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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since the outbreak of the war in Sudan in April 2023, the warring parties - the Sudanese Armed Forces
(SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) and their respective allies - have manipulated online and
offline media with fake news and ethnic hate speech to polarise communities, mobilise armed groups
on their side, and secure power.

This working paper explores and contextualises the nature and causes of hate speech in Sudan, to
equip activists and pro-democracy actors with the evidence and analysis needed to combat hate
speech in Sudan, both online and offline.

There is a long history of incitement to violence against ethnic groups in Sudan. During the National
Congress Party era (1989-2019), under Omar al-Bashir, the regime actively spread hate speech and
stereotyping against non-Arab groups from Eastern, Western, and Southern Sudan through a tight
control on the media. The emergence of social media amplified the government’s ability to spread
hate speech. Hate speech fuelled conflict, contributing to grave human rights violations in Darfur in
2003, the failure of the peace processes in the Western and Southern regions which eventually led
to the secession of South Sudan in 2011, and conflict in Blue Nile and South Kordofan up until 2020.
These conflicts were the results of the historical and legal marginalisation of Sudan’s peripheries,
dating back from the colonial era, along with unequal economic development and access to services.

The pro-democracy groups that led the 2018 Sudanese revolution countered hate speech by
promoting the unity of Sudan's ethnic groups. However, these civilian groups were eventually
undermined during the transitional period by military groups that actively worked to silence civilian
freedom of expression, spread misinformation against them, and shadow banned them on social
media, with foreign support.

Previous civil wars have severely damaged the social cohesion of communities in Sudan, and warring
parties are currently exploiting historical grievances as a means of mobilising fighters and inciting
violence. Although SAF and RSF are former allies in the Darfur war, they use ethnic hate speech and
incitement to polarise communities. The RSF claims that they are fighting for democracy, and frame
the conflict as a war between the Riverines and the people oppressed by power holders. As most
African armed groups have joined the SAF, the RSF have incited and committed hate crimes and
cleansing against members of related African tribes in the areas they control, highlighting the long-
standing animosity against African tribes, and the role of historical grievances in this conflict.



The SAF fuel ethnic discourse against the dominant tribes in the RSF (in particular, the Rizeigat and
other Arab nomad tribes), and has accused anti-war advocates of supporting the RSF, which has
paralysed peace efforts.

Foreign countries are confirmed to have played a role in supporting the spread of disinformation and
ethnic hate speech online, in addition to arming warring parties, to protect their interests (including
exploiting natural resources, such as gold).

By fuelling conflict, hate speech in Sudan has contributed to the world's largest displacement crisis.
Nearly nine million Sudanese are internally displaced and nearly three million have fled to neighbouring
countries. Public services and resources, already weakened by the war, have been overwhelmed by
the large numbers of IDPs, leaving them in appalling living conditions.

Ethnic lines used to incite violence have a direct impact on where IDPs can go and the risks they face
at checkpoints and in areas controlled by RSF or SAF. Civilians choose their migration route and
destination carefully, depending on how their ethnic group or origin is perceived in a given area. Some
minority groups are more vulnerable than others to violence and discrimination during their
displacement journey. For example, in Gezira State, displaced people from Darfur, South Sudanese,
Nuba and Fur ethnic groups have been accused of being RSF spies and denied services.

All actors involved in peace processes should take seriously the gender dimension of hate speech,
online and offline. Sudanese women in the public sphere are vulnerable to digital attacks, including
Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based Violence (TFGBV) of sexualised nature that may smear their
reputation, and isolate them to the point that they cease their activism online and offline.

Combatting fake news and hate speech requires a multifaceted and multi-stakeholder approach in the
short and long term. Media organisations should promote and increase cooperation with online fact-
checking organisations to verify content, while building the capacity of Sudanese online users through
media literacy training. Civil society, research organisations and the media, with support from donors
and international actors, should also continue their efforts to monitor and communicate the harmful
effects of hate speech and disinformation, as this will be a crucial tool for transitional justice in holding
leaders legally accountable for the dissemination of hate speech.

The spread of hate speech online is enabled by the documented and growing inadequacy of content
moderation on social media platforms (e.g. underpaid moderators, biased and ineffective automated
mechanisms). Social media companies should adapt and improve their social media policies and efforts
to combat hate speech by working with local fact-checking organisations, integrating fact-checking
tools into their platforms, improving automated hate speech detection for under-resourced
languages in partnership with local civil society organisations and researchers, and including TFGBV as
part of their content moderation reporting mechanisms and transparency reports.
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