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1. Introduction:

a. Sudan and imperial historiography

There is remarkable unanimity as to exactly what 7s ‘formal” empire. It has been described
as ‘the near monopoly of jurisdiction, taxation and coercion within a specified territory”,
understood more simply as ‘the area painted red on the map’.’ If we take a concise
definition of ‘imperialism’ such as: ‘the sustained effort to assimilate a country or region
to the political, economic or cultural system of another power™, Sudan would seem at
first sight to unequivocally fall into both these categories between 1899 and 1956 - part
of the British empire, subject to imperialism: a colony. Indeed, an imperial possession par
excellence because embodied in the Condominium status is the subversion of Sudanese
territory to not one, but two external powers. This categorisation has generally seemed to
satisfy historians on both sides of the colonial (Africanist) history / imperial history
divide.” So, for example, though the two volumes of Martin Daly’s compendious history
of the Condominium era are entitled Imperial Sudan and Ewmpire on the Nile, his metier is
the role of the British in Sudan and the impact of colonial government on Sudan and its
people.’ Close reading of this study, of course, reveals much about British imperialism in
Sudan, but imperial history in the classic mode — that which focuses on the relationship

between the centre and the periphery, the metropole and the colony - is not the central
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frame of analysis. The same can also be said of other recent monographs dealing with
colonial aspects of Condominium history.’

On the ‘imperial’ side of the equation, Sudan is (highly regrettably) mostly
relegated to the role of a walk on extra. Gallagher and Robinson in Africa and the
Victorians deal with Sudan as a diplomatic diversion which they promptly drop as soon as
the Reconquest is done and dusted.® In British Imperialism Cain and Hopkins subsume
Sudan into their analysis on Egypt, largely because, as Darwin has recently pointed out,
British involvement in Sudan was an ‘outwork for the strategic defence of Egypt’.” All of
this is, of course, highly unsatisfactory, especially considering that over many centuries
the history of Sudan has been continuously touched by the impact of one empire or
another, be it Egyptian, Ottoman or British. There is therefore considerable scope to
‘imperialise’ Sudan’s ‘colonial’ history — to make explicit the connection between the
evolution of the history of Sudan and the wider process of British imperialism; to expand
upon the relationship between metropole and colony; to explore the ties, linkages and
chains of command and control that knitted Sudan into the British Empire at a structural

level. This paper reflects this perspective.

b. Power and Control: a framework for analysis

To provide an analytical framework for this paper I have turned primarily for guidance to
recent scholarship on the ultimate problem case in imperial studies, that of ‘informal
imperialism’. Historians operating in this field are often more precise in the search for
the nature of agency because, ultimately, this is all imperialism can be seen to mean once
the simple measure of territorial domination and the subversion of territorial sovereignty
has been dispensed with. Particulatly instructive in this area is a contribution made in
1994 by A.G. Hopkins and this paper will draw heavily on the systematisation that
Hopkins suggests for the analysis of power relations."” To assess whether, and in what
ways, Argentina could be considered subject to British imperial power and therefore, by

extension, part of the British empire, Hopkins has drawn on and methodologically
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extended (by applying it to the imperial past) the work of political scientists interested in
international relation, in particular that of Susan Stramge.11

It is worth spending a little time describing how the Hopkins-Strange analytical
model is constructed, since it will provide the context for the analysis of both the
structures and events that will be evaluated here. Firstly, Strange draws a distinction
between relational and structural power. Relational power is described as ‘the power of A
to get B to do something that they would not otherwise do’'?; structural power, however,

is defined as

the power to shape and determine structures of the global political economy within
which other states, their political institutions, their economic enterprises and (not
least) their scientists and other professional people have to operate. ... Structural
power, in short, confers the power to decide how things shall be done, the power
to shape frameworks within which states relate to each other, relate to people, or

relate to corporate enterprises.13

Clearly, when referring to issue of financial control over Sudan we will chiefly be dealing
with forms of structural power; equally, however, specific examples of relational power
will shed light on the structural arrangement, especially when there is a tension between
parties involved. Hopkins takes up these two forms of power and expands on the way in

which it can be used in a imperial historical context:

Evidently, structural and relational forms of power are closely linked: one
establishes the context and the rules of the game; the other deals with the contests
between players. At the same time, the importance of distinguishing between the
two levels of analysis ought to be equally apparent. On the one hand, conceptions
of structural power should not become simply a means of inferring or, more
formally, of verifying the outcome of key bargains at the relational level. On the
other hand, an investigation of imperialism that is confined to relational power can

be readily programmed to conclude too much from too little."*
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Taking the objection that analysis of key bargains might be misleading, the main focus of
this paper will be to establish the ‘rules of the game’, or, put another way, to establish
which agencies were in receipt of structural power, capable of exploiting this advantage
in relational settings.

Strange breaks down structural power into four sub-divisions: knowledge,
security, production and finance.” All of these bear directly, and rely on the others, in
differing measures in each unique case where power is exercised. This is certainly the
case in Sudan where security, finance and production particularly all have implications for
each other. However, to explore all of these is way beyond the scope of this paper the
focus of which is confined to the financial dimension, and how it bears on other factors.
The intention of this paper is to explore the evolution of financial control in Sudan as an
example of the way in which the architecture of the imperial system grew over and within
the colonial state; both tying the two together, and defining the where the parameters of
control lay. The argument presented here will suggest that the action of imperialism as a
wider process on Sudan was not merely confined to the Reconquest and the imposition
of a colonial status on Sudan. Instead, the relationships between various agencies
operative in the sub-system of the British Empire in North-East Africa were in
continuous flux. These different agencies can be seen as nodes in a series of centre-
periphery relationships that gradually changed the disbursement of power in the region.
They agencies were: the British Government; the British High Commission in Cairo; the

Egyptian Government (semi independent from 1922) and the Sudan Government itself.

c. The Problem and the Context

The dictum that he who pays the piper calls the tune is in many ways a governmental and
political truism, and no less so for Sudan.'® The shifting balance of political and financial
control in Sudan helps explain the motivation of the Sudan government in the
formulation of their policy, especially during the agricultural depression of the 1930s
when they were forced to pursue a policy of financial retrenchment. What will be shown
here is that the Sudan Government jealously held on to their often tenuous grasp of
power and consistently looked to preserve and increase it in the face of challenges from

Egypt and the British Government. This in turn has relevance for other issues in
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Sudanese history, in particular the development of the Sudanese State. It also relates
directly to the increasing independence of the Sudan Political Service which during the
Condominium period developed a distinct culture of colonial government and a

particular attitude to state building. This has been succinctly put by W. Travis Hanes:

On the basis of both their private and public papers it is not too much to say that
he real “nationalists” in the Sudan were the expatriate officials of the Sudan
Political Service who dominated the Sudan government. It is crucial to bear in
mind that the Sudan Political Service had developed over the years an idiosyncratic
interpretation of Sudanese history that amounted to their own version of a national
mythology. It was they who first conceived of a modern independent Sudan, and
who pursued this conception with stubborn determination against the instructions

(and interests) of both Egypt and Great Britain.'’

A summation of the argument that will be made here is thus: at the beginning of
the Condominium, Sudan was tightly controlled by exterior agents, but that by the time
of the depression and the financial crisis of 1931, the Sudanese administration was de facto
in control, even if de jure she was not. Furthermore, this situation was predicated on the

continued financial viability of government in the Sudan.

2. The Evidence

a. Beginnings
John Wallace Cummins, Assistant Financial Secretary of the Sudan, wrote that: ‘the

Sudan falls within the Egyptian financial system.”® In 2 monetary sense this was true but

. . . . . 19
the issue of financial control was always a sensitive one in the Sudan.

The origins of
the lack of clarity surrounding financial control were rooted in the Condominium
Agreement of 1899 and in the way the state was conceived, and then in the way it
developed, which by and large were two different things. The 1899 agreement between

Britain and Egypt did not define the issue of financial control or governmental
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machinery at all.”’ The Agreement itself was largely a legal fiction. From 1882 Egypt had
in all but legal technicality been run by the British (the period known as the ‘veiled
protectorate’).”’ In many ways therefore the British were in fact both parties to the
Agreement. That there was a separate Sudanese administration distinct from that run out
of Cairo might seem unusual, if it were not that British Imperialism and the
configurations of Empire were frequently contradictory, reflecting a complex picture of
overlapping and conflicting interests. So, the Condominium Government was established
principally for two reasons: firstly to be consistent with the Condominium Agreement
and secondly out of sheer practicality — Sudan is a large country and it was necessary to
establish the machinery of government afresh. However, Lord Cromer, Consul General

in Cairo, left the issue of financial control rather vague when he wrote:

The important question of the financial control ... [is] outside the
[Condominium| Agreement. As it is probable that for some years the Sudan will
constitute a charge on the Egyptian Treasury it is manifest that some degree of

control must be exercised by the Egyptian Financial Department.”

This status was defined in the ‘Regulations for the Financial Administration of the Sudan
approved by the Council of Ministers’ which was appended to the Condominium
Agreement.z3 The first imprint financial control, therefore, can be seen to rest with
Egypt. At least notionally, structural power can be said to have been defined by Cairo
and, to a lesser extent by London. However, the definition and scope of financial control
remained fluid, which in turn created an ongoing political issue between the
administrations in Cairo and Khartoum. A very early example of this tension can be seen
in a bitter and petulant letter sent by Kitchener to Wingate during Kitchener’s brief
tenure as Governor General of Sudan. The issue was over the transfer of budget
surpluses from one year to the next. Kitchener whinged to Wingate: “That little creature
Gorst offered O’Leary to give us the excess . . . out of last year’s Soudan [budget] and
then told Cromer that the accounts were closed and refused to give it’.** He went on to

say that Gorst, at this time financial adviser to the Consul-General in Cairo, was
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a little liar. I know that the accounts were not closed. . . . Gorst is the meanest little
brute I have ever met, proposes all sorts of help and then leaves you in the lurch.
We will have as little as we can to do with him. [I] am very sorry Cromer backs

him up as he is not and never has been straight.’25

b. Developments

The first re-definition of financial control was in the Gorst letter of 1910. In this the
ultimate control still rested with the Egyptian Council of Ministers, a body which was
charged with approving the budget once it had been submitted by the Sudanese Financial
Secretary.” The only exceptions to this were ‘special cases of hardship or
inconvenience.”” However, Gorst wrote that: ‘contemporary correspondence shows that
it was not intended that the budget be passed by Council, but that it should only have a
duty of criticism and final approval.” This passage marks a subtle change in the financial
arrangements, and certainly different from the situation that existed when Kitchener
vented his ire in 1899.

In 1912 the issue became dependent on a new factor: re-payment of debts owed
by the Sudan to Egypt. From the outset of the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, the
British Treasury has made it clear that Sudan was to be a self financing colony; the
Treasury did not contribute. In the early years of the Condominium, Egypt paid a
subvention to cover the Sudan budget deficits. As the economy began to develop, the
Egyptian administration wanted to abandon the subvention. Kitchener, at this time

Consul General in Cairo, issued a strongly worded memorandum:

The Governor General [of the Sudan] should remember and note that a Sudan
development debt to Egypt exists, both as a principal and interest ... until these
liabilities are discharged the supervision and control of the Sudan budget by the
Finance Adviser, and his concurrence in its provisions, will be just as necessary

and binding heretofore.”
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By 1920, however, Sir Edgar Bernard, Financial Secretary of the Sudan (1900-1922) was
arguing that the subventions should not be considered as a debt owed to Egypt; rather,
that Egypt should regard the concomitant benefits of security of her southern border and
safeguarding of the Nile waters as payment enough.” That Bernard was even able to
argue this position is evidence of a degree of structural power in vested in the Sudan
Government; it was, by 1920, not merely a provincial department of Egypt, nor was it

directly or tightly run from London.

c. War and Aftermath

The Anglo-Egyptian relationship changed during the First World War. Notwithstanding
the veiled protectorate, constitutionally Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire. At the
outbreak of war Turkey was sided with the Alliance powers which created a conflict of
allegiance for Egypt and a paradoxical situation for her British masters. To solve this, the
British simply formalised their existing relationship and declared a protectorate over
Egypt in December 1914.”" After the war Egypt, like so many colonial countries, and
especially as she had a recent (semi) independent past, began to demand national self
determination. The Milner Commission of 1920 advised that the British recognise the
‘legitimate aspirations of Egyptian nationalism’ and allow some form of national self-
government.” However, Milner believed the Sudan to be a separate entity and therefore
any settlement between Britain and Egypt over the nationalism issue would therefore not
encompass the future of the Sudan. Thus, going into the 1920s, the Sudan seemed to be
a good deal more independent than before, although no resolution of the issue of debt
had occurred.

In 1922 Egypt obtained independence with the British retaining rights within the
country. These issues are not an factor here, except to note that the post of Consul
General was replaced by a High Commissioner. The newly independent Egypt wanted to
retain her historical link and authority over the Sudan and there was issue made over the
desire by the Egyptian government to style the monarch, the King of Egypt and the

Sudan.” The response of the British Government was to promise further dialogue to
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discuss the future of the Sudan.’* Financial control became part of this attempt by the
Egyptians to gain control again over their former province.

The essential claim by Egypt to have financial control over the Sudan stemmed
from the unresolved issue of the repayment of the subventions. In a letter from Sir Lee
Stack to Ramsey Macdonald, Stack argued that the amount owed to Egypt from the
subvention should only be that relating to capital development and there was a difference
between ‘credits given for capital assets which are still in existence and possess a definite
economic value’ and ‘subventions necessary until the country has been so restored to
normal life and is able to bear the cost of its own administration and defence.” A the
same time that Stack as arguing the financial case to Macdonald, Macdonald was dealing
politically with the Egyptian administration. The 1924 negotiations between the Egyptian
Prim Minister, Zaghul Pasha and Macdonald ended without a change in status for the
Sudan, to the consternation of the Egyptians. The perspective of failure in Egypt over
the Sudan issue led to riots and the assassination of Sir Lee Stack.” This was in fact a
turning point in the political and financial future of the Sudan. Egyptian troops and
officials were removed from the Sudan and all that was left of the Egypt’s status in the
Sudan was her flag.”

In terms of financial control, a new argument was introduced by the Sudan
Government in 1924. If the Egyptian claim to control of finances rested on the debt that
the Sudan might or might not owe Egypt, then surely, it was argued, the British
Government had a more pressing claim to be involved in the financial control of the

country. This view was put in a memorandum:

The British Government is also now a potential creditor of the Sudan
Government for over £fE 14,000,000 so that it is no longer appropriate that the
sole right of outside control should be rested, as it is at present, in the Egyptian
Government ... it should suffice for the Sudan Government to be subjected to
the obligation merely of supplying full reports on its accounts and finances ...
[unless the government| defaults in respect of its obligations to either Great

Britain or Egypt.”®
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The significant detail to note is that the status of Sudan as debtor did not give an
automatic right of control on the part of the creditors as long as the Sudan met her
obligations. In this sense, in terms of structural power, Sudan can be seen to enjoy
autonomy and — to a degree — some independent sovereignty, as long as she did not
default and require funds direct from the British Government in London, or from Cairo.
Secondly, the point was made that if Sudan did default, the British Government was in
any event a larger debtor that Egypt and as a consequence her claim to primacy of
financial control over Egypt was therefore greater and more legitiamate. The Egyptian
claims to be owed a debt in lieu of the subvention paid to the Sudan in previous years
was resolved through a compromise which involved ‘the conversion of the Egyptian
Army in the Sudan into a Sudan Defence Force’.” The cost of conversion was to be
borne by Egypt along with maintenance of the militia after conversion, justified because
the security of the southern border of Egypt would be assured by the aforesaid militia.
The Sudan Defence Force was commanded by a British Officer, but he was directly
responsible to the Governor General of the Sudan." The debt the Sudan owed Egypt

s41

was fixed at [E 5,200,000, and was to be repaid at a ‘later date.” Thus, the financial

dependency, perceived or actual, between the Sudan and Egypt was cut in 1924.

c. Prelude and Crisis
A 1927 memorandum noted that: ‘the interest of the Treasury in the finances of the
Sudan is very large and the potential claim for more direct and complete control is

242

possible.”™ With regard to the Egyptian Ministry of Finance, the issue of control was
described as ‘contentious’, but ‘in reality this control has been exercised through the
Financial Adviser to the Ministry of Finance who is an Englishman and it has been a

243

formality.” The danger of control reverting to Egypt was increasingly slight and the drift
between Cairo and Khartoum and the issue of financial and political control was further

exacerbated by the quixotic view of the British Foreign Office. Because of its status as
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condominium, Sudan fell under the auspices of the Foreign Office, instead of the more
usual arrangement with the Colonial Office. The F.O. acknowledged that: ‘[although] the
condominium still exists, it has worn thin and will probably wear thinner, and as time
goes on the Governor General should become in fact — and later perhaps in name also —
The Governor of a British Province. The corollary of this policy is that the Sudan
Government should be given greater freedom and greater scope.”** However, at the same
time the Foreign Secretary wrote that ‘the time had not yet come (though’ it may come)

to transfer the Sudan to the C.O.”*

As the 1920s drew to a close Egypt as a co-domini no
longer had powers of control over the Sudan, and the Foreign Office acting through the
High Commissioner in Cairo had also lessened its grip, although it still technically
retained the right to control should it so wish to exercise that right. As Martin Daly has

argued:

While Residency control thus continued to diminish, the Foreign Office, still
unwilling to undertake detailed supervision of the Sudan Government yet
unwilling to transfer responsibility to the Colonial Office, remained a benign and

distant master.*

Martin Daly then goes on to mention an interesting example of a tension in the
system relating to what can be described as relational power; that is, an individual
instance of a control or power issue acting as exemplar of the structural power
disbursement. During the financial crisis of 1931 one of the measures to deal with crisis
that the Sudan Government faced was to raise the duty on alcohol. The British High
Commission in Cairo objected that the Government was taking financial decisions
without consulting the British Representatives in Cairo and appealed to the Foreign
Office for clarification. Maffey, the Governor General, argued that: ‘where no other
important principle is involved and no new departure of note and no question eg
affecting Egyptian interests, we naturally accept responsibility for taking our decisions
and carrying [them] out forthwith.” The Foreign Office concurred.”” Clearly then, the

Foreign Office acquiesced to the position of the Sudan Government; however, in light of
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the changes to the regulations governing financial matters it would have been a surprise
if they revered the trends that had emerged over the previous thirty years. The rules of
the game, therefore, can be seen to condition which agency actually enjoyed control. In

this case the Sudan Government was in control.

Conclusion

Between 1899 and 1931 there was a slow shift in financial, and therefore political, control
in Sudan. Whereas at he beginning of the period ultimate control based on structural
power clearly rested with the British administration in Cairo, based on an Egyptian claim,
the evolution of the Sudanese administration and the creation of a workable colonial
state, the separation of the British High Commission and the Egyptian Government as
synonymous interests in Sudan (through Egyptian independence in 1922) an the almost
disinterested view taken by the Foreign Office all contributed to a transfer of power to
the Sudan Government. However, at all times the risk of default on her financial
undertakings threatened to undermine this shift in power. During the depression this risk
was more acute than ever. In 1933, the Financial Secretary of the Sudan, H.E. Fass,
wrote that: [if there is another bad year] we should have to face another retrenchment
campaign which would involve not only the standard of every service but the whole basis

of our civil and military administration.*

He went on to say that ‘[there is a risk of]
inevitable default on our obligations ... [and a] drastic alteration of the whole basis of
administration.”” The Government’s policy in the financial crisis was more than just an
appropriate response to a problem; it was in fact the administration fighting to keep the

colonial settlement in the Sudan alive.

*8 Budget Note, 1933, (Sudan Government, 1933) p.37 (SAD)
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