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area where, previously, cultivation had been a low-status, subsistence 
niche. Farming was historically associated with slavery—a link quietly 
perpetuated by Anglo-Egyptian officials in Darfur in the name of social 
order. The slaves had mostly come from Bahr al-Ghazal and had been 
slowly incorporated into Baggara society (some manumission warrants 
were dated in the 1950s) (Hargey, 1999, pp. 254–61).81 By contrast, from 
the 1960s, farming took on a new meaning as more productive farms 
provided an entry into the cash economy and into socially important 
networks (Adams, 1982, pp. 263ff). ‘This is when slaves became masters,’ 
says Yusuf Takana, an academic and former cabinet minister who is a 
member of a leading Buram family.82 

While cash agriculture changed occupational hierarchies other devel-
opments were also transforming the region. A series of droughts from the 
late 1960s precipitated migration from North to South Darfur, especially 
amongst Zaghawa groups, whose livelihoods were based around camel-
herding and cultivation. In 1973, the president issued a decree supporting 
the move of Zaghawa groups from drought-affected North Darfur to 
South Darfur. The moves were encouraged by some Zaghawa leaderships 
(de Waal, 1989, pp. 91ff).83 Many of them moved to the goz soils of South 
Darfur, which had become much more suitable for cash agriculture with 
the introduction of boreholes (widely introduced in the modernization 
schemes of the 1970s) (de Waal, 1989, p. 102). The empty lands north of 
the Kafia Kingi enclave had acquired new value, and their population a 
new ethnic diversity.84 

Increased land values and social diversity worked well for everyone 
at first, but eventually they contributed to land disputes that are impli-
cated in the current civil war in Darfur, which began in 2003. Another 

81 And interview with member of a leading Habbaniya family.
82 Interview with Yusuf Takana, former federal minister of international cooperation and 
former Darfur commissioner, Khartoum, May 2010.
83 Interview with Mohamed Ali, Nyala citizen. 
84 Interview with Yusuf Takana, former federal minister of international cooperation and 
former Darfur commissioner, Khartoum, May 2010.




