Wad Alabas
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and examines developmental discourse. 1 expand
this by exploring how that persistent colonial mo-
dernist vision continues to influence the lives of te-
nants, labourers, the engineering structure of irti-
gation, and administrative actors across multiple
ethnographic sites within the original Gezira scheme
and the Al-Managqil extension.

To understand these issues, this article draws on
various theoretical traditions related to colonial rule
and systems of knowledge production. According to
Foucault’s (Foucault, 1978) The concept of govern-
mentality, which serves as our starting point, holds
that modern power structures are not only coercive
but also productive of social and economic order
and of subjectivities through categorisation and la-
belling. Additionally, Scott’s(Scott, 2020) book:
Seeing Like a State, illustrates how modern power,
which he calls high modernism, involves the state
using large-scale development projects to reshape
social life through mechanisms of simplification,
abstraction, and administrative procedures, thereby
making nature, land, and labour legible and govern-
able. While Mamdani (Mamdani, 2012, 2018) deep-
ens this understanding by showing how modern
power in Africa simplified African communities and
economies—including the agrarian economies—
through hierarchical racial arrangements embedded
within the modern governance of African states,
resulting in exclusionary ethnically defined states
unable to establish inclusive national frameworks
and thus contributing to ongoing armed violence on
the continent, the system Mamdani called the Bifur-
cated System. Taken together, these perspectives
help us see the Gezira scheme not only as an agfi-
cultural project but also as an epistemological site
shaped by abstract, simplified categories and admi-
nistrative procedures, thereby rendering nature,
land, and the population governable and producing
differential, ethnically stratified political subjects and
economic actors with different moral economies.

Building on the previously discussed framework,
the article examines, ethnographically and through
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archival analysis, how the Gezira scheme’s insti-
tutional structure, as a governance regime, is shaped
by administrative regulations, procedures, and irti-
gation infrastructure. It highlights the mechanisms
and procedures through which land, labour, and
agricultural production are classified, managed, re-
gulated, and supervised within the scheme. These
mechanisms include tenancy regime regulations, irti-
gation schedules, and bureaucratic oversight proce-
dures, which collectively establish the epistemo-
logical foundation through which land, labour, and
agricultural production are made legible and govern-
able. Methodologically, this article combines multi-
sited ethnography as a method of data collection and
decolonial anthropology as the analytical perspec-
tive to explore how these epistemological and con-
structed structures are dispersed across different si-
tes in the scheme.

By reflecting on these mechanisms, this article
presents the scheme not merely as a site of agri-
cultural production but as a colonial-modernist epis-
temological space that reorganises and controls po-
pulation, nature, and labour, thereby constructing a
stratified agrarian regime within the Sudanese
agrarian economy and the Gezira scheme.

The article is organised as follows: it begins by
highlighting the main gap and providing justification
in the introduction. It then outlines the method-
logical steps, followed by a discussion of the theo-
retical framework that situates the Gezira within
broader debates on colonial rule and knowledge
systems. The conclusion offers an ethnographic
analysis that demonstrates how these colonial struc-
tures continue to operate and influence daily life and

practices in the Gezira scheme.
Methodology

The Research Design and the Methods of
Data Collection

A mixed-methods research design is employed to
address the gap discussed in this article. It includes
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ethnographic data collection, involving both institu-
tional and everyday fieldwork with local tenants and
labourers, as well as the state administrative machi-
nery. Additionally, a quantitative approach supports
measuring overarching trends in the study and the
opinions of local actors involved.

The empirical data in this article are drawn from
both primaty and secondary sources. The primary
sources rely on a comprehensive record of data
concerning the Gezira scheme’s social, economic,
and political relations, as well as its developments,
structures, and debates. The author conducted his
fifth-year research at the Department of Sociology
and Social Anthropology at Khartoum University as
a supplementary project for the 2018-2019 academic
year. This was an ethnographic study of social and
economic differentiation within the Gezira scheme
between local Arab tenants and West African la-
bourers. Focusing on Um Aligour village, Hilat
Bashir, and Banat villages, their surrounding labour
settlements, and local state representatives, the re-
search involved three months of ethnographic field-
work in Al Managqil agricultural extension. The main
findings were then generalised to the Gezira scheme
and Al Manaqil extension.

During the same academic year, the department
organised annual field training for fifth-year stu-
dents in the Gezira scheme, involving seven villages
of tenant farmers and seven camps in Al Hasahia
locality, eastern Gezira scheme, over three weeks,
with daily evening analysis and discussions. Addi-
tionally, the researcher has completed an ethno-
graphic article on the legal and social developments
of the Gezira scheme, which is currently under
review by a peer-reviewed journal.

Additionally, my mastet’s supplementary disserta-
tion (Ibrahim, 2021) at the Doha Institute for Gra-
duate Studies, Department of Sociology and Anth-
ropology, in Qatar, titled ‘Rural Transformations
and the Revolutionary Movement in Sudan, De-
cember Revolution 2018: the case of Gezira state
and Al-Managqil demonstrators,” covering 2019 to
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2021, adopted a micro-sociological petspective and
used methodological triangulation: questionnaires,
intensive interviews, secondary sources, and scho-
larly literature. The non-random quantitative sample
included 111 respondents, and 11 interviews were
conducted to complement the statistical data. About
85% of respondents called for reform of the Gezira
scheme. Reform was one of the three main reasons
for participation.

Subjectivity and Positionality

I analyse the Gezira Act of 2005 from two per-
spectives: as an insider and as an outsider. The
Gezira is where I was born, raised, and spent most
of my life. However, I am also an outsider, as an
anthropologist and sociologist trained to think
reflexively, treating my subjectivity as a unit of ana-
lysis and observation. At university, I was taught to
develop empirically supported arguments, setting
aside my emotions and prior biases and perceptions
to shape the core of my work. Consequently, I will
keep this in mind throughout the writing process.
Additionally, I will refer to authoritative texts on the
scheme, which can serve as a relatively objective
benchmark for assessing my work; readers are
encouraged to consult these sources to ensure the
analysis remains balanced.

Moreover, my anthropological-ethnographic app-
roach utilises tools to gather evidence from lived
experiences, with subsequent analysis and discus-
sion grounded in that evidence—an epistemological

advantage.

Analysis Strategies and Reflexivity

The methods of analysis include thick description,
critical discourse analysis, and quantitative analysis,
the latter conducted using SPSS. Drawing on ex-
tensive field data and initial engagement with issues
and developments related to the scheme, this rich
dataset supports arguments in policy debates con-
cerning the Act of 2005. To prevent the re-

production of inherited hierarchical legacies, we
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propose an integrative methodological approach
that combines multi-sited ethnography with Deco-
lonial ethnography. According to Leve (2022) the
decolonial approach begins by deconstructing colo-
nial conditions in knowledge production, which
continue to influence the social and human sciences.
Colonial knowledge systems depend on hierarchical
relationships between researchers and those studied,
in which the latter are dominated in the knowledge-
creation process, and their voices are treated as mere
anecdotes rather than as valid knowledge; as a result,
local communities are often excluded. In response
to critiques of how the term “informant” encodes
and sustains colonial power dynamics, ethno-
graphers have sought alternative language to de-
scribe fieldwork relationships. This article discusses
one of the most common terms— “interlocutor”—
and considers the implications of choosing a term
emphasising voice and speech over embodied parti-
cipation. “Interlocutor” appeals to contemporary
scholars because it signifies respect for the people
we work with and aligns with modern secular values.
In fact, relying on colonial categories in academic
literature obscures the complexity of real-world
systems of identity, belonging, and everyday agrarian
politics—spaces where people live, interpret,
reinterpret, and challenge these hierarchies and the
social and political inequalities they produce.
According to Gupta & Ferguson (1997) and Marcus
(2012)The ethnographic field is no longer confined
to a single geographical site, as traditional Anthro-
pology once suggested. Instead, it constitutes a net-
work of dispersed sites. These sites are interconnect-
ted despite their differences, making it essential for
researchers to investigate their connections. More-
over, field sites are not neutral spaces for data
collection; they are contested and dialogical are-
nas—furthermore, the researcher’s positionality and
social background influence access to or rejection of
the field site. Therefore, the Gezira scheme will be
understood as a dispersed network of locations,

including villages, camps, canals, farms, administra-
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tive centres, tenants’ unions, knowledge institutions,
and neoliberal global entities.

Note: In the process of writing, I used the
Grammatly editor solely for language improvement,
while ChatGPT was used to translate some Arabic

texts into English; all the ideas are mine.

The Colonial Knowledge Systems and the
Development of Agrarian Governance Modes in
Postcolonial African Setting, Sudan Gezira
Scheme

To understand how the Gezira scheme functions
as an agrarian governance model reflecting colonial
knowledge regimes that continue to shape it through
the postcolonial Sudan era, this article draws on
various theoretical frameworks, beginning with
Foucault’s (Foucault, 1978) concept of govern-
mentality, Scott’s (Scott, 2020) ideas on legibility and
simplification, and Mamdani’s (Mamdani, 2012,
2018)
classification.

insights into colonial bifurcation and

The concept of governmentality, outlined in
Foucault’s influential work Security, Territory, Po-
pulation, underpins the understanding of how mo-
dern power functions both as a productive force
within social systems and as a regulator of beha-
viour. Foucault's view of power is particularly rele-
vant because it recognises that modern power ope-
rates not only through coercion and direct violence
but also through administrative processes, discipli-
nary regulations, and practices. These establish
regimes of knowledge, produce social order, intet-
nalise it, influence individual conduct, and shape
subject identities. Productive power fosters systems
of knowledge, constructs identities, creates specific
interactions and behaviours, and moulds subject
formation through vatious institutions and norms.
Foucault’s theory illustrates that power operates not
only through coercion but also through the creation

of knowledge, which defines what can be known,
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measured, and governed. In line with this view, the
governance mode within the Gezira scheme em-
ploys both coercive and productive forms of autho-
rity. Coercive forces enforce the scheme’s rules and
regulations, while a productive approach seeks to
regulate farmers’ behaviour and organise daily
agricultural routines via mechanisms such as a
tenancy regime agreement, which allocates admi-
nistrative authority, agrarian surplus values, political
recognition, bureaucratic regulations, and irrigation
schedules. Within this framework, the agrarian go-
vernance of the Gezira scheme produces specific,
individual, and institutional agricultural practices
and identities.

Although Scott’s conception of legibility and sim-
plification does not directly stem from Foucault’s
concept of governmentality, which highlights its
productive role in transforming the social order, it
complements and exemplifies that concept through
state developmental projects aimed at legibility and
simplification. Through what he calls high-moder-
nist state development projects, he demonstrates
that to manage and govern natural landscapes, along
with complex social and economic realities and
populations, the state must simplify and make them
legible and understandable. The principle of simpli-
fication is implemented in practice through mecha-
nisms such as cadastral surveys, maps, categori-
sations, and technical regulations that support
contemporary high-modernist initiatives.

For Scott, legibility is the primary means by which
the relationship between power and knowledge is
expressed, thereby enabling a tangible system of
governance. Legibility supports this system by sim-
plifying complex realities into manageable formats,
streamlining populations, spaces, and practices, and
often erasing or marginalising social complexities.
This governance framework operates through tech-
niques of knowledge, classification, and ordering,
transforming populations, identities, land, political
economy, and space—beyond mere formal authori-

ty. By producing legible knowledge, social realities
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are condensed into administratively understandable
formats like maps, censuses, categories, and statis-
tics, while aspects that remain unseen or unmeasu-
red are excluded.

Classification and ordering methods categorise
populations, land, identities, and resources into fi-
xed groups that allow intervention (e.g., citizen/fo-
reigner, productive/unproductive, legal/illegal). Ad-
ministrative structures, institutions, rules, and pro-
cedures implement this knowledge—turning ab-
stractions into everyday governance.

Territorialisation and spatial control involve
recon-figuring space through boundaries, zoning,
sche-mes, camps, corridors, or frontlines—crucial
in both development and conflict contexts. Instru-
ments of coercion and enforcement include police,
the army, militias, taxation, forced displacement,
and surveillance, all used to secure compliance
without consent. Ideological justifications or legiti-
mising narratives, such as development, security,
modernisation, order, or salvation, serve to norma-
lise domination. The political economy of extraction
and distribution relates to control over labour, land,
aid, rents, or violence-based accumulation that
materially sustains the regime. There is also the
suppression, incorporation, or management of local
knowledge—vernacular practices are either erased,
disciplined, or selectively co-opted when aligning
with state objectives. However, Scott describes the-
se limitations as unintentional oversights in the
legibility process.

The Gezira scheme exemplifies where Scott’s
simplification and clarification are applied. Before
the scheme’s inception, the Gezira plain was shaped
by the unpredictable seasonal flooding of the Blue
Nile, during which pastoral and agricultural activities
depended on a range of ecological factors. The
colonial regime simplified this ecological plain into
a managed landscape by constructing dams, establi-
shing a regulated irrigation network, and implement-
ting fixed irrigation schedules. Using modernised,

homogenising discourse, colonial rule reduced the
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local, diverse moral economies in Gezira into mo-
dern moral-economic considerations that serve its
extractive aims, often at the expense of local meso
regimes. In fact, the meso represents local experien-
tial knowledge embedded in moral-economic expec-
tations and commitments that maintain the balance
between fulfilling subsistence needs and social
obligations, which scholars refer to as the moral
economy.

However, despite their importance in understand-
ding the context of the Gezira scheme, Scott’s out-
lined processes still do not fully capture the many
layers of simplification. Mamdani fits well here
through his Bifurcated system, as he is best positi-
oned to highlight this oversight left unaddressed by
Scott.

Processes of Ethnic Simplification and Legi-
bility in the African context, Sudan

Mamdani’s books offer a bold, insightful analysis
of how colonialism simplified governance through
an examination of its legacy. He explains how colo-
nial rule established a dual system of governance: a
divided power structure. This split system managed
racial dominance through tribally organised local
authorities, thereby reproducing racial identity
among citizens and ethnic identity among subjects.
This authority system, which segments the popu-
lation into hierarchical ethnic groups, operates
through mechanisms of indirect rule. While direct
rule denied subjects rights based on race, indirect
rule integrated them into a "customary" system of
governance, with state-appointed Native Autho-
rities defining customs. By harnessing authoritarian
potential within culture and shaping it into an
authotitarian form, indirect rule (decentralised des-
potism) set the tone for Africa. It involved legal and
historical procedures whereby colonial authority
manipulated and invented customs that, via the
modern state, neither abolished nor eliminated tra-
ditional tenure but rather codified and froze it, re-
structuring land authority through chiefs and
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indirect rule. While colonial rule allocated rights to
political representation, authority, and land re-
sources along ethnic lines, the main aim of econo-
mic and land governance was extraction for colonial
benefit rather than serving local moral economies or
subsistence needs. Here, colonial indirect rule en-
tailed processes of simplification and legibility
through the differential reorganisation of popular-
tions, granting some groups greater access to
resources and authority, aligning them more closely
with colonial aims, and enabling them to meet their
needs and moral-economic expectations—usually
urban populations—while marginalising other
ethnic groups from political and economic sys-
tems—often rural populations.

While Mamdani desctibes the African state as a
bifurcated political system, urban areas operate
under modern governance structures that treat their
populations as citizens. In contrast, rural governan-
ce remains indirect, with authority rooted in cus-
tomary practices that manage and control the popu-
lation, who are viewed as political subjects without
recognition or representation. However, the Gezira
scheme context refines Mamdani’s dual system by
noting that the rural subjects in the Gezira scheme
are stratified rather than a homogeneous unit. Since
its colonial inception, the Gezira scheme has re-
vealed further differences within rural governance.
It stratified the rural populations in Gezira by
categorising them into distinct groups, recognising
farmer tenants as farmers integrated into the sche-
me's governance system. Conversely, agricultural
labourers were regarded as mere replaceable labour
without political recognition or representation. This
differential governance extended to their residence
sites: farmers reside in villages, whereas labourers
live in illegal settlements called Alkanabi, labour
settlements (Elkreem & Jaspars, 2025).

The Gezira scheme, through processes of simpli-
fication and clarification, encompassed ecosystems,
social relations, and economic relations, becoming a

highly regulated system of agrarian governance.
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However, this system is not entirely totalitarian and
controlling. Building on Foucault’s concept of coun-
ter-conduct highlights how tenants and labourers’
practices tend to contest, negotiate, and redirect the
ways they are governed; these practices range from
everyday negotiations and refusals of regimes of
conduct to overt collective protests. In the Gezira
scheme, counter-conducts against the processes of
simplification are not limited to everyday resistance
or negotiation but also extend to collective public
acts that challenge the scheme’s persistent epistemo-
logical and administrative structures.

In the next section of the article, the reader will
observe, through empirical and archival analysis,
how colonial processes of epistemological simplify-
cation made nature, population, and land under-
standable. These processes established adminis-
trative control and reconfigured persistence over
time, embodied in extractive agrarian economies.
Moreover, it will demonstrate how this enduring
structure is also challenged and negotiated through
everyday practices and organised political acts of
contestation, as seen in the participation of rural

agrarian subjects in the December 2018 revolution.

The Analysis

Gezira Irrigation Scheme as a Governance
Model: Processes of Simplification and Legi-
bility

To understand how the Gezira scheme, as a
modern form of power and a colonial modernist
way of seeing, transformed agrarian life in central
Sudan, it is essential to first examine the ecological
and social landscapes of the Gezira plain before the
scheme’s inception. The analysis will then proceed
as follows: discussing the scheme’s hydraulic infra-
structure and the processes of ecological simpli-
fication. Subsequently, it will analyse the adminis-
trative governance of agricultural production, the

formation of agrarian subjecthood, the hierarchy of
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production forces, and then conclude by examining
the counter-conduct practices of tenant farmers and
West Aftican labourers.

Pre-scheme Gezira: Systems of Rainfed Agti-
culture and the Priority of Moral Subsistence
Economies

This subsection of the analysis examines the
Gezira plain, in the pre-scheme stage, focusing on
its overall geographical location, rainfall, ecological
conditions, agricultural practices, settlement pat-
terns, and dominant social and economic organisa-
tions. Building on the invaluable classic works of
Gaitskell (1952 and 1955) and McLoughlin (1963)
and the recent work of Barnett (2019). It is docu-
mented that before the establishment of the Gezira
scheme, the area was a sparsely populated clay plain
between the Blue and White Nile, charactetrised
mainly by scattered settlements and rainfed subsis-
tence agriculture adapted to variable ecological con-
ditions.

The Gezira is an Arabic word meaning ‘island’ or
‘peninsula’. It appears in place names across the
Arab wotld, notably in the name Algeria, which is an
anglicised form of the Arabic al-guzayir, translating
as ‘the islands. In Sudan, Gezira has a specific mea-
ning: it refers to a large tract of land situated bet-
ween the Blue and White Nile. Specifically, follo-
wing the establishment of the scheme, it denotes the
irrigated part of that region used to cultivate cotton,
Sudan’s main export crop. Some geographical and
climatic considerations are worth noting: the central
region of Sudan is characterised by extensive clay
plains that extend from the Nuba Mountains to the
Ethiopian border, and from the south-eastern Equa-
toria mountains to the confluence of the Blue and
White Niles at Khartoum, stretching about 100
kilometres north to Sabaluka on the main Nile.

Barbour considers that this broad area of clay
plains should be divided into northern and southern
regions, given the diversity between the desert north
and the woodland and tropical forest in the south.
This division makes sense; from north to south, the
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clay plain stretches roughly 1400 kilometres. Clay
soils play a significant role in shaping Sudan's eco-
nomy today.

Additionally, within this region, the Gezira Sche-
me holds exceptional importance. One notable
advantage of this land is its relative affor-dability for
irrigation, owing to specific properties of the clay
soil. Being impervious, clay enables the con-
struction of canals without the need for expensive
concrete lining. Although some water seeps into the
subsolil, the loss is minimal; it rarely penetrates more
than a few centimetres deep.

The typical rainfall pat-tern, concentrated from
late July to early November, allowed people to
develop an economy based on cultivating dura
(Sorghum vulgare) before irrigation was introduced.
(Bernal, 1997).

Before the introduction of the scheme, the sub-
sistence agricultural economy, which was the main
livelihood, depended on subsistent agriculture and
semi-nomadic herding of cattle and sheep. Drawing
on McLoughlin (1963), in the period before the
construction of the dams in the 1920s, the region’s
inhabitants, local Arab groups, shared social and
economic activities with the nomads, semi-nomads,
and rain-land farmers who now reside in the area.
Usually attached to traditional economic beha-
viours, they were accustomed to forming relation-
ships based on specific moral duties and obligations.
These were rooted in economic and social systems
that determined the main objectives of the econo-
mic activity.

Besides, during that pre-scheme phase, the local
population groups were politically and ethnically
stratified rather than homogeneous due to the pro-
cesses of slavery and enslavement. Building on
Sikainga (2010) the influential work of titled
Enslaved People into Workers, which, who men-
tioned in it that during the re-scheme establishment
stage in Northern and Central Sudan, described how
local communities employed enslaved people—
primarily from Western, Nuba Mountains, and
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South Sudan, who are currently within the sche-
me—that were transformed into wage labour, and
who had previously been employed by the local
communities (ex-slave masters) to petform agti-
cultural and domestic activities; after the arrival of
British Condominium rule (1898-1956) in Sudan,
due to increasing pressure from Western human
rights campaigns and the needs of the colonial
extractive economy for mobile wage labour forces,
a law was passed to end slavery relations, and this is
what occurred.

Even after the abolition of slavery and before the
establishment of the scheme, those ex-slaves remai-
ned in a patronage relation with the local communi-
ties, which were economically and politically em-
bedded in the local, rainfed, moral agrarian economy
of dependence among communities, with no rights
to local residential and agticultural land or local
authority. However, despite the dominant structural
constraints at that stage, here Sikainga affirms that
these ex-slaves negotiated and resisted to secure
better subsistence conditions, improved exchange
relations, and even sought alternative relations.
Therefore, the subsistent local actor was not unfa-
miliar with modern technology and the administrati-
ve regimes later brought by British colonial rule, the
complex timing of processes, and the links among
many small but equally important tasks. He was
unaccustomed to detailed instructions about neatly
every aspect of his economic and social life and
lacked education in accounting or documentation.

To summarise and conclude this subsection, the
Gezira region, prior to the establishment of the
scheme, was characterised by dispersed rural sett-
lements that adapted to seasonal ecological changes
and the flows of the Blue Nile. The main livelihood
was subsistence agriculture, supplemented by pas-
toral activities. These were socially rooted and aimed
at meeting subsistence needs, social obligations, and
moral responsibilities.

While the ex-slaves are part of a moral subsistence

economy of dependence, they resist and negotiate to
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improve their living conditions. These were the
ecological and social conditions that colonial admi-
nistrators aimed to transform through the creation
of the Gezira irrigation scheme, which sought to
establish their extractive agrarian economy and pro-
duce cotton through an exploitative capitalist mode
of relations.

In fact, the establishment of the Gezira scheme in
the eatly twentieth century was a key factor in
reorganising the Gezira region, including the con-
struction of the Sinnar dam and the development of
an extensive irrigation network. It also became
necessary for colonial administrators to convert
Muslim nomads, semi-nomads, and rain-land fat-
mers into tenants and wage workers through the
tenancy regime, which served as a site of subject

formation and simplification, as we will see.

The Colonial Irrigation Infrastructure and the
Development of the Gezira Scheme

Drawing on Bernal (1997) Influential work, co-
lonial administrators perceived the Gezira scheme as
a force that transformed the Gezira landscape from
an unregulated, backward, chaotic condition into a
modern, Western-style, scientifically managed area
for growing cotton and export crops. Consistent
with Scott’s idea of state-led simplification and legi-
bility regimes, this transformation was driven by the
construction of the Sinnar dam and the introduction
of a regulated irrigation system, thereby replacing
and simplifying the previous ecological variability
and uncertainty.

Practically, the ecological simplification in Gezira
involved gradually replacing traditional farming
methods that relied on rainfall, the Nile’s uncon-
trolled flows, and local experiential knowledge. The-
se were replaced by more systematic and regulated
agronomic and hydraulic engineering techniques.
The dam served as the material and technical basis
for the scheme’s existence. Agricultural practices
and knowledge systems came under the control of

technocratic, standardised cropping systems; regula-
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ted irrigation schemes for allocation and distribu-
tion; and administrative oversight. The Sinnar Dam,
which spans the Blue Nile 250 miles south of the
urban centres of the Three Towns (Khartoum,
Khartoum North, and Omdurman), and the Gezira,
covering an area of one million acres (just under
2,000 square miles), is irrigated annually with inten-
sive cultivation (with the other half cultivated the
following year). The landforms used in the scheme
form an upside-down V’ created by the confluence
of the White and Blue Niles.(Gaitskell, 1952, 1955).
Before the dam’s construction in the 1920s, the
region’s people were similar in their social and
economic activities to the nomads, semi-nomads,
and rain-land agriculturalists who currently inhabit
the neighbouring desert and the Central Clay Plains
grazing and growing districts. Annual rainfall
averages 06-8 inches in the Scheme’s northern
reaches, and up to twice that amount at the southern
end. July and August are wet; rainfall is practically
unheard of during the five winter months. Under
these conditions, the pre-Scheme pastoralists and
farmers survived rather more precariously than their
extra-Scheme present neighbours, who may now
enter the Scheme in picking season and be assured
of both grain supplies and cash employment
(Gaitskell, 1955). The transition to the hydraulic
irrigation system was assisted by decades of research
and experimentation. Long-staple cotton thrives on
the clay soils deposited over the centuries before the
Scheme by annual Blue Nile floods. The long dry
season both kills pests and cracks the soil, making it
less impervious and less prone to waterlogging. Ho-
wever, the high salt and low nitrogen content,
combined with impermeability, inhibit root deve-
lopment in many crops. While dura (millet), pulses,
wheat, onions, and some other vegetables will grow
with proper care, certain others will either not grow
at all or very pootly. These include dukhn, maize,
sesame, groundnuts (oils), root crops of all kinds,
sugar cane, and fruit and tree crops. Are trees of any
kind difficult to grow? Hence, firewood costs are
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abnormally high. The Kharif, the July-August rainy
period, is the main food-growing season, as is the
July-September rainy period. The Sennar dam, two
miles wide, is approximately 18 miles from the
beginning of the irrigated land (the nearest hydro-
logically feasible point). Within the entire Scheme
are over 600 miles of main canals and 2,500 miles of
lesser distributing canals. The gradual downward
slope from south to north ensures an entirely gra-
vity-flow system (no pumps needed). The Al-
Managqil Extension, another 830,000 feddans (thus
almost doubling the size of the total unit), while
utilising an enlarged Sennar dam system, will rely
primarily on a new dam now under construction at
Er Roseires on the Blue Nile near the Ethiopian
border. Al-Managqil agricultural extension was com-
pleted in 1963 as part of the scheme’s gradual
implementation and operation. In this irrigated
development project, water is the key, not land.
Irrigated development: water is the key, not land. Of
the cultivated land (50 per cent of the total waterable
annually), approximately half is devoted to cotton
production and half to food crops, particularly dura
and lubia. Dura is a staple in the Northern Sudanese
diet, and lubia serves as livestock fodder. The
northern parts of the Scheme produce Sakel long-
staple, while the southern districts yield a Sakel
derivative called X1730A(McLoughlin, 1963).

Administrative Regulation and Agrarian Gov-
ernance

Supporting this hydraulic regime requires an
Administrative Regulation and Agrarian Govern-
ance. Consequently, colonial administrators establi-
shed an administrative body to oversee and manage
irrigation, agricultural production, and rural life.
This body inherently assumes the dominance of
technical hydraulic knowledge over local systems of
knowledge and experience; therefore, control is cen-
tral, and local communities are recipients of orders

and instructions. In this context, the practices of this
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administrative organisation can be understood
through the concept of governmentality, whereby
agricultural production and the rural population in
the Gezira were managed, categorised, and regulated
through coordinated administrative oversight and
institutional practices.

Building on Abashera (2019), the hydraulic system
forms the material foundation of the scheme, which
was always celebrated during the colonial and post-
colonial eras as the greatest scientific miracle in the
Sudan and in the wotld, on which the administrative
apparatus operates to regulate agricultural produc-
tion and the rural population. Through the coor-
dination of irrigation schedules, crop allocation, and
the supervision of tenant cultivation, colonial autho-
rities organised agricultural production across the
irrigated landscape. The Gezira Board oversees the
scheme’s technical and agricultural operations. They
supply seed, transport from local collection centres,
market the crop, maintain major canals, advance
loans, conduct research, and keep the accounts.
Their ginning operations are the largest in the world
under a single organisation. Service costs are evenly
distributed among tenancies, so despite varying
levels of spraying, weeding, ploughing, and similar
activities, each tenant pays the same amount to the
Board. The Board employs about 3,000 workers
yeat-round, with an additional 3,000 labouters du-
ring ginning season. The Irrigation Department
provides wage employment for 2,000 people at any
one time. This does not account for the total num-
ber of individuals who hold these jobs, as high
turnover means that 8,000 people may fill these roles
over the course of the year. Beyond crop marketing,
the main issues in Gezira are technical and social.
The technical challenges include crop research, dis-
ease prevention, and the development of new strains
and varieties, among others. Social issues relate to
the values, mores, and motivations of both tenants
and resident workers, as well as the seasonal labour
force of over 200,000. In any country, establishing

such an agricultural scheme is of significant develop-
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mental importance. In this sense, the administrative
organisation of the scheme can be understood as a
form of governmentality that regulates agricultural
practices and rural populations.

The colonial Tenancy regime and the hierarc-
hical, ethnicised simplification forms

Within this administrative framework, agricultural
production in the Gezira Scheme was organised
through a systematic system of tenancy and labour
relations. The tenancy regime transformed the com-
plex, socially rooted economic landscape of the
Gezira prior to the scheme—where multiple subsis-
tence farming activities by pastoralists, farmers, ex-
slaves, and seasonal labourers, as well as flexible
land-use relations, dominated—into two admi-
nistratively simplified categories: tenants and la-
bourers within extractive colonial capitalism. How-
ever, this socioeconomic simplification is not only
in the sense Scott mentioned, regarding the exclu-
sion of the meso and its embedded local moral eco-
nomies, but also in other ways.(Sikainga, 2010),
(Elkreem & Jaspars, 2025), (Duffield, 1983),
(Mamdani, 2012, 2018). Insights reveal that agrarian
governance in the colonial Sudan and the Gezira
scheme, particularly since its inception, has been
based on ethnic and political stratified classification
and simplification, strictly dividing the Gezira’s so-
cial forces into overlapping layers within a class-
rooted, ethnicised, bifurcated regime. The corner-
stone of the Gezira management system was a
tenancy agreement outlining the rights and responsi-
bilities of each of the three stakeholders. For a long
time, it focused solely on cotton production, but
from the 1990s onwards, it also included wheat.
Other crops, such as groundnuts, sorghum, and
fodder, were solely the responsibility of the farmers.
The government provided the water and financing
needed for cotton production; the Gezira Board
offered central management and mechanised work;
and the tenant farmers were responsible for other

cultivation activities, irrigation, cleaning, and har-

42

vesting cotton. After deducting costs, the income
was split as follows: 40 per cent for the tenant far-
mers, 40 per cent for the government, and 20 per
cent for the Gezira Board (Salman, 2010).

The tenancy regime is the scheme’s organising
operational principle. It was not merely a legal con-
tract within agrarian policies and arrangements but
also a colonial construct: a way of seeing, knowing,
and classifying, governing and managing the land,
labour, nature, and population through a legible
administrative logic. Colonial governance classified
and rendered land, labour, and nature legible, sim-
plifying the complex agrarian realities into standar-
dised, measurable units of territory, production, and
productivity that could be administered, disciplined,
overseen, and taxed. It also defined tenant farmers
as recognised subjects alongside the government
and the Gezira Administration Board, while la-
belling labourers as full political subjects and as a
transferable, replaceable labour force performing
specific tasks, without political and economic rights,
thereby denying them recognition as tenant farmers.
This aligned with the colonial political economy,
grounded in a colonial legibility of seeing, in which
simplification and selective inclusion and exclusion
are central to its policies and orientations, as Scott
(2020) presents.

In the 1960s, during the post-inde-pendence era,
the management of the Gezira sche-me expanded its
structure and framework by adop-ting a horizontal
growth policy that included the addition of the Al-
Managqil Extension and an additional 830,000
feddans—almost doubling the project's size. By this
period, over 700,000 people resided within the
Gezira Scheme, including app-roximately 200,000
seasonal cotton pickers. There are 8000 officially
registered tenants, with around 140,000 people—an
increase attributed to the Al-Manaqil Extension.
Tenants receive 40 per cent of the net proceeds; the
government also takes 40 per cent, and the Gezira
Board receives 20 per cent. Rent above the cost

generates a surplus. The pricing system encourages
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the use of cleaner, higher-quality cotton. Tenants are
responsible for labour, particularly weeding and
harvesting, as well as for main-taining field
sanitation by burning cotton stalks and irrigating the
tields. While the reported 30,000 te-nants may
actually number closer to 50,000, they also share the
costs of spraying and fertilisers, which are supported
by a general reserve fund. Besides that, population
management and classification, the tenancy agree-
ment in the Gezira scheme is the cornerstone of the
Gezira management system and the primary means
of seeing and classifying the population, thus a
primary site of subject formation, through which the
rights and duties of the main stakeholders, political
recognition, and the distribu-tion of agrarian surplus
value are mediated. Agricultural labourers were
excluded and marginalised, despite being essential to
meeting the scheme’s labour shortage—a pattern of
agrarian politics in the Gezira scheme (McLoughlin,
1963).

Building on what was mentioned above, the
tenancy regime exhibits internal contradictions: it
not only structurally excludes agricultural labourers
who are West African groups, most of whom are
perceived locally as descending from exslave origins.
However, tenant farmers, despite their inclusion in
the tenancy agreement, have limited political parti-
cipation that has developed over time, further re-
stricted by the 2005 Act and the 2014 Act modifi-
cations, and persists in 2026. According to Duffield
(1983), the Tenancy System, established in the
1920s, has become increasingly unsatisfactory as so-
cial and economic conditions have changed. Te-
nants still have little influence over what they produ-
ce and how they produce it.

Originally, tenancies were intended to be worked
by the tenant and their family, but hired labour has
always played a significant part within the scheme.
Gezira tenants also began to organise col-lectively in
the late 1940s, leading to the creation of an official
representative organisation, the Tenants’ Farmers’
Union. At that time, what tenants chose to demand
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is significant: they did not simply ask for a larger
share of cotton profits; they also demanded
participation in decisions about cotton production,
grading, and sales, as well as the right to audit the
scheme’s accounts (Barnett, 1977).

Tenants gained a larger share of cotton profits, but
they were unsuccessful in their other demands,
which would have fundamentally altered the sche-
me’s power structure. Colonial arguments against
Sudanese par-ticipation in running the scheme were
(predictably) phrased largely in terms of the dangers
of ineffi-ciency and poor performance that might
result, which is the official opinion held until the
day, reflecting what Scott called the Metis versus
techne.

To this day, both W. A. migrants and Sudanese
from the Western regions remain the primary labour
force in these schemes, including the Gezira Sche-
me. Building on Duffield's (1983) work, Duffield
Esti-mates that around 1 million people, or 10% of
northern Sudan’s current population, are descen-
dants of migrants from northern Nigeria or nearby
regions, mainly Hausa, with minorities of Bornu and
Fulani. They are primarily settled across a belt that
includes Darfur, Kordofan, Gezira, Blue Nile, Ge-
daref, and Kassala. Known as 'Fellata' by the Su-
danese, the term is rarely used by the groups them-
selves due to its derogatory connotations, particu-
larly among the Takari community. In Sudan, capita-
list expansion and political changes have reshaped
Takari identity.

During colonial times, Hausa and Westerners we-
re encouraged to settle, but now the 'Fellata', espe-
cially along the Niles, are viewed unfavourably. Su-
dan’s nationality laws (1948, 1957) define citizen-
ship by descent prior to 1897, thereby ignoring colo-
nial influences. Many Hausa settlers were poor pea-
sants, not traders, and, beyond pilgrimage, sought to
leave Nigeria. According to McLoughlin, individuals
from the Western region accounted for 11% of the
Gezira Scheme’s population of 201, including tribes
from Darfur, French Equatorial Africa, Nigeria, and
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other Western groups, as well as Sudanese and non-
Sudanese West Africans and Belgian Congolese.

Abd-Alhadi's recent work indicates that, despite
the lack of recent census data, West African popu-
lations in Gezira are the main agricultural labour
force, as the 1963 World Bank report states that
40% of the total labour force are agrarian workers.
There are no official figures on the number of Al-
Kanabi in the scheme. However, estimates by the
Kanabi Conference — a civil society organisation
led by West African youth — suggest that app-
roximately 95,000 Al-Kanabi out of a total popu-
lation of 2,495,000 in Gezira constitute about 39%.
Gezira has around 1,572 villages. The Al-Kanabi
residents are mainly Tama (65%), Barco (25%),
Alarenga (5%), and other Darfur tribes.

To conclude this subsection, prior to the reforms
introduced by the 2005 Gezira Act, the scheme
operated under a highly centralised system of irri-
gation and tenancy that tightly coordinated land,
labour, and production. Water distribution followed
a regulated canal hierarchy, while tenancy arran-
gements defined access to land and institutional
recognition, positioning tenants as the primary inter-
locutors of the state and marginalising labouring
populations. This system constituted an integrated
form of hydraulic and administrative governance
that simplified complex social relations and em-
bedded ethnically differentiated forms of authority
and belonging. Most importantly, the hydraulic go-
vernance regime is built on the modernist view that
technical knowledge is superior to Metis systems.
The 2005 Act is often seen as marking a break with
this structure, introducing decentralised irrigation
management and market-oriented reforms. How-
evet, in this article, the interpretation tends to argue
differently, prioritising changes in institutional form
over the underlying logics of governance. Ethno-
graphic observations suggest that, despite these
transformations, the core patterns of authority, dif-
ferentiation, and exclusion persist, and irrigation still

functions in the colonial way of modernist seeing.
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The 2005 imposition of the authoritatian
patronage-based neoliberal reforms
Numerous transformations gradually shifted to-
wards imposing authoritatively neoliberal agrarian
reforms within the scheme, implemented through
patronage politics, which eventually led to a sys-
temic decline of its agtricultural system. Many scho-
lars have interpreted these changes, given their
highly destructive outcomes and their departure
from the colonial-inherited scheme, institutional ar-
rangements, and management, as a departure from
the scheme’s colonial logic.

Scholarly works by Elkreem & Jaspars (2025),
Abashera (2011, 2019), Salman (2010), Ibrahim
(2021), Barnett (2019), and Goelnitz & Al-Saidi
(20202)Those who have positioned the scheme so
that the current developments represent a distinct
stage, present their highly destructive outcomes and
different institutional arrangements and manage the
scheme’s institutional developments and its subse-
quent destruction of the agrarian system.

According to Abdelgalil & Adeeb (2015)The study
explores four major institutional changes: the joint
account system (JAS), the individual account system
(IAS), economic liberalisation (EL), and water users’
associations (WUAs) within the Gezira scheme.
Data on crop productivity and cultivated area were
collected over 40 years, from 1970 to 2009, to
examine the historical effects of policies on pro-
ductivity in the scheme. The data were analysed
statistically using SPSS. The results show that sor-
ghum productivity and area have increased due to
policy changes. Cotton productivity and cultivated
area, however, exhibit a decreasing trend over time.
Groundnut productivity presents mixed outcomes.
The combined impact of IAS, EL,, and WUAs yields
positive results for sorghum but negative results for
cotton. It can be concluded that changes in insti-
tutional policies and arrangements in the irrigated
sector influence agricultural crop productivity. The-
se studies assume a shift in the framework, with

farmers and production forces integrated into a
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globalised agrarian market logic rather than a solely
stateled scheme, resulting in independent farmers
operating within diverse institutional and agrarian
contexts. Liberalisation processes in the Gezira
scheme started gradually in 1992 and culminated in
a more radical legal and institutional breakthrough
with the 2005 act. This act led to the complete re-
placement of government corporations by private-
sector entities. Following the Gezira Scheme Act of
2005, farmers are no longer bound by specific crop
rotation rules; the act guarantees farmers the free-
dom to manage productive and economic factors
using art and technology to enhance productivity
and profitability. The 2005 Act influenced crop
rotation practices within the scheme, resulting in a
decline in cultivated area, lower yields, and de-
creased profitability in recent years. It replaced the
1984 Act—adopted after the last major rehabili-
tation project in 1983—and the 1927 Gezira Land
Ordinance/Decree, which required private Land-
owners to lease land to the government. In 1992,
private banks began providing agricultural finance
under the scheme, replacing the Bank of Sudan's
interest-free loans. According to this act, responsibi-
lities for farm irrigation and management, including
fee collection and weed control, shifted to Water
Users’ Associations (WUAs). By controlling minor
and field canals, the reform transferred responsibi-
lity for field irrigation from the government to
farmers. Additionally, prior to privatisation, the go-
vernment sold crops on behalf of farmers; now,
farmers manage their sales independently, negotia-
ting with private-sector parties. Private banks finan-
ced the scheme’s agricultural operations, replacing
the interest-free loans from the Bank of Sudan.
However, some experts view this as a negative
development due to the high cost of loans and
increased interest rates.

In support of the governance logic break thesis,
the most recent studies on the Gezira scheme’s agra-
rian changes, building on the works of Abashera
(2011, 2019) and Elkreem & Jaspars (2025), show
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that the implementation of these neoliberal reforms
was not grounded in the necessary technical capa-
cities but rather in a patronage-based approach.
These changes should be described within the broa-
der context of the Sudanese economy or the Gezira
scheme as a whole.

These policies were implementted not to boost
the Sudanese economy but to empower the Islami-
sed regime members politically and economically,
often disregarding the principles of fair competition
and technical standards when selecting institutions
responsible for managing economic sectors effi-
ciently. Consequently, these reforms have been de-
scribed as "a total failure" because the mismanage-
ment of the scheme’s assets, the lack of regulation
over crop choices, and the establishment of WUAs
lacking the necessary capacity have caused "irre-
coverable damage" to the scheme. The scheme faces
severe sediment buildup in its irrigation canals,
which could pose challenges for those responsible
for its operation and mainten-ance. Moreover, these
WUAS led to infrastructure damage due to a lack of
expertise—for example, over-digging which demoli-
shed parts of the gravity system; failure to collect
fees; and inadequate weed control or water mana-
gement for different crops. As a result, service dete-
rioration and delays have repeatedly occurred during
the irrigation season. Additionally, infrastructure
inspection and maintenance worsened after the
government sold vehicles to employees who no
longer wished to use them, and others lacked the
necessaty technical knowledge.

This thesis break has got its extension to the tran-
sitional government, deterioration was further ref-
lected in the policies and initiatives of the transition-
nal government (2019-2021), when, in 2021, the
resigned transitional prime minister, Abdallah Ham-
dok, recognising that the scheme had been exposed
to significant damage and transformations, thus, in
response, launched a national campaign to rehabi-
litate and develop the Gezira scheme. (Elkreem &
Jaspars, 2025).
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However, by starting from and criticising them,
we argue that, although their importance in de-
scribing recent liberalised developments is recogni-
sed, the colonial epistemic and institutional govern-
ance logics continue to persist, even as they appear
to cause a break or rupture, which is the main
contribution of this article.

The Gezira Scheme: Neoliberal Transforma-
tions as a Reconfiguration within Colonial
Epistemological and Governance Logics

Although these changes seem to mark a break and
a new phase in the scheme’s development, moving
away from colonial logic, much of the literature
interprets the 2005 Gezira Act as a departure from
the scheme’s colonial institutional framework. The
dominant literature adopts economic and policy
perspectives, highlighting the disruptive effects of
recent reforms and often viewing them as a depatr-
ture from earlier institutional arrangements. While
these accounts highlight important shifts in irri-
gation management, cost structures, and production
systems, they tend to focus on the apparent break-
down or restructuring of the scheme. Ethnographic
observations presented here suggest a different
interpretation.

The introduction of the Water Users Act of
2005 and the assumed break from the colonial
logic.

Despite the introduction of new institutional
forms—such as Water Users Associations and mar-
ket-based tenancy arrangements—the underlying
patterns of authority, recognition, and exclusion lar-
gely remain colonial.

The Gezira Act of 2005 is widely regarded as a
turning point in the organisation of the scheme,
introducing a series of reforms that restructured
both irrigation management and tenancy relations.
These changes were framed in terms of decentra-

lisation, efficiency, and market-oriented governance,

46

marking a departure from the centralised admi-
nistrative model that had historically defined the
scheme. That restructured both irrigation manage-
ment and tenancy relations. A central component of
the reform was the introduction of Water Users
Associations (WUAs) (Goelnitz & Al-Saidi, 2020a),
which transferred responsibilities for irrigation ma-
nagement from state authorities to localised groups
of farmers, in line with the general trend of libe-
ralising scheme governance. In line with this view,
changes to tenancy arrangements and institutional
oversight reduced the state’s direct role in coordi-
nating production, thereby encouraging greater au-
tonomy among producers.

The reforms also promoted cost recovery, indivi-
dual responsibility, and market-based decision-ma-
king, repositioning farmers as free economic actors
operating within competitive conditions. Within
much of the existing literature (Abashera, 2011,
2019; Abdelgalil & Adeeb, 2015; Barnett, 2019;
Elshaikh et al., 2018; Goelnitz & Al-Saidi, 2020a;
Ibrahim, 2021; Mahgoub et al., 2017; Osman, 2015;
Salman, 2010). These reforms are interpreted as sig-
nalling a rupture with the scheme’s colonial and
postcolonial foundations. The shift toward decent-
ralisation and market-based governance is often un-
derstood as dismantling the rigid administrative
structures that previously organised production, re-
placing them with more flexible and participatory
forms of management. In this view, the Gezira
Scheme is seen as moving away from a centrally con-
trolled system toward one governed by dispersed au-
thority and market dynamics. While such interpreta-
tions highlight important institutional transforma-
tions, they raise a critical question: to what extent do
these reforms alter the undetlying structures
through which authority, recognition, and access to
resources are organised? As the following analysis
demon-strates, the apparent dismantling of centra-
lised cont-rol does not necessarily entail the dis-
appearance of the governing logics that historically
structured the Gezira Scheme.
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To understand the broader contexts behind the
persistence of the core elements of the colonial vi-
sion, one must consider two factors: first, the widely
accepted formal and administrative view that tech-
nocratic hydraulic knowledge dominates Métis local
knowledge systems, which cannot tolerate signifi-
cant decentralisation of responsibilities. Second, the
tenancy regime and its inherent differential political
subjects and political recognition are arranged in a
hierarchy that reflects the cultural legitimacy and
crisis of nationalism inherited from colonial rule to
the present.

The Itrigation system as continuity of colonial
logic

The colonial epistemic continuity was especially
evident in the way irrigation was governed. During
the colonial period, the irrigation system was not just
a technical hydraulic process for delivering water to
farms but also a centralised governance strategy that
made agricultural production more administratively
managed, legible, and controllable.

The Gezira Scheme was established in the eatly
twentieth century between the Blue Nile and the
White Nile, benefiting from flat terrain that enabled
gravity-fed irrigation at relatively low cost. The colo-
nial irrigation scheme would fundamentally re-con-
figure this ecological and institutional landscape.
The tenancy regime did not merely reorganise agti-
cultural production; it reconstituted the social rela-
tionship between land, authority, and cultivation.
Whereas precolonial land access was embedded in
lineage-based mediation and seasonal ecological
adaptation, the Gezira Scheme allocated fixed hol-
dings through written contracts and subordi-nated
cultivation to centrally scheduled irrigation and crop
rotation. Land was transformed into a measurable
unit of production, and cultivators were reclassified
as registered tenants within a bureaucratic system of
control. This institutional shift separated land from
customary authority and recast cultivators as con-
tractbound subjects accountable to scheme manage-
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ment. In doing so, the tenancy regime transcended
customary land use and cultivated a new agrarian
subjectivity structured by administrative recognition
and economic calculation (Abashera, 2019; Gait-
skell, 1955). While the 2005 Act introduced new in-
stitutional arrangements, such as Water Users Asso-
ciations and later cooperatives, these reforms did
not fundamentally alter the governing logic of irti-
gation. Rather, they redistributed certain managerial
responsibilities while preserving the underlying sys-
tem through which water continues to discipline ag-
ricultural activity, coordinate production, and main-
tain administrative visibility over farmers (Goelnitz
& Al-Saidi, 20202). This has been cancelled by
amendments to the 2014 Act, under which the Mi-
nistry of Irrigation assumed primary responsibility
for irrigation management in the scheme (Abashera,
2019). Despite that, according to Abashera, these
agrarian reforms and the 2014 amendments have
not resolved the disruptive effects of the 2005
changes, with farmers suffering from inconsistent
water delivery times, crop failures, and canals that
are not propetly cleaned and maintained, focusing
that the central control of water deprived the far-
mers of the traditional fixed timing of water, and
thus the governance of irrigation be-came uncertain.
Besides the central governance of irrigation, the
hydraulic logic, and the inherited irrigation grid, the
daily embodied practices of irrigation governance
expose the unequal simplification and hierarchical
structure that prioritises and recognises the Tenant
farmer in water allocation and distribution. This is
evident in the daily practices of the tenants and the

labourers.

The Persistence of Hydraulic Irrigation Sys-
tems in Daily Practices

This section illustrates how the hydraulic colonial
irrigation system continues to operate as a cent-
ralised governance mechanism despite ongoing pat-
terns of unequal reproduction stemming from the
patronage politics of the 2005 Act mentioned eat-
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lier. It highlights scenes and events that show how
irrigation remains centralised, even though some
responsibilities have been transferred to the WUAs.

This reflects the hierarchical relationship between
the techne and the Miso forms of knowledge, which
cannot tolerate full decentralisation. A pattern emer-
ges in the following interviews and participant-ob-
servation notes: the Water Users Association, in
practice, acts as a gatekeeper with neither decision-
making authority nor significant power. Problems
with the timing of water delivery schedules arise
from policy inconsistency caused by patronage-me-
diated policies that accompanied the 2005 agri-
cultural reforms.

Moreover, the 2014 amendments to the Gezira
scheme, which abolished the Water Users and shif-
ted its responsibilities back to the Ministry of Irri-
gation (Abashera, 2019), are not merely technical
policy changes or irrigation issues but also a reas-
sertion of colonial technical logic. Across the inter-
views and the field notes, we will see how the
irrigation system operates under the colonial logic of
techne while excluding local communities and tradi-
tional knowledge systems. Below, when the farmers
and the labourers talk, water not arriving on time,
poor coordination, and central decisions ig-noring
the farmers’ needs, and unfair distribution. They are
not just describing technical irrigation problems of
inefficiency, but also complaining and exposing a
centralised regime that controls the whole of
agricultural life through governance mechanisms of
timing, administrative authority, and water alloca-
tion.

In eatly February 2020, the farmer Karar, aged 45,
from Al-Manaqil extension, Um-Aligour village,
about 40 kilometres south of Al-Manaqil, recorded
a video in the social groups of the Al-Manaqil lo-
cality and the village, calling for help due to the ex-
cessive release of water, and said:

“...We are here at Um Aligonr’s main canal. We pray to

God, who is the only one who can assist us (an Islamic

Sunni Dua recited when barmed and wunable to change
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adverse situations). There is an irony in the release of
irrigation water. By the time we need it, it is cut off. Even
when we resort to water pumps o raise water to the crops,
by the time we no longer need the water and just come fo
harvest onr crops, the water is released too much, to the
extent that even the roads to the crop fields are closed, the
water is drowning the fields and spoiling onr crops. What a
painful reality...”

Interview in the West African camp of Sabag
Ragad in Al-Managqil agricultural extension, located
around Um-Aligour village on the southern side,
with a 37-year-old agricultural labourer in crop-
sharing,

“... Nowadays, the Arab farmers cannot afford to pay us

as agricultural labonrers, as we have two casual wage shifts,

one in the morning called Aldahawa, which runs from 9 am
to 11 am, and the second from 1 pm to 6 pm called

Aldubria. However, farmers lack the necessary inputs and

credit to fund crop cultivation; therefore, we have now shared

the crop cultivation process. However, we face the risk that
the crop may fail due to uncertain water releases, sometimes

100 much, to the degree that it spoils the crop, or sometimes

due to the late arrival of the water, the crop dries up, and

we sometimes cannot afford to rent or purchase a generator

1o raise the water level from the canal when levels are low. ..”

In an interview with seven agricultural labourers
in Alkuda camp in Alhasahisa locality, east of the
Gezira scheme, they natrated that,

“...We use the pumping water generator to save our crops

from the delay in water release, as the gatekeepers of the
major canals in the locality release the water at their con-
venience, not when we need it. When a representative gronp
of us call them nrgently to release the water, they ask us fo
pay the administrative water fees first. Many times, after
paying the fees, we must rent a machine to clear the second-
dary canals of grass and mud so the water can reach us...”

In 2021, in an interview with demonstrators from
the category of Gezira scheme farmers, including
the farmers’ sons, some of whom were still linked to

rural agricultural life in terms of their livelihoods and
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others who had entered the modern bureaucratic
sector of employment, all of them ranked their
demands for participation into three main demands:
the demand for a democratic regime as an alter-
native to the authoritarian regime of the Om Al-
Bashir regime, 1989-2019. The second demand is to
combat corruption, and the third is to reform the
Gezira scheme. In the interview, the interviewees
linked their participation to the development of the
Gezira scheme, citing the application of the 2005
Act. To characterise the scheme’s development,
they described the state of the irrigation grid and its
functioning as characterised by destruction and cha-
os. They framed what is going on in the scheme as
chaos, noting that the farmers have the necessary
capabilities to meet the needs of agricultural activity,
as irrigation has been managed by private companies
and the farmers’ efforts, while both lack the techni-
cal know-how and financial ability to manage the
scheme as it was before the 2005 Act, when irri-
gation and the maintenance of the irrigation infra-
structure and canals were fully under the responsi-
bility of the bureaucratic administration.
One farmer said that,

“Instead of the systematic, timely flow of water to crop fields,

we are using pumping generators and tanker trucks to

irrigate the far fields from the canals.”

Another protester from Madani city, the capital of
the Gezira state, mentioned that,

“... the late arrival of the water is not strictly scheduled; it

sometimes arrives before or after we need it, and the control

is not in our hands at the scheme administration...”

A woman from Madani city narrated that,

“...The scheme’s infrastructure is deteriorating, as we nust
clean the canals and pay higher fees to the irrigation admi-
nistration. Despite this, we sometimes use pumping genera-
tors to lift water to the field when water levels are low. Some-
times we contact the gatekeepers, but they do not respond
promptly. Others have anthority or connections to release
water when needed ...”
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In Abu-Digin camp in the eastern part of the
Gezira scheme, Alhasahisa locality,

The scheme is in poor condition, and the irrigation canals
show signs of neglect. The lack of technical expertise is com-
pounded by the fact that secondary canals and subchannels
are blocked by grass and mud, a problem that farmers and
labourers must address. Even private companies hired by
Sfarmers and labonrers (for crop sharing, input-cost sharing,
and yield sharing) do not perform the work properly. We

maintain the comprebensive revision. ..

Karrar’s statements reflect everyday observations
of researchers, as the researcher is in the study area
where he was born and raised and where he still has
familial ties. The release of irrigation water should
be scheduled consistently to meet farmers’ needs
and cultivation levels. However, in practice, it is
often inconsistent and centralised, not even in the
hands of the farmers’ associations. Releases are of-
ten arbitrary, either delayed until farmers have al-
ready found other solutions or timed when no
release is necessary, such as during harvest, as Karrar
recounts. Since the 2005 act, the Gezira scheme has
commonly seen water pumped into crop fields by
generators across the canals because the level pro-
vided cannot be directly transferred to the fields—
the sub-canals operate in accordance with the sche-
me's design and the pre-2005 stage. This situation is
also evident in various canals, such as those in Al-
Hasashisa locality in eastern Gezira. In 2018, we
conducted two weeks of ethnographic fieldwork as
part of training at Khartoum University’s Depart-
ment of Sociology and Social Anthropology. The
use of pump-generated water was also a common
coping strategy in the canals of Al-Manaqil locality.
In these cases, water pumping has become a daily
cultivation practice because the controlled release of
water remains unpredictable. However, that de-
struction is attributed to the uneven reproduction of
the hydraulic irrigation system, a colonially inherited
one.



KULONLEGES BANASMOD, X1I. EVF. 2026/SPECIAL ISSUE

The Patronage politics and the disruptive im-
pacts on the irrigation agricultural system

Reflecting the scheme patronage politics and its
disruptive impacts(Abashera, 2011, 2019; Elkreem
& Jaspars, 2025; Goelnitz & Al-Saidi, 2020a), which
represent the conditions that resulted in the uneven
reproduction of the agratian system, differing from
how it functioned before the 2005 Act reforms. This
is presented in the press, public discussions, and
investigative reports, and in scholarly works as a
rupture and a dismantling of colonial scientific logic.
The problems and disruptive changes to the irriga-
tion infrastructure have been reported in local news-
papers, including Arakoba online newspaper (Ah-
med, 2025). In 2012, an investigative report was
published, as follows: The Gezira Scheme was es-
tablished in the early twentieth century between the
Blue Nile and the White Nile, benefiting from flat
terrain that enabled gravity-fed irrigation at relatively
low cost. It was governed by successive legal frame-
works, beginning with the 1925 Agreement under
the Condominium, followed by the Gezira Scheme
Acts of 1950 and 1960, which expanded state cont-
rol and incorporated Al-Manaqil Extension. Later
reforms, including the 1984 and 2005 Acts, reflected
broader political and economic shifts in Sudan and
sought to address mounting structural and financial
challenges. From the early 1970s, how-ever, the
Scheme entered a period of decline, driven primarily
by deteriorating irrigation infrastructure. Poor main-
tenance of the extensive canal network led to severe
siltation from the Ethiopian highlands, reducing
water flow, increasing seepage and eva-poration,
and encouraging weed growth. The Sennar and Ro-
seires dams also lost significant storage capacity due
to silt accumulation, while competition between
irrigation and hydroelectric uses further strained
water management. Weak irrigation performance
triggered a cycle of declining productivity, reduced
farmer incomes, and insufficient maintenance fun-
ding, deepening infrastructural decay. Although nu-
merous committees and donor-funded rehabilitati-
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on efforts were launched, especially from the 1960s
onward, these interventions failed to reverse the
decline in the absence of sustained institutional and
governance reform. Irrigation dysfunction thus be-
came the central driver of the Scheme’s longterm
deterioration.

The most recent investigative report, released on
19 March 2025 by Independent Arabia Newspaper
(Independent Arabia, 2025) states that after the Su-
danese Army retook Gezira state from the paramili-
tary Rapid Support Forces (RSF), where the Gezira
scheme is located, the state is now under its control
during the current civil war in Sudan since 15 April
2023. Many urgent interventions are required, as fol-
lows. The committee tasked with writing a report on
the scheme’s losses and problems during the war re-
ported that the irrigation systems require urgent
maintenance to ensure irrigation of all targeted culti-
vated areas during the upcoming summer season,
following the suspension of routine and preventive
maintenance over the past two years. The commit-
tee’s statement further explained that the war resul-
ted in the loss of approximately 70 per cent of the
Scheme’s agricultural engineering machinery. At the
same time, much of the remaining equipment was
stolen or looted. Therefore, the upcoming summer
season urgently requires the provision and rehabili-
tation of this machinery.

Based on the interviews, patticipant observations,
and field notes presented above, the everyday ope-
ration of the hydraulic irrigation regime reflects a
deeper political and structural transformation within
one of the scheme’s vital institutions: the irrigation
institution. The principal pattern extracted from the
interviews across the different sites presented, the
Almanagqil locality cases, and the Alhasahisa locality
cases is that the scheme’s infrastructure deteriorated
from excellent functioning to the worst. According
to the interviewees, the scheme’s irrigation history
has been divided into two contrasting stages: one
dating to the establishment of colonial rule in the
1920s, characterised by scientific irrigation, precise
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and fixed schedules, and effective management that
consistently met farmers’ water needs. During this
period, they argued that power was concentrated in
the hands of professional, skilled technocrats. This
stage ended with the application of the 2005 Act,
which, for them, brought disastrous changes to the
scheme, replacing skilled technocratic labour with
private companies thatlack the necessary know-how
for the scheme’s irrigation needs and, under the
political regime of Alingaz (1989-2019), empowered
their members at the expense of the scheme’s
efficiency and future. This transition has led to se-
rious problems in irrigation, such as canals blocked
by grass and mud, and water gatekeepers at the
major canals were appointed from the villages with
knowledge of how to operate them. Therefore,
inconsistencies in the water schedule and release,
which cast a negative shadow over the farmers and
agricultural labourers in the scheme, and the irri-
gation system became a financial burden for them.
Following the dominant literature on agrarian go-
vernance in Sudan, agrarian changes in the Gezira
scheme indicate a pattern in which major changes
are implemented gradually and peak with the 2005
Act, with policy reforms mediated through the poli-
tical marketplace and personal networks, as pre-
sented by Alex Dewal in his famous book The Real
Politics in the Horn of Africa. Through this politi-
cally marketised logic, agrarian governance and
public resources are distributed along personalised
networks rather than impersonal institutional arran-
gements. As the scheme’s following of the 2005 act
is based on political patronage, which left its mana-
gement lacking the necessary technical know-how to
run it, this sheds light on the agrarian governance of
irrigation in the Gezira scheme and the situation of
irrigation amid the mess of political patronage net-
works. The Gezira Scheme has experienced a signi-
ficant decline in water management performance
over the past few decades. This decline led to several
institutional changes to put the system back on
track. The main organisations involved in water ma-
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nagement at the scheme are the Ministry of Irti-
gation & Water Resources (MOIWR), the Sudan
Gezira Board (SGB), and the Water Users Asso-
ciations (WUAs). Different combinations of these
organisations were established to manage the irriga-
tion system. This pattern suggests inefficiencies in

water allocation and low productivity.

The 2005 Act tenancy agreement: a conti-
nuation of colonial agrarian subjectivity

Besides challenging the decentralised irrigation
governance thesis, the interviews and relevant lite-
rature also show that the 2005 Act has not sig-
nificantly altered the core elements of tenancy agree-
ments or their associated agrarian subjectivities, des-
pite the limited transfer of responsibilities. Previous
studies have focused more on the forms of gover-
nance resulting from the 2005 agrarian reforms and
have highlighted their policy impacts on the agti-
cultural system, particularly issues such as irregular
water delivery and maintenance shortcomings. As a
result, they do not reveal the persistent colonial
structures that continued through these changes.
The ethnographic statements discussed above con-
tirm that, despite the farmers’ association, control of
irrigation remains a key tool of governance, as the
pre-act situation persists.

Yes, no one can deny the highly destructive im-
pacts on the agricultural system and the unequal
conditions of reproduction caused by the patronage
policies mentioned eatlier, but this is not a break in
the logic; rather, it can be seen as a reconfiguration
within the colonial logic itself. This claim is also
supported by the interviews, which show that the
tenancy’s main elements continue to function as
both tenants and labourers, and as strict subjects
within the colonial scheme’s arrangements, as sta-
ted. While the dismantling and marginalisation of
the relatively stable local subsistent and moral eco-
nomies of the tenants and labourers (Abashera,
2019; Elkreem & Jaspars, 2025), but even the
inherited system could relatively satisfy or prioritise
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the local subsistent systems, as the colonial agti-
cultural system was designed as an extractive, ex-
port-otriented scheme, treating the local system of
knowledge and moral-economic considerations as
backward and of a savage nature(Bernal, 1997).

Reflecting the principle of modernist simplifica-
tion that marginalises the meso(Scott, 2020). In fact,
the persistence and the reproduction of the differ-
rential agrarian subjects in the scheme are not
detached from the nature of nationalism in the post-
colonial Sudan, which is inherited from the colonial
era. Drawing on(Abdelhay et al., 2016; Assal, 2014)
that the Sudan, as a postcolonial country, is still
functioning along the racialised political identities
constructed in the colonial rule divide and rule poli-
cy. Sudan, as a multi-ethnic and religious country,
should be governed through a multicultural and
equal citizenship approach, but has been built along
an exclusively ethnic basis, which is a key factor
behind the country's long history of instability and
wars. The country has been controlled by Riverine
Ethnic Arab Northern groups, favouring Arab com-
munities over other non-Arab groups, such as West
Africans and Southerners. Along this general ethni-
cised form of citizenship, it is no surptise that the
tenancy regime persists and differentially excludes
West African while including and recognising the
local Arab groups.

However, what happened following the act of
2005 was the deepening of the modernist sense
through the systematic erosion of the local sub-
sistence and moral economies of the tenants and
farmers in the interest of a harsh extractive economy
led by free-market forces. Reflecting what Polanyi
(2002) called the dis-embedding of the economy
from society, this separation of economic activity
from social and moral expectations is a consequence
of the free-market economy. Therefore, the agrarian
logic is not about quality but about degree, within
the same colonial framework, but more severe on
local communities and also accompanied by sys-

tematic patronage politics enacted by the Islamised
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regime (1989-2019) to stabilise and sustain its tre-
gime through the economic empowerment and the
Politics of Belly presented by (Bayart, 2009) where
the resources and wealth are distributed along pat-
ronage networks and narrow, biased political and
social networks and also echoes the Real Politics
approach of De Waal (2015) where political loyalty
is bought and sold as a commodity in the political
marketplace.

The persistent colonial epistemological struc-
ture and the counter-conduct

The described colonial centralised hydraulic and
governance structure that formulated the conduct of
the population, in the sense of Foucault (Foucault,
1978) Concept and categorising them into distinct
economic and political subjects does not mean being
fully hegemonic and controlling, but also contested.
These disruptive impacts and the disengagement of
the economic from the social were harshly challen-
ged through everyday forms of resistance and sys-
temic public contestation and protest.

Tenants and labourers have contested these dis-
ruptive elements of the 2005 Scheme Act in the Ge-
zira region through organised participation in the
December 2018 protests, which called for reform of
the Gezira Scheme. The everyday resistance prac-
tices have been documented through participant-
observation notes collected during visits to the
Almanagqil agricultural extension and the eastern
part of the original Gezira scheme, particularly in
Alhasahisa locality. Tenants in the villages of Wad
Aaabas, Managza, and Abushinaib use discursive
resistance as a form of counter conduct. They de-
scribe these changes brought by the 2005 Act with
words such as: Destruction, Dismantling, Con-
spiracy, and Starvation. The primary concerns and
demands behind these terms relate to preventing the
loss of their agricultural land and protecting their
subsistence and social commitments. In this con-
text, the free market is viewed as an enemy of their

subsistence economies, as market pressures threaten
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to force them to sell their produce and thereby lose
their main livelihood. Similar language is used in the
villages of the Almanaqil extension, including Um-
Aligour, Hilat Bashir, and Banat, to describe the
changes to the Act, emphasising destruction and
conspiracy, and demanding the dismantling of pat-
ronage politics in the scheme’s governance to enable
proper infrastructure functioning. Through intet-
views with tenants, they diagnose the scheme’s
problems as requiring the reform of irrigation infra-
structure and a return to pre-2005 relations. This
stance is understood as structurally rooted and ref-
lected in the tenancy agreements. While the struc-
tural position of the West Africans led them to
interpret the scheme’s issues using language similar
to the tenants’, they also expanded their demands by
reconsidering the tenancy regime, describing it as
unjust. They both agreed to reject the liberalised
agrarian transformation, as it would deepen their
marginalisation and threaten their moral and eco-
nomic economies. However, the counter-conduct
also echoes the colonially based tenancy-stratified
agrarian citizenship. They diverged over the position
of the tenancy regime entitlements and their recog-
nised actors. This divergence took a sharper form in
the December Revolution 2018-2021 protests.
According to Ibrahim (2021)The mastet’s thesis
examined the social forces in the Gezira region that
participated in the revolution and the main demands
they raised—concluded that the majority of the
study sample, 111 respondents, chose the reform of
the Gezira scheme as a main demand behind their
participation in the protest. However, the tenants
were incorporated into the famous Farmers’ Union.
At the same time, the West African organisations
themselves, under the Alkanabi Congress, deman-
ded the dismantling of the tenancy regime in favour
of reconstructing a more inclusive one that included
them. The divide in the public systems of resistance
over the tenancy regime is one piece of evidence that
could be taken to support the article's main claim
that the 2005 Act has reconfigured the form of go-
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vernance but not the logic of governance inherited
from British colonial rule.

Conclusion

This article argues that the Gezira Scheme should
be seen not just as an agricultural system but as a
colonial epistemological construct that continues to
shape land, labour, and population through per-sis-
tent logics of simplification, differentiation, and
control. Using Scott’s concept of simplification and
legibility, the scheme remains a project that renders
complex social and ecological relations adminis-
tratively manageable. Simultaneously, Mamdani’s
bifurcated governance framework, reflecting the
country's crisis of nationhood, demonstrates how
different forms of recognition continue to influence
the positions of tenants and labourers. From a
Foucauldian perspective, these arrangements serve
as techniques of governing conduct, reproduced
through institutional reforms and daily practices.
The changes introduced by the 2005 Act, often re-
garded as a move towards decentralisation and libe-
ralisation, are thus not a break but a reconfiguration
of these undetlying logics. Moreover, these struc-
tures are neither absolute nor uncontested: everyday
negotiations and more visible acts of resistance—
such as participation in the December 2018 revo-
lution—constitute counter-conduct that challenges
and reshapes governance. In this manner, the Gezira
Scheme reveals the enduring nature of colonial
modes of ordering, even as they are continuously

contested and transformed.
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