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DARFUR seems to be exciting a lot of imaginations in the West, especially in the US, which has usually been in the thick of almost every international conflict since World War II. The American interest graph in Darfur has gone several notches up with the induction of the likes of Hollywood matinee idol, George Clooney, in the mass demonstrations in Washington early this month pleading with the Bush administration to intervene in Darfur. A celebrity topping on any pie sells well in America.

Hardly anyone in the outside world had heard of Darfur — a huge tract of arid land, encroached upon by a hostile desert, in eastern Sudan — until December 2003 when the UN relief agencies became concerned in the internecine conflict going on there between myriad Sudanese tribes.

These pastoral tribes had been at loggerheads with each other for decades, if not generations; their tribal and ethnic conflicts have focused largely on pasturing grounds for their cattle. The matters got worse between them because of years of drought. However, these tribal conflicts were low-keyed and of such low intensity that except for the neighbours of Sudan hardly anyone took notice of them. Darfur was largely peaceful until the Sudanese government, losing its nerve because of the violent attacks against its soldiers by a rebel group in Darfur, let loose upon them the Janjaweed tribal fighters loyal to Khartoum.

The UN had raised alarm because of its bitter experience in Rwanda where ethnic cleansing and genocide had taken place a decade earlier; it just didn’t want to be caught napping, once again. The UN alarm also aroused the likes of Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. But all these concerned groups only spoke of an impending humanitarian disaster if the outside world didn’t intervene. The disaster they anticipated had humanitarian contours, of hunger and famine fed by the razing of not only pastoral grounds but of crops as well, resulting in tens of thousands of people fleeing their homes into refugee pockets.

The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) dispatched a force of 7, 000 soldiers, largely Nigerian, to stand in between the clashing tribes. That OAU force is still there, although its effectiveness remains highly suspect. But it is better to have an all-African peacekeeping force rather than bring in alien forces as Europe and US have been straining for.

The conflict acquired the dimensions of an international crisis in September, 2004, when the then American secretary of state, Colin Powell, described it as ‘a genocide.’ He was advised to label Darfur as genocide by a team of lawyers of various interest groups sent to investigate the crisis in Sudan by the state department.

The American interest groups, with an axe to grind against Sudan, are being spearheaded by two Zionist groups: The American Jewish World Service (AJWS) and the Jewish Council for Public Affairs, which have been in the forefront of fomenting public interest in the “genocide” theory. The recent rallies in New York and Washington were the handiwork of these bodies working for the promotion of Israeli interests in the world.

Israel has a history of actively fuelling and supporting anti-Muslim ‘causes’ in Africa. Its interest in unsettling the Sudanese government goes back a long way when it actively started arming the South Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) fighting a war against the Sudanese government. Israel had full support of American evangelical groups in rattling the government in Khartoum because the SLA, in their view, was fighting for Christian interests in that part of Sudan.

A confluence of Zionist and evangelical interests is much in evidence in Darfur because of its potential for large deposits of oil. The evangelicals have their proxies in the neocons in control of policy in Washington; the neocons having such an overwhelming influence of the powerful oil lobby, whose prime mover and shaker is Vice-President Dick Cheney.

Oil has been so much the cause of western interest in Sudan and, lately, in the Darfur conflict, in particular.

The discovery of oil in Sudan, in the 70s, brought the western oil companies scrambling to a dirt poor country, which hardly anyone in the West had cared to know about, much less assist, before its wealth in black gold became known. But Sudan, then under Jafer El-Numeiry, decided not to put its eggs in the western basket, entirely. China, just then, happened to be breaking out of its isolation and infused by Deng Xiao Ping’s revolutionary open-door economic policies. The Chinese and the Sudanese struck a nexus of interest in oil, needed by China to rev its industrial machines to full throttle ahead.

China buys two-thirds of all the oil produced by Sudan. However, unlike the western corporations, China has a more humane corporate culture. The state-owned China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) has invested $300 million in Sudan’s largest oil refinery, doubling its output. Much of Sudan’s petroleum needs are met from the same refinery.

No wonder Washington is being egged on by the oil lobby, with its clout and muscle so well recognized, to muscle its way into Sudan and edge out the Chinese.

The Americans are already flexing their muscles in neighbouring Chad, where oil exploitation is entirely under the thumb of a consortium of Exxon-Mobil, and which has been given an unfair loan by the World Bank, on the US pressure. In return, it is being forced to sell its oil to American corporations at prices 10 to 15 dollars lower.

Genocide the Darfur conflict most certainly is not. There is no ethnic cleansing, as such. It’s not a religious conflict either because all the combatants involved are Muslims. Attempts, made earlier in the propaganda war against Sudan did try to portray it as Islamic ‘violence’ against non-Muslims, were quietly piped down once it became clear that the blood being shed on both sides was, indeed, Muslim.

A snide campaign to paint the conflict as an Arab ‘war’ against the non-Arabs of Sudan has also backfired because those being projected as Arab Sudanese, the Janjaweeds, are as much African as their victims. Because of the historical fact that power in Sudan has been vested only among its Arabic speaking elite, those African tribes that have adopted Arabic as their language take pride in flaunting their credentials as ‘Arabs.’ But both are African and belong to the same land over which they are fighting.

Of course, the Sudanese government has done itself no honour by giving a free rein to the murderous Janjaweeds in settling scores, brutally, with their adversaries and indulging in mayhem, rape and looting. A lot of innocent blood has, no doubt, been shed by these government-backed militias —- the Janjaweeds — bringing so much infamy to them, and condemnation to their sponsors, from a world keenly watching their conduct. The exact number of those killed may never be known but could range between 200,000 and 300,000.

The conflict is basically local and indigenous in nature. In fact, Khartoum’s domestic politics is being played out on the turf of Darfur; one of the rebel components, the Movement for Justice and Equality, raised entirely from among the factions in Darfur, is said to have Hasan Al Turabi as its spiritual head and mentor. Turabi, at one time, was the power behind President Bashir. He was also a mentor to Jafer El Numeri. But he has fallen from grace and may well have decided to settle scores with his nemeses in Darfur.

It’s unfortunate that the Islamic world has done precious little to have any peacemaking role in this entirely Muslim conflict. The OIC has been conspicuous by its absence, as well as silence in the context of Darfur.

But the western interest in the Darfur crisis has both a political and economic agenda behind it. So efforts are now in full swing to coax George W. Bush to intervene militarily in Darfur. The option of a UN-mandated force is not being reckoned as a possibility because of China. The drummers of the ‘genocide’ chorus think that by beating their drums louder they could unnerve the Africans. That may well be too much wishful thinking.
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