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Editorial

This is the first issue of  Sudan Studies in 2018 and I hope its publication will 

coincide with spring and some warmer weather! 

Since the last issue of  Sudan Studies was published in October 2017, there has 

been another seminar in the series of  ‘Sudan-South Sudan’ seminars organised 

jointly by SSSUK and the Centre of  African Studies at SOAS. This was held 

to launch the report Criminalisation of  Women in Sudan – A need for fundamental 
reform1 and discuss the wider issues. A short report of  this event is given below. 

We have chosen a painting by the artist Griselda El-Tayib for our front 

cover. It is of  an urban street scene in Sudan. It was sent to us as a postcard 

that had been produced in Khartoum many years ago. Griselda’s husband the 

late Abdulla El-Tayib published a book of  folk tales that contains Griselda’s 

line drawings – the book, Folk Tales from Northern Sudan, is reviewed in this 

issue by the poet and translator Sidahmed Bilal. 
Our first article is written by educator Imogen Thurbon who gave an 

interesting talk at the Symposium last year about the Challenges to Literacy and the 
Role of  Women’s Community Literacy. A longer version is published here together 

with some of  her beautiful photographs. This article is followed with one by 

the journalist and writer Faisal Mohamed Salih who analyses The National 
Dialogue in Sudan. This is an edited version of  the paper he gave last year to 

a conference in the Sudan Programme at St. Antony’s College, University of  

Oxford.

Researcher Nicki Kindersley in her article Songs in War: Thoughts on a 
genre reflects on “the complex terrain of  songs in South Sudan today” and 
“highlights some of  the complex ways in which songs, poetry and music have 
been entwined with political history over the last few hundred years.” She 
challenges and informs the common idea that there are two sorts of  music in 

South Sudan, one that seeks peace and the other war. 

An illustrated account of  his experience as a District Commissioner in 

the Sudan Political Service (SPS) before independence, is given by John W. 
Hannah, who served in Kordofan and Juba between 1950-54. 

The colonial period in Sudan is also explored in two book reviews. The first 
is by Peter Woodward of  Philip Bowcock’s book, Last Guardians: Crown Service 
in Sudan, Northern Rhodesia and Britain. Bowcock served in the SPS in Sudan in 

much the same period as Hannah, only in the Nuer District of  Upper Nile 

Province. Martin Daly reviews a book by Tim Paris, In Defence of  Britain’s 

1 This report was compiled by the Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of  

Africa (SIHA) and the Redress Trust. 
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Middle Eastern Empire, about the life of  the soldier and colonial administrator, 

Sir Gilbert Clayton. Clayton first arrived in Egypt in 1896 as a soldier and took 
part in the Anglo-Egyptian conquest of  the Sudan, going on to serve in Sir 

Reginald Wingate’s administration. 

Those of  us who don’t read French will be grateful to Heather Sharkey 

for offering us a review of  a recent report by Alice Koumurian, Le Soudan, 
un Pays de Destination? Le Cas des Syriens arrivés après 2011 à Khartoum about the 

experience of  the large numbers of  Syrians who have arrived in Sudan since 

2011 seeking to escape civil war. 

Our final piece is an entertaining short story by ‘Wad Altaweel’ (a 

pseudonym) called The Potato Eaters, which is set in an urban market in Sudan.

There are six book reviews in this issue and seven reviewers! The ‘double’ 

review is of  Mary Keenan’s book Abroma to Ziziphus and Beyond: Forests, surveys, 
rivers and roads of  the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan 1899-1956. This book uses archival 

sources to recount “the exploration of  rivers and forests, surveys of  land; the 
clearing of  the rivers of  the Sudd for transport and communications; and the 
building of  wells, hafirs, roads and railways”. Kurt Beck, an anthropologist, 

focuses on reviewing the information about roads, railways etc. and the plant 

taxonomist Maha Kordofani on the botanical aspects of  the work. 

There are two reviews of  books that deal with the on-going conflict in 
South Sudan / Sudan and the search for peace. The first review is by Kuyok 
Abol Kuyok of  Bona Malwal’s book Abyei of  the Ngok Dinka: Not yet South 
Sudan that, as the title suggests, deals with Abyei’s disputed status between 

Sudan and South Sudan. The second is by Naomi Pendle of  Jok Madut Jok’s 

book Breaking Sudan: the search for peace. Jok focuses on “the central question 
of  why the Comprehensive Peace Agreement framework and South Sudan’s 

subsequent independence failed to be the panacea that would end political 

violence in the Sudans”. 
Near the end of  the issue we have the second newsletter from the Sudan 

Archive, Durham giving the latest news and information about events and 

acquisitions. 

Finally, I would like to draw your attention to the section SSSUK Notices in 

which you will find the Minutes of  the last AGM and a notice about changes 
in subscription rates. Please fill in a gift aid form if  you are joining the Society 
or renewing your subscription if  you have not done so already. 

I hope you enjoy reading this issue and that some readers will want to get 

involved and write a short article or review a book for a forthcoming issue – if  

so please don’t hesitate to get in touch! 
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Challenges to Literacy and The Role of  Women’s Community 
Literacy Networks in Sudan 

Imogen Thurbon*

Introduction
Over the past five years, I have been lucky enough to see firsthand the work 
of  the Women’s Education Partnership (WEP) in bringing Arabic community 

literacy opportunities to the communities of  internally displaced and 

disadvantaged people who live in Khartoum’s sprawling hinterlands.

The stories of  the remarkable women I met while attending the literacy 

circles are inspiring and in this article I attempt both to do justice to their 

stories and to give a sense of  the transformative power of  community literacy. 

WEP’s literacy projects operate under the direction of  two remarkable 

women: Dr Leila Bashir, lead expert in community literacy and WEP patron, 

whose work I touch on in this article, and Mrs Adila Abdel Rahman, our project 

coordinator. As with all educational and development work, approaches to 

achieving goals evolve and change over time and one of  the many motivations 

for my visits was to see whether community literacy and specifically REFLECT 
methodology really works. 

This article begins by considering the connection between folktales and oral 

traditions of  literacy, and conventional understandings of  what it means to be 

literate. I then look at changes in approaches to literacy work in developing 

countries and briefly describe the background and life circumstances of  our 
participants and their experiences of  attending literacy circles. Finally, I discuss 

the nature and application of  the REFLECT literacy approach in Sudan and 

its challenges, concluding by considering the many challenges that still face 

WEP in its work.

Sudanese Folktales and our understanding of  literacy 
The women of  Darfur have a folktale to account for the age-old mystery of  

why it is women and not men who give birth. In the telling of  this tale, they 

also elegantly explain how the stunning but uncompromising topography of  

their homeland came into being. As with all the best folktales, it is both lyrical 

and subversive. 

At the beginning of  the world, so one version goes, God created Darfur 

as a lush, verdant plain, blessed with gently rolling fields and fertile farmland 
(Nagy 2014, p. 438). It is a satisfyingly tidy Eden, our Darfuri narrator tells us, 

with what I like to imagine is just a hint of  a wry smile. In this very Sudanese 
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Eden it is men and not women whom God has entrusted with giving birth. 

However, when the Almighty is done with creating other worlds, he returns to 

inspect his creations in Darfur, only to find his handiwork utterly altered; the 
once fertile lands are now riven with deep gullies and valleys; the rolling plains 
scarred with ridges, hills and high sand dunes. A terrified silence meets God’s 
demands for an explanation. In the end it is an elderly woman who summons 

up the courage to explain that such was the wild kicking and flailing about of  
the men during childbirth, that they had torn apart the very earth and ruined 

the land. From then on, God decrees, it will be women who give birth for men 

“are chickens and not fit for such heavy responsibility” (ibid).
There are, of  course, many readings of  this tale and it is clearly both a 

reminder of  the quiet powers of  resilience of  Sudanese women and a gentle 

poke at male pride. Such folktales, and the oral histories they spring from, 

belong to a rich tradition of  cultural and critical rural literacy in Sudan and as 

with this tale, they often wittily challenge the status quo.
I saw many more folktales, proverbs and songs on the walls of  the literacy 

circles I visited in Khartoum two years ago and all of  them were thought-

provoking. 

Folktales and proverbs can both challenge people’s understandings of  their 

cultural and ethnic worlds and re-affirm them. In a literacy facilitators’ training 
session which I attended during the same visit, the women were discussing the 

validity of  the Sudanese proverb, “afjakh al basalah gubaal tabga asalah” (“crush 
the onion before it becomes a python”) which is generally understood to 
advocate the need to discipline a woman physically while she is still young and 

docile enough to be malleable. Needless to say, the ensuing discussion was 

lively and the proverb was held up as one that should be debated in the literacy 

circles. 

Folktales and oral traditions such as these also challenge traditional 

understandings of  what it means to be literate. They call into question the 

traditional view of  the inherent separateness between the oral and the literate 

and explore how societies express and value orally transmitted knowledge, as 

well as how structures work within societies and how their members interact 

and negotiate their roles.

Defining what it means to be literate is far from straightforward. The 
Melanesian Critical Literacies Project defines literacy as “the capacity to read 
nature as a living text and understand the reason for events and problems,” 
(Action Aid, p.17). This definition reframes our understanding of  the 
knowledge, intelligence and cognitive processes of  rural peoples in negotiating 

their environment. 
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Approaches to literacy 
Our understanding of  literacy and its acquisition has been subject to the 

ideological orthodoxies of  the day. The ‘banking of  knowledge’ approach to 

education, famously identified by Paulo Freire, suggests that knowledge is, “a 
gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those 

they consider to know nothing” (Freire 1993, p.21). This approach has broadly 
given way to more participative approaches based on learners’ life experiences 

(often called ‘New Literacy Studies’), in which knowledge is set firmly in local 
contexts. 

Traditional technical definitions of  literacy are underpinned by the idea that 
just teaching people to read and write will almost of  its own accord bring 

social and developmental benefits to societies. New Literacy approaches 
challenge this assumption, warning that if  the root social and structural causes 

of  illiteracy are not acknowledged or addressed, then it is questionable how 

transformative literacy input really is (see Street 2003, p.77). Those working in 

the field of  New Literacy Studies have developed a ‘literacy as social practice’ 
model, where “conceptions of  knowledge, identity and being” are “embedded 
in social practices” (ibid, p.78). 

In essence, the model described above implies that we should approach 

literacy acquisition always asking ourselves ‘Whose literacy prevails?’ ‘In 

which chosen language?’ and ‘In which context and to whose benefit?’ while 
remaining mindful of  the underlying power conflicts at play.

The definition of  literacy of  the United Nations Educational Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation is concerned with the acquisition and use of  reading, 

writing and numeracy skills such that this leads to the development of  active 

citizenship, improved health and livelihoods and gender equality (UNESCO, 

p.12). This definition raises many questions: ‘How and when does acquisition 
of  reading and writing skills translate into development goals?’ ‘Can we reliably 

demonstrate a correlation between the two?’ ‘Does literacy work really work?’ 

My visits to the Khartoum literacy circles set up and run by WEP were in part 

a search for answers to these questions. 

Literacy circles in Jebel Aulia, Khartoum
In the autumn of  2016, I visited a women’s literacy circle lying on the very edges 
of  Khartoum’s sprawling metropolis. If  the landscape of  Darfur can be cruel, 

so can the searing heat and parched earth of  this small settlement of  low mud 

brick homes lying on the edge of  Jebel Aulia. Under a sky blanched white by the 

heat we made our way to the small outhouse attached to the communal mosque. 

Despite the suffocating heat of  midday and the pressing demands on their time, 

energies and meagre resources, the room was full of  women ready to give up 
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their time for literacy. Eager to acquire the urban literacies that would enable 

them and their families to flourish in the city, they brought to the circle the 
rural literacies and skills of  their homelands in the Nuba Mountains and Darfur. 

These women clearly believed or at least wanted to believe that literacy worked.

Most had suffered the impact 

on their lives of  poverty, family 

tragedy, regional upheaval, and in 

some cases ethnic and economic 

conflict. As a result they had 
missed out on conventional literacy 

opportunities. One participant told 

me she had never gone to school 

because her parents had only had 

enough money to educate one 

child and so her elder brother was 

chosen for schooling. Another had 

been orphaned as a young girl and 

had taken on the responsibility of  

caring for her family alone. 

Many came from regions 

increasingly affected by climate 

change with the loss of  productive 

agricultural land, diminishing water 

supplies and forced migration to 

urban areas that that brings. Others 

had never had to chance to go to school because their home villages were 

geographically isolated and had been overlooked by central government when 

it came to investment in educational resources. Others still had been forced 

to marry early or were simply of  an age that meant they had never had the 

opportunity to study when they were young. It is interesting to note that 

Sudanese women over the age of  65 appear to be by far the most vulnerable 
to a lack of  educational opportunities, with some estimates putting the rate of  

illiteracy among this group as high as 90%.

That these women felt it was worth attending literacy circles is remarkable 

given the life challenges they have faced; but it is also remarkable for another 
reason. Literacy work may have become more participative and moved away 

from the 1960s’ primers whose mummified remains can still be bought on 
the pavement book stalls of  Qasr Street in Khartoum but it is still widely 

suspected of  being deadly dull. Yet what I saw during the circles I attended was 

anything but pedestrian and the circles were never dull. 

Jebel Aulia Literacy Circle 
(Credit, Imogen Thurbon).

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



7

Literacy circles in action

In one circle, a participant explained what had motivated her to attend her 

local literacy group and the sense of  empowerment and confidence it had 
given her:

“I had to go to the health clinic but because I couldn’t read the signs, I 
had to keep asking people for help in finding it. At last I reached what 
I thought was the clinic and asked the man standing nearby if  I was 

right. He turned to me and said, ‘What’s the point of  you looking for 

a clinic when you can’t even read? You should stay at home!’ At first 
I felt terrible but then I got angry – angry that he thought he could 

insult me in that way. So I joined our literacy circle. Now I feel proud 

that I can read. No one will insult me again,” (Thurbon 2016, p. 19).

Another participant’s testimony echoes the gently subversive tone of  our 

Darfuri folktale, with its hints of  challenging the status quo:
We women were all sitting inside the lorry while the men, as is our custom, 

sat on the roof. Night was falling and we were anxious to arrive so we called 

up to our brothers and husbands asking where we were. They kept saying, ‘Not 

yet, not yet. There’s still a long way to go.’ I knew that we had to be getting 

close by now, so I stood up and looked out. Pointing to the road sign that I 

could read perfectly, I shouted up to 

them: ‘You need to turn left here, 

look at the sign! We’re almost there.’ 

They were astonished and asked me 

how I knew, so I told them about 

our literacy circle. From then on, 

they encouraged their wives to go 

too (ibid, p 14).

Another circle I attended were 

discussing the community action 

that they could take to prevent 

malaria and bilharzia outbreaks by 

clearing stagnant water ditches and 

visiting neighbours to explain simple 

prevention strategies. In another 

circle, I was told the women had 

requested a visiting public health 

official to talk about the prevention 
of  watery diarrhoea and he did so 

using drama and role play. 

Jebel Aulia participants discussing local  
health issues (Credit, Imogen Thurbon).
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A third circle was mapping out on large sheets of  card how household 

income and expenditure varied from month to month and from season to 

season, and discussing how to supplement household income through the 

handicraft skills they had brought with them from their rural homelands 

in Darfur and the Nuba Mountains. Others had requested training in food 

processing skills and had attended a course offered by a local employer. 

Some of  the circles I attended were tackling sensitive issues of  ethnic, economic 

and family conflict, as well as exploring attitudes towards and the personal 
challenges they faced relating to gender-based violence and coercion, polygamy 

and inheritance disputes. Often these issues were explored through debate, songs 

and role-play. The role-play I witnessed was about the tensions generated in a 

family when a husband chooses to take a second wife; heartfelt personal and 
social dilemmas were explored in both moving and informative ways. 

The literacy circles I had the privilege to attend certainly seemed at the very 

least to give cause for optimism that on both a personal and community level, 

participative literacy work paid dividends in terms of  women’s literacy and 

community engagement. 

Approaches to Literacy in Sudan
The need for optimism is great in Sudan, given the grim literacy statistics; 
these are despite the committed work of  the National Council for Literacy and 

Trainer and participant discussing household income and expenditure 
(Credit, Imogen Thurbon).
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Education (NCLAE) that aims to eradicate illiteracy. 

The NCLAE has launched mass literacy campaigns focusing on the young 

and there has been a considerable improvement in literacy rates since the 

1990’s, when it was estimated that fewer than 20% of  women in Northern 

Sudan were literate. As in many developing countries, Sudan has focused on 

eradicating illiteracy by seeking to improve primary school uptake. World Bank 

website documents state that primary school enrollment in Sudan is 46% of  
eligible pupils while secondary school enrollment stands at 21% of  those 

eligible, with substantial variations by province and region.

The problem with this approach is that it fails to acknowledge the role 

of  adult literacy in children’s education and adults’ own right to literacy. 

Adult literacy has overwhelmingly been treated as the poor sister in national 

education development programmes. Sudan is no different in this respect, 

in that most adult literacy projects are left to small scale Non-Governmental 

Organisations, often operating under severe financial and regulatory constraints. 
The NGO literacy providers generally favour participative and community-

based approaches to literacy training, rather than the more traditional and 

often volunteer-based training that characterises state-funded mass literacy 

campaigns. 

Helena Colliander, quoting NCLAE sources, states that illiteracy rates are 

estimated to be between 60% and 70% (2014, p.7). A personal communication 
to Colliander from the NCLAE Deputy Secretary General in 2011 says, “the 
number of  illiterates over the age of  fifteen is above 7.2 million and about two 
thirds of  these are women.” 

REFLECT

The literacy circles I attended use a community-based, participative 

methodology that has evolved out of  the Rural Participative Appraisal of  

Paulo Freire and others; it is known as REFLECT or ‘Mirror’ in Arabic. It was 
introduced into Sudan in 1998. 

The Pamoja REFLECT Network Sudan brings together Sudanese 

practitioners and trainers in the REFLECT method; it is dedicated to advancing 
community development in Sudan. One of  its founders, Dr. Leila Bashir, is 

closely involved in the training of  facilitators at WEP and has been directly 

responsible for the design, content and editing of  the training manual we use. 

Participants determine the written language they wish to acquire through a 

negotiated focus on issues of  direct relevance to them and their community. 

Progressing from visual representations in the form of  maps, charts, diagrams 

and drawings of  their home, workplace, domestic and work activities and 

community resources, they move on to express key ideas, schemata and 
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relationships in a written form. This process acts as a vehicle for personal and 

community development and change, as issues are continually debated and 

discussed in an open and respectful group dynamic. 

This methodology is claimed to be ideally suited to the adult learner as it 

draws on adults’ deductive skills and their knowledge and experience and is 

both functional and psychosocial.

There are substantial free online resources offering detailed frameworks and 

training materials for facilitators. As the participants themselves generate their 

own learning materials, REFLECT is often mistakenly seen as an attractively 

low-cost literacy option by those involved in budgeting and funding for 

literacy programmes. As we shall see later, there are considerable costs if  a 

REFLECT programme is to be fully and professionally implemented because 

the methodology is highly dependent on the strong skills base of  its facilitators.

As with all methodologies, REFLECT has its drawbacks and its 

implementation and assessment pose particular challenges. Riddell sums up 

the complexities involved in adopting a methodology which is so much more 

than just teaching reading and writing:

What distinguishes REFLECT from other adult literacy programmes is 

the direct connection it has with community development. Community 

development is not something that is done with literacy after it is 

acquired, but rather community development permeates through the 

literacy training. For REFLECT to serve the multiple purposes that 

are expected of  it however, frequent evaluations have to be made; the 
information they give is used to plan further interventions so as to 

improve implementation and enhance outcomes (Riddell 2001, p.69).

She continues by warning that if  “practitioners do not want to be judged 
on their ability to produce literate and numerate participants, then they must 

be judged on their ability to produce empowered, self-confident communities” 
(ibid). This raises the really important question of  how far facilitators really 

integrate literacy into broader development aims and how far those aims are 

sidelined in favour of  technical literacy skills. 

In many of  the monthly reports submitted by Adila Abdel Rahman to 

WEP, the tensions between what some facilitators see as discrete aims and 

the more holistic REFLECT methodology are very evident. Some facilitators, 

though trained extensively in the holistic aspects of  REFLECT, are in practice 

delivering fairly standard traditional literacy classes. We must also consider 

how the balance between social and technical skills is negotiated within the 

group, as it is they who should determine the syllabus. 

In addition, REFLECT’s ideological underpinnings concerning gender equality 
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Dr Leila Bashir 
explaining how human 
rights can be integrated 
into literacy discussions 
(Credit, Imogen    
Thurbon).

Dr Bashir with trainees mapping out health relationships (Credit, Imogen Thurbon).

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



12

may need to be carefully contextualised in the interests of  cultural sensitivity. 

In relation to its effect on gender equality, the use of  REFLECT has been 

found to enhance women’s mobility both in terms of  traveling within their 

community and in their ability to move from private to more public arenas 

within their community as their self-confidence grows. Analysis of  male and 
female workloads can bring about shifts in perceptions of  gender roles but 

“the sustainability of  such a change when the fundamental issues of  inequality 
between women and men are not confronted is the crucial question,” 
(Cottingham, Metcalf  and Phnuyal 2010, p.30).

Some of  our participants 
(Credit, Imogen Thurbon).

Some of  our participants 
(Credit, Imogen Thurbon).
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I certainly felt that the women I spoke to in our literacy circles believed 

themselves to have been empowered by their experiences in the circles and 

that this had changed their lives in many ways. Some had gone on to initiate 

community health projects; others had enrolled on vocational courses or had 
become more actively involved in the education of  their children. All of  them 

expressed their views with clarity, focus and self-confidence. One had found 
the courage to report the physical abuse of  her daughter to the authorities 

after growing in self-confidence and becoming more aware of  the community 
structures and institutions that allowed her to do so safely. 

REFLECT is highly dependent on the dialogue developing skills of  its 

facilitators and their ability to identify and develop community leadership skills 

among participants. Facilitators need regular high quality training and refresher 

input, and an infrastructure that allows them to share experiences with other 

trainers and to maintain their motivation in what can sometimes feel a lonely 

environment. However, the reality is often that the training of  facilitators is 

limited, piecemeal and poorly resourced, and the only measure of  the quality 

of  the sessions is deemed to be attendance. The need for facilitators who come 

from the same community as their participants, who speak the participants’ 

mother tongue if  different from the target literacy language, and who can 

empathise with the community’s stresses and challenges, cannot always be met. 

I was struck by the fact that in many of  our circles, participants commented 

that what kept them coming, when work and family pressures were acute, 

was the personal empathy and concern for their wellbeing expressed by their 

facilitator, who would call on them to check if  they were well if  they missed a 

session. This echoes Colliander’s findings on the importance of  empathy and 
caring in assessing literacy-trainer competence. 

Conclusion 
If  the method’s radical community development and empowerment aims are 

to realised, REFLECT circles and the organisation that provides them need 

to be strongly embedded within the community they serve, to establish strong 

networking and corporate ties within that community and the larger society, 

and have good links to national health, education and welfare bodies. A fair 

and rigorous appraisal of  achievements in literacy acquisition and community 

empowerment is difficult to establish and organisations often lack the funds 
and infrastructure to pursue this adequately. In this, WEP is no different 

from many other NGOs operating in this field for which investing time and 
resources in the recruitment of  skilled facilitators, overcoming bureaucratic 

complexities, being able physically to visit and monitor their work on a regular 

enough basis to be meaningful, and provide the opportunities for staff  to 
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meet, share and grow in their REFLECT skills, often have to take precedence 

over longer-term aims. 

The Women’s Education Partnership is grappling with many of  the 

challenges outlined above and has a long way to go towards resolving these 

issues; not least that of  evaluating the impact of  our literacy work on long-term 
community empowerment and in providing training support and development 

networks for our facilitators.

It is easy to become pessimistic in a field where it is often said that 70% of  
projects fail but while acknowledging that we still have a long road to travel, 

my own observation of  the circles which we run gives me great cause for 

optimism, as the experiences and testimonies of  the participants in our circle 

bear witness. 
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The National Dialogue in Sudan: A dream that didn’t come true

Faisal Mohamed Salih*

Introduction 
Since independence in 1956, Sudan has been through many crises. The 
country has been in a state of  repeated political instability, with 50 years of  

repressive military regimes and only eleven years of  democratic pluralism. In 

that time, numerous peace talks and dialogues have been held, with limited 

success. Unanswered questions of  identity and cultural and ethnic diversity, 

appropriate types of  governance, power and wealth sharing, marginalisation 

and underdevelopment, state and religion, have all fuelled conflicts in the 
country.

Dialogue and peace negotiations seem to have become an addiction for 

successive political regimes in Sudan. As Atta el Battahani has written,1 there 

have been16 political dialogues and peace negotiations held since independence. 
The most successful ones were the Addis Ababa Agreement of  1972 and the 

2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement. Both of  them stopped wars in the 

south for some years but conflict re-ignited, either in the same place or in 
other regions of  the country. While the CPA was a great breakthrough and 

gave a rare chance for a new beginning for Sudan, it led to a failed transition 

and the secession of  South Sudan. 

Lessons of  failure
Looking at the outcome of  the recent National Dialogue Conference, and 

looking back to Sudan’s dialogue and negotiation history, it seems that history 

is repeating itself  in a very sarcastic way; the problems and mistakes are the 
same, and repeated time and again. There are many reasons for the failure of  

the dialogues and agreements:

Lack of  political will, where different parties to a dialogue were either 

manoeuvring or buying time, while believing that conflict would achieve their 
goals.

Lack of  inclusiveness. In addition to the political parties and movements 

that were not convinced of  the seriousness of  the constitutional talks, most 

peace talks through the years involved only the government and armed 

rebels, ignoring the civil and peaceful opposition and other stakeholders. The 

1 Atta el Hassan el Battahani, National Dialogue in Sudan: Past Experiences and Current 
Challenges, Sudan Democracy First Group, 2014. http://democracyfirstgroup.org/
News/SDFG%20National%20Dialogue%20in%20Sudan%20Report-Final.pdf
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dangerous message behind that was that you are eligible and qualified to sit 
and talk only if  you have armed power. 

Absence of  perception and vision, such as guarantees for the parties making 

concessions, and providing acceptable scenarios for an exit strategy and a soft 

landing.

Failure to address root causes, since peace agreements often look for quick 

results and the short-term interests of  elites, without addressing the root 

causes of  conflicts.
Lack of  strict and serious commitment, even when comprehensive 

agreements were reached and accepted, they were undermined by fierce 
competition over the limited political gains.

Lack of  efficiency and institutional capacity when agreements were being 

implemented.

Failure to deliver peace dividends to the general public, so that when 

peace agreements were broken, this did not attract a public outcry.2

National Dialogue 
Definition
There are many definitions of  national dialogue. The Berghof  Foundation’s 
National Dialogue Handbook appears to be relevant to Sudan. It reads: “National 
Dialogues are nationally owned political processes aimed at generating 

consensus among a broad range of  national stakeholders in times of  

deep political crisis, in post-war situations or during far-reaching political 

transitions.”3

In his prescription for successful national dialogue, Christopher Zambakari 

writes, “National dialogues are complex, but positive outcomes are more likely 
in certain conditions. Issues to be resolved should be realistic and determined 

in an inclusive, consultative forum.” 4

Calls for National Dialogue in Sudan since June 1989

On 30th June 1989, a military coup led by the National Islamic Front toppled the 

government of  Al Sadig al Mahdi. The new regime suspended the constitution 

and dissolved all political parties and trades unions, and launched a large-scale 

campaign of  arrests.

To build the base for the new institutions and policies, they initiated a series 

2 Battahani, ibid

3 Berghof  Foundation Operations GmbH, 14195 Berlin, Germany, May 2017. 

4 Christopher Zambakari, Six factors for successful national dialogues, The Fletcher Forum 

of  World Affairs, http://www.fletcherforum.org/home/2016/8/22/six-factors-for-
successful-national-dialogues
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of  national dialogue conferences. Participants were mainly from the NIF and 

defectors from other parties. Leaders of  other political parties were often in 

prison or in exile. The series of  conferences included:

• National Dialogue Conference on Peace Issues (9th September-21st 

October 1989);
• National Dialogue on Media Issues (19th-28th February 1990);
• National Dialogue Conference on the Political System (16th August-20th 

October 1990).

In addition, other conferences on economic issues, trades unions, diplomacy 

and the Darfur crises (known as Moatamar Ahl al Sudan) took place in Kenana 

in 2008.5

The concept of  national dialogue has been vulgarised and misused during 

these years and this contributed to the lukewarm reception or rejection of  the 

president’s latest call for national dialogue.

The National Dialogue Conference (2014-16)
Chronology of  the National Dialogue in Sudan

1. Monday 27th January 2014: President Omer al Beshir’s speech calling 

for the National Dialogue (‘National Leap Speech’).

2. April 2014: First meeting of  the general assembly for the National 

Dialogue. 

3. May 2014: formation of  the coordination committee of  the Dialogue 

(‘7+7’).

4. 20th August 2015: third meeting of  the general assembly. 

5. 6th August 2016; fourth meeting of  the general assembly. 
6. 10th October 2016: final session of  the National Dialogue Conference.
7. 1st March 2017: Al Beshir appointed Vice-President Bakri Hassan Salih 

as prime minister.

8. 11th May 2017: The new ‘national consensus government’ announced. 

The first six of  these will be discussed in more detail below.

1. The Leap Speech (Khitab Alwathba)
In 2014 President Al Beshir summoned the political forces in Sudan to agree 

on comprehensive reform through a national dialogue, where all participants 

were invited to take part to address the basic issues that have held back 

development since independence. There was huge media coverage prior to 

5 Dr Suliman Hamid, The Experiment of  the Islamists in Sudan (Tajrabat Alislamien fi 
Alsudan) Alsharif  Academic Bookshop, 2009, page 17. 
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the speech, especially following former American President Jimmy Carter’s 

statement after meeting Al Beshir days before the speech. Carter said that Al 

Beshir promised him good news. 

There were different reactions from political forces in the country to the 

call. The first group, which was present at the opening gathering, hailed the 
President’s speech and accepted the call unconditionally. This included the 

parties allied with the ruling National Congress Party (NCP); the two factions 
of  the Democratic Unionist Party (led by Mohamed Osman al Mirghani and 

Jalal Yousef  al Degair); the Darfur signatories to the Doha Agreement (The 
Liberation and Justice Movement and breakaway factions from the Justice and 

Equality Movement or JEM, and the Sudan Liberation Movement or SLM); 
part of  the Beja Congress, and other small parties.

 Three opposition forces accepted the call with some reservations: the 

National Umma Party (NUP) wing led by Al Sadig al Mahdi; the Popular 
Congress Party (PCP) led by Hassan al Turabi; the Reform Now Movement 
led by Ghazi Salah Eldien al Atabani; besides other small parties and ex-rebel 
movements. They requested a serious commitment from the government, the 

creation of  a conducive environment, and guarantees for political and media 

freedom.

A coalition of  other opposition parties, the National Consensus Forces 

(NCF), which includes around 14 liberal and leftist parties, rejected the 

invitation to the dialogue. These include the Sudanese Communist Party, 

Sudanese Congress Party, three Ba’ath parties, the Nasserite Socialist Party, 

factions from the Democratic Unionist Party, and the New Democratic Forces 

Movement. They requested that the dialogue be held outside the country 

under the auspices of  the African Union (AU) and only after taking wide 

ranging confidence-building measures. They also requested that the regime 
accept that the dialogue would lead to a full transition. This position reflected 
the scepticism of  the many people who regarded the invitation as a means to 

preserve the status quo rather than bring about change.6 

 The armed opposition movements in Darfur, Blue Nile and South 

Kordofan also rejected dialogue. They wanted negotiations to be mediated by 

the AU and the international community, as well as a number of  other pre-

conditions.7

6 Nasredeen Abdulbari, The Sudan National Dialogue and constitutional reforms: Co-opting 
mild opponents? http://www.constitutionnet.org/news/sudan-national-dialogue-and-

constitutional-reforms-co-opting-mild-opponents

7 Elshafie Khidir Saeid, Sudan’s National Dialogue Conference: The Permissible Questions, 
Berghof  Foundation, 2017. 
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2. First General Assembly for National Dialogue
The first meeting of  the National Dialogue Assembly was held in April 
2014 under Al Beshir’s chairmanship and with 203 representatives from 83 

parties and movements. The meeting discussed various preparatory steps. The 

President also issued four decrees to create a conducive atmosphere:

• Enabling political parties to exercise political activity inside and outside 

party headquarters in accordance with the law. 

• Broadening media freedom and participation.

• Release of  all political detainees and prisoners not convicted under the 

law. 

• A government pledge to provide sufficient guarantees, enabling the 
armed movements to participate in the National Dialogue.

The meeting agreed on the establishment of  the High Coordination 

Committee (“7+7”) to lead the dialogue. It comprised seven representatives 
from the opposition and seven from the government’s allied parties. The chair 

of  the Committee was hotly disputed, with the NCP demanding it be Al Beshir 

rather than an independent national figure.8

3. Arrest of  Al Sadig al Mahdi, withdrawal of  the NUP and the Reform 
Now Movement
In May, Al Sadig Al Mahdi was arrested for claiming that the Rapid Support 

Forces, a government militia, had committed war crimes and crimes against 

humanity. Moreover, Ibrahim al Sheikh, leader of  the Sudanese Congress 

Party, was detained for several months, also for criticising the RSF.

The NUP (Umma) then withdrew from the dialogue and called for the 

involvement of  the African Union High Implementation Panel (AUHIP). 

Following further arrests other parties also withdrew.

4. Third Assembly meeting 
On 20th August 2015, the third meeting of  the Conference’s General Assembly 

was convened. President Al Beshir reiterated a number of  decisions in his 

address, including: freedom of  political party activities, a two-month ceasefire, 
a full amnesty for all people carrying arms and willing to participate in the 

Dialogue, the freeing of  all political prisoners, a clear commitment on the part 

of  the governing NCP to implement the outcomes of  the National Dialogue 

Conference. 

The meeting endorsed the appointment of  the General Secretariat and the 

50 national figures who were invited to the dialogue.

8 Saeid, ibid

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



21

5. August 2016: fourth meeting of  the Conference General Assembly
This discussed the draft general recommendations. There were sharp 

disagreements over some, particularly on issues of  freedoms and human 

rights, and a recommendation to reduce the authority and power of  the 

security apparatus.9

6. The Final session of  the National Dialogue Conference
In October 2016, the final Conference document was signed by the heads of  
the Sudanese political parties that had taken part. In attendance were Egyptian 

President Abdel Fatty al Sis, Chad’s President Idriss Début, who then chaired 

the AU, and Uganda’s President Rower Museveni, as well as other senior 

dignitaries. Addressing the concluding session, Al Beshir said that all political 

and armed groups that had not taken part in the conference were welcome to 

sign the document if  they wished. He promised to implement all the changes 

in the final 10,000 word document. He also rang Al Sadig al Mahdi, inviting 
him to join the government.

The Reaction of  the political and armed opposition 
Paris Declaration, August 2014

Meanwhile, the opposition groups and armed movements which had rejected 

national dialogue met Al Sadig al Mahdi in Paris and issued the “Paris 
Declaration”:

The Sudanese opposition forces agree that the measure to create a 

conducive atmosphere for a serious national dialogue, or a purposeful 

constitutional process, requires measures to establish a conducive 

environment and providing public freedoms. In this regard, the 

two parties are calling for the immediate release of  all political 

detainees and those convicted of  political crimes and journalists, 

and chief  among them is Mr. Ibrahim al Sheikh, Chairman of  the 

Sudanese Congress Party, and the exchange of  prisoners of  war 

between the SRF [Sudan Revolutionary Front], and the Government 

of  Sudan. The two parties agreed on the boycott of  any future 

general election, unless it is held under a transitional government 

that ends the wars, provides public freedoms and is supported by a 

national consensus as a result of  an inclusive dialogue involving all.10

9 Ammar Alsaggad, second Rapporteur of  the Committee on Liberties and Human 

Rights, Assayha newspaper, 21/04/2017. 

10 Sudan Tribune, http://sudantribune.com/spip.php?article52049
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Sudan Call, December 2014

In December 2014, the signatories of  the Paris Declaration met with other 

opposition forces in Addis Ababa and issued the “Sudan Call” for a peaceful 
and popular democratic transformation. They stated, “We have come together 
and pledged to work to dismantle the one-party state regime and replace it 

with a state founded on equal citizenship”.
The signatories added that Sudan is, “sliding towards an abyss as a result 

of  the policies of  the regime.” They called for transformation “through daily 
popular struggle, including popular uprising to create a solid foundation to 

secure the rights of  Sudanese people.”
They demanded, “the cessation of  hostilities in Darfur, Blue Nile and 

South Kordofan/Nuba Mountains” and crucially, the “dissolution of  the 
government militias” to protect civilians from “killing, displacement and rape.” 
They argued that the “apparent dialogue” was intended only to reproduce the 
existing regime and give the government a veneer of  legitimacy ahead of  the 

2015 national elections.11

Berlin Declaration, February 2015

The position of  the opposition gradually developed towards accepting 

participation in national dialogue with some conditions and in February 2015, 

representatives gathered in Berlin. The decisions that were taken included: 

sending a delegation to Addis Ababa for a preparatory meeting to negotiate 

with the government about further cooperation.12

Regional and international feedback
All regional and international powers welcomed the National Dialogue, hoping 

that it could become a new start to bring peace and stability in Sudan. Some 

expressed their support with caution, especially the Western countries (the 

European Union and the United States), linking their support with conditions 

that the dialogue should be inclusive, transparent and well structured, 

and asking the government to take certain measures to create a conducive 

environment for the dialogue.

Many foreign diplomats visited the Dialogue Secretariat, and listened to 

briefings and clarifications from the Secretary General on the on going process 
and the issues raised therein. Egypt, Chad, Ethiopia and the Gulf  States were 

all enthusiastic and supportive.

11 The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/11/sudan-call-

political-opposition-bashir

12 http://www.auswaertigesamt.de/EN/Infoservice/Presse/

Meldungen/2015/150226_Sudan.html?nn=479796
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The African Union High-Level Implementation Panel (AUHIP)

The AU extended the September 2014 mandate of  the AUHIP (headed by 

South African former President Thabo Mbeki) to achieve a comprehensive 

solution in Sudan. The AU hailed Al Beshir’s speech “outlining the framework 
for a National Dialogue, based on the following agenda: peace and national 

unity, economy, basic rights and freedoms, national identity, constitutional 

review and governance” and supported the effort to address national issues, as 
well as areas of  conflict within a common framework.13

Subsequently the AUHIP started a series of  meetings with Sudanese 

political forces, the government and the armed movements. In March 2016, 
AUHIP proposed its Road Map for the Sudanese rivals, urging the launch 

of  negotiations on a simultaneous cessation of  hostilities for humanitarian 

purposes in the Two Areas and Darfur, before a preparatory meeting on 

opposition participation in the National Dialogue. Its ultimate aim was a 

genuine, comprehensive and effective dialogue process that contributes to the 

resolution of  the Sudanese crises.
14 

At the end of  a difficult process, the Sudanese armed movements and the 
political opposition, allied under the Sudan Call, agreed to sign AUHIP’s Road 

Map.15 However, the plan was never implemented and negotiations collapsed. 

It appeared that each side had different interpretations of  participation in the 

National Dialogue. The government and the 7+7 Committee wanted Sudan 

Call to join the existing dialogue but the Sudan Call group sought a preparatory 

meeting to frame a fresh start.16

The US position

The US statement welcoming the National Dialogue was repeated many times 

by Donald Booth, the US Special Envoy to Sudan and South Sudan, who 

added that there was an opportunity for the opposition to join the process.17 

The former Envoy, Princeton Lyman, made similar remarks in Khartoum in 

2016 adding, “I would suggest that at the heart of  the problem is that there 
has not yet been a commitment to a real democratic transition, especially by 

the ruling authorities,”18

13 Communiqué of  the 456th meeting of  the AU Peace and Security Council on 

Sudan’s national dialogue, 12th September 2014

14 Communiqué of  the 456th meeting of  the AU Peace and Security Council on 

Sudan’ national dialogue, 12th September 2014

15 SDFG report, Sudan Democracy First: Will the AUHIP roadmap lead to peace?, 
September 18th 2016
16 Sudan Trhibune, http://sudantribune.com/spip.php?article52

17 https://www.sudanvisiondaily.com/index.php/new-posts/local-news/951-

washington-will-urge-holdouts-join-dialogue?start=72
18 Susan Stigant, ‘Sudan’s National Dialogue Poses Test to Government’s 
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The Troika

The Troika, (the US, UK and Norway, which had supported the CPA in 2005) 

also welcomed the National Dialogue. They stated that: 

A sustainable peace and genuinely representative political system can 

best be achieved through a comprehensive national dialogue that 

addresses fundamental issues of  governance, political inclusiveness, 

resource sharing, identity, and social equality at a national level.19

EU position

The EU diplomats in Sudan seemed more optimistic about the National 

Dialogue. They kept hailing the initiative and criticising the opposition forces 

in shared meetings for wasting a valuable opportunity. Germany even initiated 

a dialogue with the opposition through the Berghof  Foundation.20

Outcome and recommendations of  the National Dialogue
The National Dialogue continued in spite of  the absentees and finally came 
up with a report and recommendations in March 2017. These centred around 

the work of  six committees:

Peace and Unity Committee. This committee came up with various 

predictable comments about building national unity and involving civil society 

in that process. Arguably the most controversial proposal was the role that it 

gave to the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS) in collecting and 

analysing information. 

Economy Committee. This spoke of  a flexible economic system stimulating 
growth in all regions and incorporating through state intervention principles 

of  social justice.

Identity Committee. A multi-cultural approach was recommended, reflecting 
the diversity of  the Sudanese people, including religious diversity, which would 

be embodied in rights in the national constitution that would be in accord with 

international charters. 

Commitment’, https://www.usip.org/blog/2016/02/sudans-national-dialogue-
poses-test-governments-commitment. 

19 Joint Statement on National Dialogue in Sudan, http://www.en.khartoumcenter.

com/america-the-national-dialogue-is-a-step-to-eject-sudan-from-the-conflict/
20 https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/togo/11604/european-union-ambassador-
concludes-his-mission-and-bids-farewell-to-sudan_en
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Freedom and Basic Rights Committee. This Committee covered related 

ground with regard to the actual writing of  the constitution, focussing 

particularly on human rights and freedom of  religion.

The Committee for Governance issues and the Dialogue outcome. In 

order to implement the outcome of  the Dialogue, a National Reconciliation 

Government should be formed from the parties in the National Dialogue and 

others who accepted the outcome of  the Dialogue.21 

New Government and Members of  Parliament

In May 2017, the First Vice-President and newly appointed Prime Minister, 

Bakri Hassan Salih, announced a “National Consensus Government” that 
included 31 ministers and 44 secretaries of  state, with a few new-comers from 

the PCP and small parties. In addition, there would be 64 more MPs selected 
from the parties and movements that participated in the Dialogue, raising the 

total number to 490. A further 18 members were added to the State Council, 

the upper house. There would also be more members in the regional State 

Councils.

Conclusion to section

Overall, there was little that was new in the National Dialogue recommendations 

compared to the existing constitution and laws, other than the appointment 

of  a prime minister. It appeared to many that the provisions of  the 2005 

transitional constitution contained solid legal drafting which was far better 

than the recommendations drafted by the Dialogue.22

What went wrong?
Lessons of  failure

There were many reasons for failure:

1. Lack of  political will, negotiating in bad faith. There were many 

indicators of  a lack of  political will or positive spirit from many parties, 

especially the government and the ruling NCP.

The Dialogue Conference was flooded with a large number of  parties 
and movements. Most of  these did not exist before the Conference, which 

suggests that they were specially manufactured for the Dialogue; most were 
close to the NCP.

21 http://hewarwatani.gov.sd/eng/images/Papers/Rec-en.pdf

22 The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/11/sudan-call-

political-opposition-bashir
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2. Lack of  an appropriate mechanism. The NCP and its allies resisted the 

proposal for a technical mechanism formed from non-partisan academics and 

technocrats, and insisted on the political mechanism (7+7), that in practice 

aided the NCP.

3. Lack of  inclusiveness. Major political forces and movements were not part 

of  the Dialogue from day one, making any possibility of  achieving peace and 

stability in the country based on the results of  this Dialogue a distant dream. 

4. Constitutional amendments. On 4th January 2015, Parliament approved 

eighteen amendments to the 2005 interim constitution that included expanding 

the role of  the security service, the NISS, legalising its de facto command of  

the RSF since 2013, and allowing it and the police to create their own courts. 

They also incorporated the 2011 Doha Document for Peace in Darfur into 

the constitution, thereby institutionalising the key government condition that 

the DDPD (which was not signed by the SRF’s Darfur factions), serve as the 

framework for talks with Darfur rebels. Another amendment also gave the 

President powers to appoint state governors (who had previously been chosen 

by the electorate).23

These amendments were a preemptive attempt to block the recommendations 

of  the National Dialogue, which were clearly aimed at reducing the powers of  

the security apparatus.

5. The Election. While the Dialogue was in process, the government 

announced that the presidential and parliamentary elections would be held in 

April 2015. That came as a shock and created a negative environment. It was 

clear that the government wanted to avoid any possibility of  a transitional 

period (as had been provided for in 2005 by the CPA). The election was 

regarded as a tool to gain the NCP the legitimacy to run the country until 

2020, regardless of  the Dialogue’s outcome.

6. State intolerance. The intolerance of  the state and its organs towards the 

public activities of  political parties and civil society organisations remained 

evident. They banned and interrupted opposition activities in a repressive 

manner. The government justified these actions in the name of  national 
security but this limited political space was directly contrary to the supposed 

purpose of  the Dialogue.24

23 Sudan Tribune, 4th January 2015, www.sudantribune.com

24 Susan Stigant, op.cit
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7. Media freedom. The security grip on the media was also tightened: 

newspapers were regularly confiscated after printing, some were suspended 
from publication and various forms of  censorship were imposed. During the 

National Dialogue process, newspaper editors were ordered not to publish 

negative comments or discuss controversial issues.25

8. Non-obligatory recommendations. Despite several statements by 

Al Beshir and senior officials about their commitment to implement 
the recommendations of  the National Dialogue, it turned out that the 

recommendations of  the Dialogue were not obligatory.26

When some of  the Dialogue recommendations were tabled in Parliament, 

in the form of  constitutional reforms, some were turned down (the NCP 

had a majority in the house). This was a huge shock to some PCP and other 

participants, and they threatened to pull out of  the process.27

9. Absence of  implementation and follow-up mechanisms. By the end of  

the Dialogue, the Coordinating Committee (7+7), had been dissolved. There 

was to be no body or institution to follow up the implementation process, so it 

was left to the new government. Some NCP leaders responded to this by saying 

that ‘the Government of  National Unity is the implementation mechanism as 

in the transitional period of  the CPA’. However, that transitional period had 

involved a more balanced assembly, including the Sudan People’s Liberation 

Movement (SPLM) and other political parties.

Business as usual

In November 2016, weeks after the final session of  the National Dialogue, 
petrol and diesel prices rose by almost 30% after a late-night pronouncement 

by the government indicated that subsidies would be partly removed. Electricity 

prices were to be subject to progressive increases, depending on household 

consumption. The subsidy cuts were announced as part of  a programme 

designed to deal with the country’s widening fiscal deficit and deepening 
foreign currency crisis.

The economic decisions taken by the government were met with a new 

wave of  criticism and opposition. Some participants in the National Dialogue 

considered that these decisions were contrary to the recommendations of  the 

Dialogue as declared by the government, and contradicted its spirit. They said 

25 Alarabi Aljadid newspaper, 27/07/2016, https://www.alaraby.co.uk
26 http://www.qudspress.com/index.php?page=show&id=23541
27 Statement from General Ahmed Imam Al Tuhami, Chairperson of  Parliament’s 

Security and Defence Committee
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that they would be guided by the recommendations of  the Dialogue.

Conclusion
Despite the great differences between the political forces in Sudan in visions 

and positions, all agree that dialogue and a peacefully negotiated solution are 

the most appropriate way to solve the problems of  the country. However, they 

failed to achieve a real dialogue that could put the country on the road to the 

future and the dialogue became a dream that did not come true.

* Faisal Mohamed Salih is a journalist and writer living in Sudan. A version 

of  his paper was first presented at a conference in the Sudan Programme at 
St. Antony’s College, University of  Oxford, in September 2017.
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Songs in War: Thoughts on a genre

Nicki Kindersley* 

  Malesh
  hiding and scared in your own country

  you’re feeling hungry and scared

  not knowing what tomorrow will bring

      Ana Taban1

In news and policy today, South Sudan has two forms of  music. The first 
is desperately seeking peace: musicians across East Africa and the wider 

diaspora, most visibly collected as the group Ana Taban (‘I am tired’), are 

writing songs and holding public concerts in South Sudan in an attempt to 

assert a peaceful narrative of  reconciliation, reform, and social solidarity. 

Arts initiatives have traction in this fractured and paralysed political context: 

many international agencies see these projects as one of  few opportunities for 

peace-building, particularly in the securitised atmosphere of  South Sudan’s 

towns, now that national press houses and radio stations are mostly closed 

or under intense scrutiny, and media and civil activists are at serious risk of  

torture, incommunicado detention, and murder.

These embattled but positive voices are in direct contrast to the second type 

of  songs referenced in reports on the on-going conflict, generally referred to 
as ‘war songs’. These songs, just as deeply rooted in history, are part of  the 

psychological and political drivers of  conflict, tapping into the same emotional 
roots of  exhaustion, fear and anger.

These two opposing forms of  song echo the divided scholarship on music 

in peacebuilding and music in violence. These two fields of  research – into 
music as a means of  peacebuilding and music as a tool of  conflict – still 
struggle to talk to each other.2 It is probably more productive to see music 

and song-writing as a powerful methodology in human experience. Songs are 

fertile spaces for articulating, testing, and cultivating world-views: they are a 

tool in the production of  both peaceful post-war collective futures and in 

fermenting exclusive ethno-nationalisms and inter-community antagonism.

1 Anataban South Sudan, #Anataban Campaign New Song,“Malesh” Official Video, 
accessed January 24, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s7_HdelBS38. 
2 Elaine Sandoval, “Music in Peacebuilding: A Critical Literature Review,” Journal of  
Peace Education 13, No. 3 (September 1, 2016): 200–217, https://doi.org/10.1080/17
400201.2016.1234634.
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I hope to use this essay to set out the complex terrain of  songs in South Sudan 

today: to challenge this basic duality of  peace/war songs, and to highlight the 

complexity of  trying to instrumentalise songs in the current conflict, through 
the rich historiography of  research into and around songs in the Sudans. Since 

the pre-colonial period, those who have suffered state violence, displacement 

and loss have set their experiences, feelings, anger and cries for change to song, 

particularly when war and political repression have shut down other avenues 

for civil debate and expression. South Sudan’s citizens have turned to long-

standing creative ways of  discussing deep-rooted inter-communal divisions, 

and possibilities for solidarity, restitution and reform, through songs, comedy, 

drama and folktales. 

This short essay aims to fit the above songs into this longer history of  
conflict and culture in South Sudan, and suggest that scholarship on conflict 
and peace-building take this cultural perspective: examining the history and 

politics of  art can help to detail how intellectual cultures survive within brutal 

state collapse and how people continue to articulate arguments, experience, 

grief  and possibilities in an often-overlooked public discourse even during 

war. Current research into the situation in South Sudan must refocus on these 

intellectual histories and listen to South Sudanese versions of  history, conflict 
and possible futures.

The historiography of  songs
Anthropologists and historians have always loved collecting songs in South 

Sudan. Various international and local historians have transcribed the lyrics, 

poetry and stories of  many areas and ethnic groups since the advent of  

written scholarship in the region. This is most true for the various Dinka clans, 

whose musical histories have been recorded since the 1910s by the missionary 

Archibald Shaw, by famous anthropologists including Godfrey Lienhardt and 

Francis Deng, by the missionary scholar Marc Nikkel in the 1970s and 1990s, 

and most recently by a research group at the School of  Oriental and African 

Studies, funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s ‘Beyond Text’ 

programme in 2012.3

3 Godfrey Lienhardt, Divinity and Experience: The Religion of  the Dinka (Oxford 

University Press, 1961); Francis Mading Deng, The Dinka and Their Songs, Oxford 

Library of  African Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973); Francis Mading 
Deng, Dinka Folktales: African Stories from the Sudan (New York: Africana, 1974); 
Francis Mading Deng, The Dinka of  the Sudan, Reissued with changes (Waveland 

Press, Prospect Heights, Ill., 1986); Marc R. Nikkel, “Jieng ‘Songs of  Suffering’ and 
the Nature of  God,” Anglican and Episcopal History, 2002, 223–240; Mark R. Nikkel, 
Dinka Christianity: The Origins and Development of  Christianity among the Dinka of  Sudan 
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This scholarship is in part motivated by the common recognition that songs 

are a key source of  local knowledge, and can contain histories in a way that 

other forms of  memory and text cannot. Songs are one aspect of  local methods 

of, as Zoë Cormack says, ‘telling and constructing history’4 – ‘an important 

form of  historiographical discourse’ as well as ‘a widely celebrated medium of  

artistic and cultural expression.’ Many songs produced by local artists and song-

writers speak to genealogies not just of  families and cattle, but of  knowledge, 

local histories, political and spiritual ideas and common standards. This is 

partly why many colonial-era (and often white) anthropologists and historians 

saw songs as holding ‘truth’ in a way that other discourses do not: Lienhardt 

claimed that songs let him see Dinka world-views ‘without distortion’ and 

Deng saw songs as a ‘mirror’.5

Although they might not be a true mirror, it is reasonable to see music as 

a route into exploring South Sudan’s emotional and intellectual history from 

below: particularly in a research topography and methodology fraught with 

source issues.6 Songs are a way into older histories and popular genealogies – 

as long as historians are open to the complexities of  truth and timeline that 

this opens up. Mahdist songs are still sung as part of  funerary celebrations 

in Eastern Equatoria;7 it is still possible to record the songs sung in the slave 

forts of  the mid-to-late 1800s.8 Songs, particularly in various vernaculars, are 

a time-tested method of  subversion, with stories dating back into the pre-

colonial era about revolutionary, anti-authoritarian, or plain offensive songs 

sung openly in front of  their targets.9 This is not a man’s game, either, with the 

with Special Reference to the Songs of  Dinka Christians, 11 (Paulines Publications, 2001); 
A.N. Tucker, “Children’s Games and Songs in the Southern Sudan,” The Journal 
of  the Royal Anthropological Institute of  Great Britain and Ireland, 63 (1933): 165–87, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2843915; Francis Mading Deng, “Burial Hymns and War 
Songs: Music of  the Sudan: The Role of  Song and Dance in Dinka Society” (Ethnic 
Folkways Records, 1976); Diɛt ke Jiëëŋ ne Cuëny Thudän/Songs of  the Dinka of  South 
Sudan, 2012. 

4 Zoë T. Cormack, The Making and Re-Making of  Gogrial: Landscape, History and Memory 
in South Sudan (Durham University, 2014). 

5 For a powerful survey of  Dinka song histories and analysis, see Cormack (2014). 

6 See Douglas H. Johnson, South Sudan: A New History for a New Nation (Ohio 

University Press, 2016), 23. 
7 Esther Bagi, presentation of  Mahdist-era songs and local history from Eastern 

Equatoria, Rift Valley Institute, Sudan and South Sudan Course 2017, Entebbe, Uganda. 

8 See stories presented in Johnson, South Sudan, 67–73. 
9 Cormack, “The Making and Re-Making of  Gogrial,” 48; Brendan R. Tuttle, Life 
Is Prickly. Narrating History, Belonging, and Common Place in Bor, South Sudan (Temple 

University, 2013). 
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female Sudanese singers Gisma and Nasra taking shots at elite corruption in 

the 1970s and 80s: ‘Hey Commissioner, we know your Toyota’s the pick-up for 

the groceries and your Mercedes is the pick-up for the girls.’10

Songs have never stopped being ‘a particularly effective way of  voicing 

criticism’.11 In South Sudan, L.U.A.L. and Crazy Fox, among many others, 

have released popular hits criticising both the country’s current politics and 

economy. Youth cultures have always embraced arts as a means of  political 

critique, in the region and globally. A youth project in northern Uganda in 

2012 included photos of  dramatic parodies of  the Juba Peace Process, and 

songs about the futility of  the International Criminal Court to those actually 

affected by the Uganda Lord’s Resistance Army conflict.12 It is important to fit 
the work of  these songwriters into the canon (and company) of  their fellow 

radical artists around the world.

But songs are not always a field of  subaltern critique and positive challenges 
to power. Many songwriters (and thus anthropologists and journalists) use 

songs to articulate pain, sadness, frustration and powerlessness. This is most 

visible in Nikkel’s recordings and publication of  a book of  diet ke guom, literally 

‘songs of  suffering’, from Dinka church communities during the second civil 

war in Sudan. These songs challenged church tone and language, ‘alternat[ing] 

between the spiritual world and the tangible reality of  armed resistance.’13

The songs recorded by Nikkel fit within a much longer and broader history 
of  lamentation songs and poetry that span personal reflections and pain, 
collective histories and experience, and political commentary: for instance, the 

recent work Ana Gaid by Crazy Fox: ‘I am staying, I refuse to leave again.’14 But 

outside of  their home territories, archives and recordings of  these works are 

fragmentary, and are partial to particular territories and ethno-musicological 

10 Peter Verney, “Sudan: Can’t Dance/Won’t Dance?,” 1998, http://freemuse.org/
archives/5697. 
11 Cherry Leonardi, Dealing with Government in South Sudan: Histories of  Chiefship, 
Community & State, Eastern Africa Series (James Currey, Woodbridge, Suffolk, 2013), 

659. 
12 Lindsay M. McClain, “Artistic Suggestions for Peaceful Transition in Northern 
Uganda: What Youth Are Saying,” African Conflict & Peacebuilding Review 2, No. 1 

(April 21st, 2012): 152–63; also see Lindsay McClain Opiyo, “Music as Education, 
Voice, Memory, and Healing: Community Views on the Roles of  Music in Conflict 
Transformation in Northern Uganda,” African Conflict & Peacebuilding Review 5, No. 1 

(May 20, 2015): 41–65; M. Lopes Cardozo et al., “Literature Review: Youth Agency, 
Peacebuilding and Education,” 2015, http://dare.uva.nl/record/1/490433. 
13 Nikkel, “Jieng ‘Songs of  Suffering’”, 234–35. 
14 Raymon Lupai, Ana Gaid, Crazy Fox (Official Video 2016), accessed January 24th, 

2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xnl2CDzmp2Q. 
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interests.15 For those not of  South Sudanese background, these songs are often 

left un- or poorly-translated, and used often as illustrative notes and emotive 

vignettes in accounts of  the civil wars.16 

The instrumentalisation of  songs in reconciliation and justice?
The current revival of  interest in songs and songs’ histories among both 

academic and campaigning communities is thus welcome and useful, and sits 

alongside a major resurgence of  oral history teaching and research, including 

several proposals for an oral history archive for South Sudan’s future social 

reconstruction and collective history. Collaborating with local artists and 

communities on past and present performance art has been a powerful activist 

and academic methodology for decades. Its revival in South Sudan in the 

current conflict speaks to both a democratic urge to engage with the most 
marginalised, under-represented and (often) politically and socially vulnerable 

people in the country and its refugee camps; and, more depressingly, to the 
limits of  public space for more open consultations and political discussions.17 

This includes significant funding for recent song, drama and poetry projects 
led by Ana Taban, the South Sudan Theatre Company and others, giving the 

creative lead to national artists.

Cultural engagement is a possible route towards the ideal of  civic 

participation in peace brokering for South Sudan – particularly when its civil 

society is fragmented and politically besieged and (by the nature of  the demands 

for urban, English-language, educated activists) not fully representative of  or 

rooted in wider South Sudanese communities. This move is also part of  a 

wider turn towards cultural engagement as a route towards peacebuilding and 

more immediately, towards combating the pervasive prejudice, fear, and tribal 

stereotyping and violence that are being actively propagated by parties to the 

current conflict. Many people are thus investing in culture and arts as tools of  
political and societal reconstruction. As Angela Impey, a musical ethnographer, 

notes, songs contain ‘themes pertaining to historical memory, justice, conflict 
15 See parts of  collections at the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford; the British Library’s 
recordings collections; transcriptions of  songs in collections in the Sudan Archive, 
Durham. Recordings of  hundreds of  regional Sudanese songs are kept at the Afro-

Asian Institute, University of  Khartoum. 

16 Heather J. Sharkey, Elena Vezzadini, and Iris Seri-Hersch, “Rethinking Sudan 
Studies: A Post-2011 Manifesto,” Canadian Journal of  African Studies/Revue Canadienne 
des Études Africaines, 49, No. 1 (January 2nd, 2015): 7, https://doi.org/10.1080/000839

68.2015.1046256. 
17 Yotram Gidron, “South Sudan’s New Generation of  Pop Stars Confront the Civil 
War in Their Music,” OkayAfrica, January 13, 2017, http://www.okayafrica.com/
south-sudans-new-generation-of-pop-stars-confront-the-civil-war-in-their-music/.
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resolution and civic engagement’ that could work as a more culturally and 

socially appropriate and engaging way of  discussing truth and reconciliation.18

This seems true in many respects: art is a form of  cultural collaboration 

and commonality, it brings people together to discuss major social problems. 

Francis Deng noted, in the 1970s, that singing and dancing (and story telling) 

set out standards of  moral, social and spiritual behaviour and good character; 
a method of  discussing and upholding human values like dignity, integrity, 

honour, loyalty and good faith.19 Bringing people together through song 

histories and common moral ground might also be a path towards a discussion 

of  the motivations, and possible resolutions, for the current conflict. As 
Mareike Schomerus notes:

‘explanations of  the past that explain motivations have overlooked 

the crucial element of  believing in a cause. Violent actors are not 

simply driven by greed or grievance; nor are they just rebelling against 
bad governance. At the heart of  violence are profound beliefs and 

values, yet at the same time, beliefs and values also do not provide 

the singular simple explanations sought to understand violence.’20

Peace songs and war songs
There is a rich legacy of  wartime song writing in South Sudan to tap into. In 

my recent research in 2017 on the borders with the Democratic Republic of  

Congo (DRC) and Uganda, women and men traced back song legacies into 

the time of  the Lado Enclave and forward into the times of  the late Ugandan 

President Idi Amin and the Anya Nya. Kakwa residents in villages around 

Koboko, on the Uganda-DRC border, organise monthly song and dance (and 

beer) nights, bringing families spread across the three borders and the region’s 

huge refugee camps together to perform music from the 1700s to today.

18 Angela Impey, “The Poetics of  Transitional Justice in Dinka Songs in South 
Sudan,” UNISCI Discussion Papers, No. 33 (2014): 58; see also Angela Impey, “Songs 
of  the In-Between: Remembering in the Land That Memory Forgot,” 2011, 
http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/15716/1/012%20Impey%20Ch%204-1.pdf; Angela 
Impey, “Keeping in Touch via Cassette: Tracing Dinka Songs from Cattle Camp to 
Transnational Audio-Letter,” Journal of  African Cultural Studies 25, No. 2 (June 2013): 

197–210, https://doi.org/10.1080/13696815.2013.775038. 
19 Deng, “Burial Hymns and War Songs: Music of  the Sudan: The Role of  Song and 
Dance in Dinka Society,” 2. 
20 Mareike Schomerus, “Seeking Answers in Times of  Crisis: Navigating Current 
Pitfalls of  Conflict Research and Practice” (ODI, 2016), 7, https://www.odi.org/
publications/10363-seeking-answers-times-crisis-navigating-current-pitfalls-conflict-
research-and-practice. 
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Refuge is productive for these political arts. During the second civil war, 

Khartoum’s displaced music scene flourished across regional and ethnic lines: 
General Paulino, the famous blind musician and author of  famous songs 

including ‘These mangoes are the best’, recalled working alongside Moses 

Lokiri Bai, who is Bari, Zaidan Ibrahim from Raja, Emmanuel Kembe from 

Wau before his flight from Sudan, Sebit Bandas, John Akec from Aweil (the 
founder of  the famous Dinka political song-group Akut Kuei), and many 

others in Khartoum in the 1980s and 90s. The songs of  folklorist and musician 

William Remzi, who lived on the Kakwa borderlands in the 1960s, are still 
being sung and updated today; and Juba’s Orupaap group, and members of  

the Kwato music and dance group from Khartoum, are still working today, 

performing (or their songs and dance styles performed by others) during 

marriages, funerals, school graduations and official ceremonies across South 
Sudan. John Ngong Longar Kom, popularly known as John Kudusay, is 

still working and performing, and the works of  Nyankol Mathiang, Gordan 

Koang and Amiir Deng among many others are still spread across YouTube 

and regional community Facebook forums.21 Many of  these artists have been 

directly targeted by the Sudanese state for their critical lyrics.

However, this musical history is not necessarily a story of  benevolent, 

community-centred, peace-building art. While many of  these artists worked 

to bring people together, their music and art mobilised people for specific 
ends – often in support of  very particular patriarchal values and definitions of  
womanhood, masculinity, and marriage; and more specifically, for political and 
ethno-political ends.

It is possible to trace the genealogies of  wartime mobilisation songs across 

South Sudan. For instance, the songs of  Yusuf  Patake, who sang to inspire the 

Anya Nya rebellion on the Equatoria borderlands in the 1960s, were updated 
and reworked into Sudan People’s Liberation Army songs in the 1980s. Many 

of  the artists mentioned above set out calls for political and military action 

in their work, for instance John Kudusay and James Akec, who went on to 

be directly employed by the SPLA as propaganda artists from the 1990s well 

into the 2010s. The line between revolutionary art and ‘war songs’ is complex 

– for instance, the late Nubian superstar Mohamed Wardi performed in Itang 

refugee camp in south-west Ethiopia in 1990, facilitated by the SPLA, and his 

performance was used in a propaganda video, as a live demonstration of  the 

power of  ‘New Sudan’.

21 “John Kudusay: The King of  Prophecy in South Sudanese Local Music Industry,” 
PaanLuel Wël: South Sudanese Bloggers. (blog), July 2nd, 2017, https://paanluelwel.

com/2017/07/02/john-kudusay-the-king-of-prophecy-in-south-sudanese-local-

music-industry/.
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Singing during Rift Valley Institute South 
Sudan Customary Authorities project meeting 

in Aweil, South Sudan, August 2017  
(Credit, Nicki Kindersley).
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Working primarily in local languages, and drawing on historical and folklore 

motifs and references that spoke specifically to the emotional and political 
history of  ethnic communities, their work – and the work of  many other 

men and women across South Sudan since the civil wars of  the 1960s – has 
inspired resistance and rebellion both on the basis of  their calls for a new, 

liberated nation, and on the basis of  ethno-nationalistic ideas of  defence 

of  homelands and communities.22 Music’s ambiguities of  meaning and thus 

interpretations of  songs’ analogy and poetry, is an art, drawing people into 

collective understandings and confidences.23

As such, music creates and defines communities, and in that sense ‘encodes 
difference.’24 Songs have always been sung to inspire and mobilise – and to 

pardon and edit histories; songs of  social and communal collectivity can also 
be interpreted as outwardly aggressive statements of  power. Francis Deng 

points out that in Ngok Dinka songs, the Ngok are ‘never the aggressors’.25 

Naomi Pendle observes of  Gogrial’s local songs that they often:

‘honoured militarised acts of  the youth and referenced the bravery of  the 

titweng. Women discussed their pride in sons who were part of  the titweng 
and described methods used from an early age, such as story telling, to 

foster in their sons a responsibility to participate in community defence.’26 

This art of  armed mobilisation has continued in the current factional civil 

war, as evidenced by videos on YouTube and Facebook of  armed cadres on all 

sides singing, or being sung, inflammatory and often tribalist songs in a variety 
of  languages including Juba Arabic.

Conclusion
This brief  piece has attempted to sketch out the possibilities of  songs and 

song histories in South Sudan – for both scholars and activists – and to 

22 Maurice Taonezvi Vambe, “Songs That Won South Sudan’s Political Independence: 
A Warchild Perspective,” Muziki 11, no. 1 (January 2nd, 2014): 4–17, https://doi.org/

10.1080/18125980.2014.893088. 

23 See Cormack, “The Making and Re-Making of  Gogrial,” 48. 
24 O’Connell, “Music in War, Music for Peace: A Review Article,” Ethnomusicology 55, 

No. 1 (2011): 113, https://doi.org/10.5406/ethnomusicology.55.1.0112. 
25 Deng, “Burial Hymns and War Songs: Music of  the Sudan: The Role of  Song and 
Dance in Dinka Society,” 4. 
26 Naomi Pendle, “‘They Are Now Community Police’: Negotiating the Boundaries 
and Nature of  the Government in South Sudan through the Identity of  Militarised 

Cattle-Keepers,” International Journal on Minority and Group Rights 22, No. 3 (July 17, 

2015): 426, https://doi.org/10.1163/15718115-02203006.
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highlight some of  the complex ways in which songs, poetry and music have 

been entwined with political history over the last few hundred years.

Music, poetry and art cultures in general have significant power in articulating 
and discussing often painful issues of  grief, violent histories, moral lines and 

community membership. Songs allow people with little formal education or 

voice in society to draw on common local languages, terminology, stories 

and ideas, from across genres (of  ethno-regional, religious, nationalist and 

fictional registers, for instance).27 But song and art histories in South Sudan 

(and Sudan) are comparatively neglected – unlike studies of  chimurenga music in 

Zimbabwe, protest and freedom songs in South Africa, and African American 

political music history, amongst many others. Could recording historical and 

current songs about the civil war and refugee experience help to document an 

emotional (and political) history of  South Sudan?

For activists and political agents attempting to change South Sudan’s current 

crisis, these musical histories are potentially useful tools in future processes of  

national reflection, reconciliation and truth-telling. But these song cultures are 
not benign: they offer as many tools for exclusion and denial as they do for 

mutual recognition and restitution. Their power is in their ability to critique 

and self-reflect, as explained in the Dinka poet Dut Anyak’s work Kongku rot 
dit (‘We must study our souls’), which he translated with me in Kuajok in 2013: 

 We must study our souls, and come together

 We first study ourselves, then we will become one
 Let’s not be misled by blackness 

 But let’s be united by facts.

* Nicki Kindersley is Harry F. Guggenheim Research Fellow at Pembroke 

College, Cambridge University, and is currently working with Dr Mohamed 

A. G. Bakhit, University of  Khartoum, on a collaborative project about citi-

zenship and nationality for South Sudanese people in exile.

27 See Wendi A. Haugh, Lyrical Nationalism in Post-Apartheid Namibia: Kings, Christians, 
and Cosmopolitans in Catholic Youth Songs (Lexington Books, 2014).
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Life in the Sudan Political Service as an Assistant  
District Commissioner, 1950 - 54.

John W. Hannah

Foreward 
Sudan Studies is pleased to publish the memoir below by John Hannah, a British 

official with the Sudan Political Service in South Sudan before Sudanese 
Independence in 1956. We reproduce it virtually verbatim, reflecting mindsets 
that have seen considerable change since that era.

Introduction
In 1898 at the Battle of  Omdurman, General Herbert Kitchener and his 

army of  British and Egyptian troops totally annihilated the Mahdi and his 

Dervishes, numbering over 40,000. The Mahdi, together with over 10,000 of  

his followers, was killed, thus bringing to an end the control they had had 

in the Sudan during the past 15 years. It was decided to declare the Sudan a 

Condominium, that is, a country to be run jointly by Britain and Egypt, and 

that it should be an entity of  its own under the Foreign Office in London, not 
under the Colonial Office.

In 1924, Sir Lee Stack, the Governor General of  the Sudan, was assassinated 

by an Egyptian extremist, which gave Britain the excuse to order all Egyptian 

officials working in the Sudan, and this included contingents of  the Egyptian 
army, to leave the country immediately. Fortunately this was carried out 

peacefully, though at the time there was considerable tension, as it was a very 

bold move. Until 1920, security in the Sudan was achieved by British Army 

officers, who dealt with any resistance they encountered and made it clear to 
the population that the ‘Turks’ (all foreigners were called ‘Turks’ and heartily 

disliked), had been replaced by the British, who were there to help. 

In 1920, and until 1955 when the country received its independence, it was 

administered by the Sudan Political Service, a body of  administrators largely 

recruited from Oxford and Cambridge universities. A Cambridge or Oxford 

student who has played sport for their university was and is known as a ‘Blue’. 

The Sudan then became known as ‘a country of  Blacks run by Blues’, as the 

majority of  British recruited had distinguished themselves in some major sport 

at university but not necessarily in the academic world. The Sudan Political 

Service also had the reputation of  being one of  the most efficient bodies of  
administration England had produced, second only to the Indian Civil Service 

– with some justification as the Sudan, a country then of  a million square 
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miles, equivalent to the size of  Germany and 

France combined, was never administered by 

more than 131 District Commissioners and 

Assistant District Commissioners at any one 

time. 

Sudanese in Palestine awaken my interest in 
Sudan
My main reason for being interested in 

working in the Sudan was because during my 

service in the Royal Air Force on a squadron 

of  Lancaster bomber aircraft based in Ein 

Shemer in Palestine, I was appointed as 

Messing Officer. That was triggered by my 
constant complaints about the quality of  the 

food and in that capacity, I was responsible 

inter alia for the 35 Mess Stewards, who were 

all Northern Sudanese and a delightful group 

of  people, which made me curious about 

their country.

I was recruited in 1950 and given a twenty year contract. In order to attract 

the best possible candidates, the Civil Secretary took it on himself  to offer 

such a long contract to the successful candidates and then refer the decision to 

the Financial Secretary in Khartoum for approval. When the reply came, ‘not 

approved’, the Civil Secretary simply wired back, ‘Too late’!

My first appointment was as Aide de Camp to the Governor of  Kordofan, 

which I did not enjoy very much. However, I did have the key to the safe 

containing the confidential files of  all the Officers in the Province and so I 
took the opportunity of  looking up my file, in which it said ‘a very nice young 
man although he is a Catholic’. I was amused, and certainly not offended, as I 

realised that the Sudan Political Service was following the traditions of  General 

Gordon, who had a reputation of  having a sword in one hand and a Bible in 

the other. In fact, 60% of  the Sudan Political Service were the sons of  parsons.
My next appointment was as Assistant District Commissioner in Juba, the 

capital of  the South, where I spent the whole of  the rest of  my relatively 

short career. Juba District, which covered an area of  nearly 11,000 square 

miles, was administered by a District Commissioner and an Assistant District 

Commissioner. The work involved spending at least ten days a month touring 

the District, maintaining contact with the Chiefs, checking their Court Records, 

dealing with any appeals, discussing with them any problems they might have, 

A murasla (messenger boy) 
standing in front of  the DC’s 

saloon. Note the flag on the bonnet.  
(Credit, J.W. Hannah).
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supervising any projects such as building or repairing bridges and above all, 

being on the look out for any tribal fights which could all too easily develop 
into a serious problem if  not scotched in the early stages. All the work was in 

Arabic.

Life in Juba for a colonial officer
In the town of  Juba, where I had my office, there would always be a mountain 
of  work to deal with. We were responsible for the Police, the Prisons, with 

over 500 inmates, and by virtue of  our appointments, we were Magistrates 

with very considerable powers – two years imprisonment if  acting on one’s 

own, seven years as President of  a Minor Court and, as a member of  a Major 

Court presided over by a Judge, we could sentence a man to death.

At the same time, we were always accessible to the public. Inevitably 

therefore, every day there would be crowds outside the office wanting to have 
their problems dealt with. These could cover anything from the ownership 

of  a cow (which would be referred to the applicant’s Chief ’s Court), an 

application for work, an application for a licence, the report of  an intertribal 

fight or even the report of  a murder. The complainant’s object, at all costs, 
was to come away with a ‘warraga’, a piece of  paper signed by the District 

Commissioner or the Assistant District Commissioner. To him it was an ‘open 

sesame’, for having consulted the DC, the one person in the District who to 

him had absolute power, all he had to do then was to present it to the person to 

whom it was addressed and action would be taken, as far as that was possible.

This was a system that seemed to work very well, but it did not extend 

beyond the boundaries of  the District, a point not appreciated by a Dinka 

Chief  I had to look after in London in 1953 who had been invited to attend 

the Coronation of  Queen Elizabeth II. When I called on him and another 

Chief, Lolek Lado, at their hotel, the Strand Palace Hotel, the first thing he 
said was that he was very keen to buy a suit – and pointed out of  the window 

to the 50 Shilling Tailors across the road. All he wanted from me was a warraga 

so that he could go ahead.

I tried to explain that unfortunately my authority did not extend as far as 

London but that 1 would go with him across the road and try to help him to 

choose a suit, a task which was not easy, as Dinkas are on average 6’4” tall and 
built like a bean pole, but success was achieved in the end. His colleague, Chief  

Lolek Lado, found the visit to London fascinating but when he tried to explain 

to his people later that there were escalators that carried you into the bowels 

of  the earth but also, deep down, hundreds of  feet below the ground, there 

were trains that took you to all parts of  London, he was accused of  having 

imagined it all. 
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It was our work as Magistrates which took much of  our time. All our 

cases were checked by the High Court Judge who, on one occasion, drew my 

attention to the fact that I had 54 cases outstanding. That was when I was in 

sole charge, with the DC away on his three months’ leave. At times, it would 

lead to situations unlikely to be experienced in a Magistrates’ Court in England. 

For example, there was the occasion when a witness, having taken the oath by 

licking a spear and at the same tine saying “May thunder and lightning strike 
my house if  I tell a lie”, had his house struck by lightning that same night.

Or there was the time when, in accordance with normal procedure, I asked 

the accused, “Are you guilty or not guilty?”, to which he replied, “It’s your job 
to tell me. Isn’t that why I am here?”

Or there was the case of  a Chief  I had put in prison for illegally killing an 

elephant, which resulted in a very angry deputation from his village claiming 

that unless he was released, they would all suffer because he was their chief  

rainmaker.

Or again there was the young European Public Works employee who had 

been selling Government equipment across the border into Uganda, who 

claimed that all he was doing was promoting trade between the two countries.

Or again, more seriously, there was the case of  the Rais (the Captain) of  the 

Nile paddle steamer moored along the jetty in Juba who, having called out three 

times for his meal to his servant who was at the other end of  the steamer fast 

asleep, lost his temper and marched over to the boy, pulled him up and threw 

him overboard. With difficulty the boy swam to the bank, climbed up and went 
straight to the Police to complain. Could he swim, could he clamber up the 

steep bank, could he be attacked by crocodiles, could he have been badly hurt 

being thrown into the river? My decision was to charge the Rais with ‘grievous 

bodily harm’, a decision of  which the High Court Judge was not in favour, 

feeling that a more serious charge would have been more appropriate.

Open prison
We were also responsible for a prison which at the time contained over 500 

prisoners. It was surrounded by a 20 foot high wall but there were no gates to 

the main entrance as these were being made in Khartoum and had not yet been 

shipped to Juba on one of  the Nile steamers. Very few bothered to escape 

because the food provided was regular and of  fair quality, and the ‘hard labour’ 

was anything but hard. In any case if  anyone succeeded in escaping, we would 

simply send a policeman to his village, where he would be waiting for him.

The normal procedure at the prison was for an inspection to be carried out 

every Monday morning by the District Commissioner or the Assistant District 

Commissioner. This involved all the prisoners sitting in straight lines behind 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



43

their sleeping mats and as the DC or ADC walked by, each prisoner would have 

the opportunity to make his complaint. If  straightforward, an answer could be 

given straight away; otherwise, he would be told to report to the Prison Office, 
where the complaint could be dealt with more thoroughly by myself.

On one of  my inspections, the inmates had obviously been stirred up by a 

few malcontents and so as I started walking along the lines of  prisoners, they 

all rose up as one and made, as it were, to attack me. The Sergeant Major of  

the Prisons, who was behind me, grabbed hold of  me and pulled me out of  

the gaol. Even though there were no gates, the prisoners did not attempt to 

escape, which was surprising. The complaint proved to be about the food, 

which was dealt with by the District Commissioner the following day. The 

following week during my inspection I made sure that a platoon of  Police was 

doing arms drill outside the prison. We were also responsible for the day-to-

day running of  the Police. There was a Commandant of  Police, based in the 

headquarters, who was simply responsible for administering the Police over 

the whole South – an arrangement that seemed to work very well.

Happy Juba
Apart from the Greeks, who were the shopkeepers, the expatriate community, 

of  whom there were about 90, were all government servants except for the 

Bank Manager of  Barclays DCO, which stood for “Dominion, Colonial and 
Overseas”. It was a happy community. Very few amenities were available 
in Juba, apart from a swimming pool at the Juba Hotel and a squash court. 

Otherwise, there were the inevitable dinner parties, drinks parties and 

occasional play readings.

The accommodation provided was very reasonable. My bungalow was one 

of  half  a dozen situated along the only main road in Juba and consisted of  

two large bedrooms with a small dining area between the two. The whole 

building had a verandah surrounded by mosquito netting. It was connected 

to electricity and water so in that respect, it was quite civilised but the sanitary 

arrangements were limited to a large bucket in a small room at the far end of  

the bungalow. This was cleared every night, so it was vital not to make use of  

it after dark.

The kitchen was about 15 yards behind the house, with the servants’ 

quarters nearby. Because of  the distance, if  one wanted to communicate with 

one’s servant, the accepted way was to call out loudly, “Whoop!”, which the 
servant would acknowledge with a similar “Whoop!” Because it was a noise 
that carried easily, one would know exactly when the residents in the other 

bungalows were about to have their meal.

One resident, however, had adopted another way of  communicating. He 
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had purchased a large drum and the arrangement he had with his servant was 

two bangs of  the drum mean, ‘Bring the drinks!’ Three bangs meant, “I want 
my meal” and repeated drumming meant, “A crisis, come quickly, there’s a 
snake in the house!”

For a bachelor, having a good servant was essential and in this respect I 

was lucky, as moving into my bungalow coincided with a family returning to 

England who were looking for a good home for their servant, of  whom they 

spoke with great affection. He proved to be loyal, trustworthy and a good 

cook. On tour, he had the ability to produce a cup of  tea within a remarkably 

short time of  arriving at the Rest House and he could bake a loaf  of  bread in 

some magical way by making a hole in the ground and using a biscuit tin.

When it came to saying good-bye, I have to admit that we were both on the 

verge of  tears. As he walked away, I saw him look at the gift I had given him 

and I heard him mutter, “Wallahi indi baht!” – By God, I am lucky! I had given 
him the equivalent of  a year’s salary in the hope that it would enable him and 

his wife to settle back in his village and buy some livestock.

Touring was anything but fun, as the District was so large, the roads were 

corrugated and so one had to attain a certain speed to ride over the corrugations. 

Setting off  on tour. No Land  
Rovers in those days. All our 
vehicles were specially built for the 
Sudan Government by the Rootes 
Group (Humber). We had specially 
built pick-ups, strengthened to cope 
with the terrible roads.  
(Credit, J.W. Hannah).

One of  my chiefs (the chap with the 
hat) helping to push the truck when 
the car stuck halfway up a steep 
incline. We were on our way to visit 
a gold mine in his district.  
(Credit, J.W. Hannah).
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Of  course the ‘pick-ups’ or Vanettes were not air conditioned and so one had 

the choice of  either driving with the windows shut and suffocating or with the 

windows open and the dust pouring in.

The object was to keep in touch with the local people, who were all very 

friendly, and, of  course, getting away from the office, where one was constantly 
working under pressure, was a great relief. Fortunately I suffered only three 

attacks of  malaria, which brought home to me that it was an illness which left 

one weak and could have a long-term effect on one’s health. Coping with the 

constant heat, day and night, was in itself  unpleasant but having an attack of  

malaria on top of  that had a very debilitating effect on one’s morale.

An incident worth recalling happened as I was about to set off  on tour, 

when the Governor called me and said he had just received a report from the 

Royal Air Force that one of  their planes had been caught up in a thunderstorm 

and had crashed somewhere in my District. I immediately set off  with half  a 

dozen Police in what we thought was the general direction of  the crash. After 

a good two hours’ walking through the bush in the heat of  the day, we saw 

that we were heading in the right direction as we could see vultures circling a 

certain spot.

Sadly, it was where the plane had crashed – there was a five-foot deep hole 
while pieces of  the plane and parts of  bodies were scattered over a large area. 

When I reported hack to the Governor, he immediately introduced me to 

three RAF officers who had just landed and wanted to inspect the site of  the 
crash. A quick glance at all three made me realise that not one of  them was 

particularly fit and there would be problems. This proved to be the case, as on 
the return journey, one after the other admitted he could go no further and 

so I left him with an armed policeman to stay with him until he had regained 

his strength and would catch us up. It was not an experience that any of  us 

wanted to repeat.

Soft power
There were two groups of  Missionaries: the Catholic Verona or Comboni 

Fathers and the [Anglican] London Missionary Society. Each had been 

allocated an area in the District where they could carry out their work, building 

churches and schools and spreading their religious beliefs.

Regarding the Sudanese themselves, they were also split into two groups: 

the Northern Sudanese, who generally were Arab and considered themselves 

civilised and vastly superior to the other group, the South Sudanese, who 

comprised 54 different tribes, each with its own language.

The Northern Sudanese were easy to talk to, were very friendly and had a 

delightful sense of  humour while the Southerners were also very pleasant to 
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deal with and had complete trust in us, because we were always fair and we 

acted as a buffer between themselves and the Northern Sudanese. They were 

very conscious of  the fact that, albeit slowly, we were developing their country 

and that it would be some time before they had reached the same level of  

development as those in the North.

We administered each District through the Chiefs, which meant that we 

gave them powers to try cases, which consisted largely of  tribal problems. 

They were also expected to keep the peace in their areas and carry out minor 

development projects, which we would finance. Every year, there would be a 
Chiefs’ Meeting, which was always an important affair and always attended 

by large crowds. Invariably, there would be a lengthy agenda to deal with but 

afterwards, any villager could stand up and have his say.

As the Meeting was drawing to a close, a gift would be presented to the DC. 

On one occasion, it was a goat, which was dragged along unwillingly by the 

Headman, followed by the irate owner shouting, “That’s my bloody goat, I’m 
not giving it to anyone!”

As a final gesture of  goodwill, the DC would invite the Chiefs to his house. 
That in itself  was quite an event, as few of  them had ever stepped inside a 

European-style house. There was the attraction of  being offered a cool drink, 

biscuits and cigarettes, to which they would help themselves by the handful. 

However the pièce de résistance was first sitting and listening to the piano, and 
trying to work out where the noise came from, and secondly, as many as 

possible would squash into the lavatory and watch the DC drop bits of  paper 

into the bowl and then flush the lavatory amid cries of  amazement: “Wallahi 
ma fi?” – “By God, where has it all gone?”

The Independence call
By 1953 there was an increasing clamour in the North for independence, which 

was causing mounting alarm among the Southerners, who were fully aware that 

they were not ready for independence, nor did they wish the British in the South 

to leave them at the mercy of  the Northerners. Negotiations were in the hands 

of  Sir James Robertson, who had the unenviable task of  trying to reconcile the 

wishes of  the Umma Party, which wanted total independence and the British 

to stay and the Ashigga Party which wanted union with Egypt and the British 

to go, while the Egyptian Government wanted to take over the Sudan, the 

American Government wanted to see an end to the British Empire and the 

British Government simply wanted a solution as soon as possible. The problem 

of  the Southern Sudan was one conveniently ignored by all those involved in 

the discussions except for Sir James, who appreciated that the people in the 

South presented a huge problem but felt there was little he could do to help 
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their cause when faced with the more important problem of  the North.

Whilst these negotiations were carrying on, the Egyptian Prime Minister 

had sent to Juba one or two of  his Ministers to stir up as much trouble as 

possible. This they achieved by making false promises to some of  the Chiefs, 

giving out large bribes and by making false accusations against the British 

officials in the South, all of  which received publicity in the Khartoum press 
and once in the Daily Telegraph in London. 

In my case, the first was in an article written by the late Anthony Mann, 
the Telegraph’s Foreign Correspondent, in which he reported that I had been 

dismissed, but when he realised that was not the case, he apologised and stood 

me an excellent lunch at the Grand Hotel in Khartoum. The second was when 

I held a large meeting of  the Mandari tribe in a remote part of  the District, 

during which I tried to explain that who to vote for was for them to decide and 

not the District Commissioner. This was reported in the Khartoum press as 

my having ordered them to vote for the Umma Party, an outright lie. 

The third occasion was when I eventually finished up in front of  the Prime 
Minister, Ismail el Azhari, because I had 

been accused by two very newly appointed 

Ministers who had flown to Juba to stir 
up trouble. They were waiting outside the 

District Commissioner’s office which was 
next to mine but just then, he was out of  

his office and so they decided I would do 
instead. I was in my office, rapidly clearing 
my desk of  the pile of  files as I was due 
to catch my plane later that morning to go 

on leave and I then had to rush back to my 

house, collect my luggage and rush to the 

airport. In fact, just as I finished clearing my 
desk, the District Commissioner turned up 

and was able to invite the two Ministers into 

his office.
For that apparent insult (of  keeping them 

waiting), when they flew back to Khartoum 
on the same plane as me they instructed the 

pilot to send a message to the Prime Minister saying that I had deliberately 

insulted them and asking for my immediate dismissal. On my return from 

leave, I was told I would have to see Ismail el Azhari but only when he was 

ready to see me. During the week that I was made to wait, I stayed with the 

Deputy Civil Secretary, who gave me the task of  writing a summary of  every 

A group of  Mandari maidens 
accompanied by one male.  
(Credit, J.W. Hannah). 
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member of  the Sudan Political Service, a task which I enjoyed very much as 

it gave me an insight into the background and achievements of  my colleagues 

and left me immensely impressed at the calibre of  all of  them.

When the time came to be summoned, I was ushered into a large room 

with the Prime Minister sitting at a desk at the far end with the two Ministers 

who had accused me sitting on either side. The interview was conducted 

entirely in Arabic. I explained my side of  the story, which I felt was entirely 

straightforward, and I certainly made no attempt to apologise as I felt I had 

done nothing wrong. After a lengthy pause, the Prime Minister said, “I will 
have to think about it.” I heard no more about the incident but in any case, it 
was only a few short weeks later that I left the country at the same time as a 

number of  my colleagues. In fact, within the next six months, every member 

of  the Political Service had left the country – a decision which they were to 

regret later.

Mood swing in Juba
It was during the last year or two that the atmosphere, certainly in Juba, began 

to change. There was a feeling of  foreboding there and the Southerners were 

beginning to feel that any decision about independence was not going to be in 

their favour. Trouble was in the air, and as for us in the Political Administration 

in the South, we were very worried that there was absolutely no question that 

those in the South were not ready for independence or indeed didn’t want it, 

and in fact there was absolutely nothing that we could do about it.

At one stage the District Commissioner and I drafted a letter jointly to the 

Civil Secretary to say that we felt that the following year there would be serious 

trouble in the South and that it would take place in Juba, and that it would be in 

a year’s time, i.e. after we left. We were right in that it took place the following 

year but it occurred in Torit District, next to Juba District, when the soldiers in 

the Equatorian branch of  the Sudan Defence Force broke into the armoury, 

seized the rifles, turned on their officers and shot all of  them.

The sadness of  leaving
When I climbed on the plane for the last time to return to England, it was with 

very mixed feelings; a feeling of  sadness to be leaving a country where I was 
happy, and doing a useful job of  work, and to be leaving in the lurch those in 

the South with whom I had always had a good understanding and who did not 

want us to leave.

Some accusations were made that we were letting them down, but we 

were in fact only small cogs in a huge worldwide political machine and 

what we thought should be done was of  no consequence whatsoever. 
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Sir James Robertson, who was negotiating on behalf  of  the Sudan, and 

who fully realised the need to do everything possible to ensure that the South 

Sudanese were not sold down the drain, in the end secured only a promise that 

whatever party won the elections, it would treat the South fairly and as equals. 

A promise which they failed to keep.
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Le Soudan, un Pays de Destination? Le Cas des Syriens arrivés 
après 2011 à Khartoum by Alice Koumurian. A Review1

Heather Sharkey*

“Today the Sudanese government practises not only an open-door policy 
towards Syrians but also a veritable policy of  welcome that is encouraging 

them to settle down stably” (p. 31). This argument rests at the heart of  Alice 
Koumurian’s report, Le Soudan, un pays de destination? Le cas des Syriens arrivés après 
2011 à Khartoum (‘Sudan, a Country of  Destination? The Case of  the Syrians 

who have arrived in Khartoum since 2011’). This is a publication by a research 

initiative affiliated to the French government, the Observatoire de l’Afrique de 
l’Est (East Africa Observatory). Specialising in policy and security studies, the 

Observatoire is jointly coordinated by the Khartoum office of  France’s Cairo-
based Centre d’études et de documentation économiques, juridiques et sociales (CEDEJ) 

and the Centre de recherches internationales of  the Institut d’études politiques (“Sciences 
Po”) in Paris. 

In the past two years, Sudan has become a magnet for Syrians seeking to 

escape from the Syrian civil war. Why Sudan? Because it remains, Koumurian 

explains, “one of  the rare counties which is still granting them entry without 
a visa” (p. 4). Strikingly, the Sudan government identifies the Syrians as guests 
(invités), not refugees, and for this reason, Koumurian herself  does not call 

the Syrians “refugees” in this report. The warm welcome that the Sudan 
government has offered helps to explain one of  the report’s main findings: 
that Sudan is becoming a destination, and not merely a site of  transit, for 

Syrians escaping from war.

This conclusion seems to have surprised Koumurian herself, who expended 

considerable effort trying to understand whether Syrian arrivals were regarding 

Khartoum as a jumping-off  point for subsequent illegal emigration to the 

European Union (EU). She expected to find that some would plan to reach 
Europe by leaving Sudan for the Egyptian and Libyan coasts, and then sailing 

clandestinely across the Mediterranean. Instead, she found that while 42% 

of  the Syrians she interviewed expressed interest in going to Europe, 73% 

of  these same people had no real plans for getting there. In other words, 

their interest was vague, not concrete. A full 58% expressed no interest at all 

1 Report written by Alice Koumurian, 2017, Khartoum and Paris: L’Observatoire de 

l’Afrique de l’Est, 2017, 38 pages plus 6-page appendix. Website: https://f-origin.
hypotheses.org/wp-content/blogs.dir/1125/files/2017/11/OAE-KOUMURIAN-
Actu-3-Syriens-à-Khartoum-Destination-Juillet-2017.pdf
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in moving to Europe. A slightly higher proportion of  respondents – 60% – 
expressed a desire to stay in Sudan, 18% of  them for the long term. 

 Koumurian concludes that many Syrians – and especially young men 

subject to military conscription – have been regarding Sudan as a “temporary 
destination while waiting out the war in Syria” (p. 26). In the meantime, 
Sudan has proved congenial. Syrian people arriving in Sudan do not carry the 

stigma of  being refugees. They can fly back to Syria if  they want – neither the 
Sudanese nor Syrian governments is stopping them. Meanwhile, the Sudan 

government offers them food subsidies, healthcare, education and work 

permits, along with the option of  applying for Sudanese citizenship within six 

months of  arrival. Syrians have nothing to lose and much to gain by applying 

for Sudanese citizenship: they can keep their Syrian citizenship, and at the 

same time can buy properties and open businesses (thereby enjoying Sudanese 

privileges). The Eritrean, Ethiopian and South Sudanese people who live in 

Sudan with official refugee status enjoy no comparable advantages.
Syrians are increasingly common in Khartoum – especially in restaurants, 

where many have found their niche in the local economy; but their numbers 
are uncertain. By 2016, the United Nations and Sudanese authorities suggested 
that 100,000 had arrived since 2011. Koumurian concluded, though, that this 

number did “not reflect the continued character of  the influx” (p. 6), which 
accelerated in 2015 – around the time when Turkey, under pressure from the 

EU, began to monitor and tighten the Syrian-Turkish frontier and to block 

illegal migration to the EU through Greece and the Balkans. By February 

2017, the director of  a non-governmental organisation dedicated to helping 

Syrian families estimated that there were 200,000 Syrians in Sudan. This figure 
is admittedly much lower than in Turkey (which hosts 2.973 million Syrians), 

Lebanon (1.01 million) or Jordan (659,246). Yet it still puts Sudan in fifth place 
for hosting Syrians – just behind Iraq (236,772) but decisively ahead of  Egypt 
(120,154).

Using techniques from social anthropology and political analysis, Koumurian 

conducted surveys with diverse Syrians in Khartoum, including many whom 

she met on the street in neighborhoods such as Riyadh and Kafuri. These 

surveys form the basis of  this report. She includes, as an appendix, an English 

translation of  her six-page questionnaire (administered in Arabic) which asked 

five sets of  questions. They asked about 1) the social profile of  interviewees 
(sex, age, religion, educational status, family arrangement and so on); 2) their 
timing, mode, and reasons for leaving Syria; 3) their reasons for choosing 
Sudan; 4) their legal status and living conditions in Sudan; 5) their plans for 
the future, notably returning to Syria, staying in Sudan or migrating to Europe. 

The average Syrian who responded to Koumurian’s survey was male, 
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married, about thirty years old, Muslim, and from the Damascus area. In 

terms of  education, 34% had finished secondary school, 34% had attended 
university, 26% had had a primary education, and only 4% were “uneducated”. 
Eighty per cent had arrived since 2015. A full 96% were Muslim. The new 
Syrian arrivals had reached Sudan by air. By 2017, four packed flights a week 
were ferrying passengers from Damascus to Khartoum. Many referred broadly 

or vaguely to the war in citing their reasons for leaving: “the problems”, “the 
bombs”, “the violence”, “destroyed houses” and so on. Many men mentioned 
the desire to escape from military service, even if  they continued to register 

with the Syrian embassy in Khartoum, as required, once a year. Koumurian 

interprets their registrations as a sign that many migrants are trying to keep 

options open in Syria in case the situation improves. Many cited Sudan’s lack 

of  a visa requirement as an important factor in their decision to come, along 

with their ability to get jobs, to use Arabic and to live in peace. 

Khartoum has a “Syrian Club”, a social club founded decades ago by 
members of  the Syro-Lebanese expatriate community which flourished in the 
Anglo-Egyptian Sudan and afterwards. Koumurian visited the club and found 

that the “old” Syrians in Khartoum have little contact with the new arrivals, 
perhaps because many members of  the established community are Christians, 

not Muslims. The mutual mistrust that characterises the “old” and “new” 
Syrians suggests that when some of  the newcomers settle down permanently, 

they are likely to form a separate Syrian community.

Analysing the Sudan government’s motives for welcoming Syrians, 

Koumurian concludes that humanitarian concern has been just one part of  

the picture. More critical are what she calls “economic and identity motives” 
(p. 32). The Syrians who come to Sudan are attractive as migrants; most of  
them are educated, middle-class people who can boost the Sudanese economy 

with their talent and enterprise. They are also Arabs and Muslims – features 

that make them highly attractive to the Beshir government, which like all 

postcolonial Khartoum-based governments, has been eager to boost Sudan’s 

Arab-Islamic credentials. 

In a fascinating remark, Koumurian observes toward the end of  her report 

that the Sudan government’s welcome policy may have had one unintended 

consequence. Namely, by being so free and relaxed in allowing Syrians to enter 

and to apply for Sudanese passports, the government may have allowed – or 

just as critically, may have given the impression of  allowing – Syrian militants 

to enter. This impression, she writes, may have influenced the government 
of  President Donald J. Trump in the United States when it swept Sudan into 

its “Muslim ban” in January 2017 (see p. 33). This ban aimed to exclude visa-
holding citizens of  Sudan as well as of  Iraq, Syria, Iran, Libya, Somalia and 
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Yemen from entering the USA. Was Trump’s proposed policy of  barring 

Sudanese passport-holders rooted in genuine security concerns – a possibility 

that Koumurian suggests – or was it simply another manoeuvre by a man who 

has made raw xenophobia, especially against Muslims and people of  colour, 

a trademark of  his presidency? For many readers of  Koumurian’s report, that 

question is likely to linger. 

“Do you want to return to Syria?”, Koumurian asked in her interviews. “No, 
never”, said 22% of  her respondents. “No, not for the moment”, said 50% of  
the others (p. 21). Their disinclination to go back is a sign of  how harrowing 

the war there has been. Meanwhile, even as Syria persists in crisis, Sudan – or 

at least, greater Khartoum – is offering stability to Syrians who can live at once 

as privileged “guests” (not refugees) and as potential Sudanese citizens.
 

* Heather J. Sharkey, University of  Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, hsharkey@sas.

upenn.edu
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The Potato Eaters

Wad Altaweel* 

The sun, suspended atop Salat el Khalil, beamed down on an unevenly 

distributed number of  swings and slides with uncustomary radiance. It was 

probably the hottest day the inhabitants of  El Mawrada had been forced to 

trek under. Noman, Abdulrahman and Walid had decided on heading early 

into the market for a kilo of  potatoes for a bone soup that Walid’s mother 

had left stewing for longer than was customary. By now the eggplants and 

zucchini had become distended, a rare lapse of  judgment which bore little 

to no discernible consequences, since she was eventually going to haul the 

mixture into a blender and plate the sludge into mini-bowls which she would 

then pepper with cumin and dried, crushed onions. 

Walid watches the road and memorises the traces of  faecal matter along 

the dusty pedestrian crossing, which was also shared by motorised vehicles 

and donkey-carts (the source of  said faecal matter). He observes as the 

extended cords splatter across the walkway, memorizes patterns where the 

mesh of  colors trails off, and sees in their being a bounty of  unhinged mess 

that reminds him of  latter-day Gerhard Richter paintings.

The trio, cutting across a street bazaar where the road has seeped into the 

ground and the tyre marks acted as jackhammer indents, collapsing the surface 

on to itself. The foulest of  miasmas clings to the nearest apples and pears and 

meat hooks. All of  this is soon to be collected into a plastic bag and on to a 

kitchen table, where it will be treated with vinegar and dutiful scrubbing. 

Noman asks Walid for ten pounds for cigarettes and an extra two for a 

snus bag, the snuff  commonly referred to as “saffa” in their own dialect. Walid 
produces the amount, which Noman then buries inside both his pockets after 

itemising them according to purpose. While Abdulrahman and Walid bicker 

about the virtues of  the pillars of  the Mu’tazilah, Walid observes a small shrub 

by the road, wearing the pinkish glisten of  a plastic bag that has suffocated its 

natural greenery. 

They reach Amou Mahmoud’s vegetable stand, where the man in tattered 

rags greets them with an exclamatory “Shabab” before diverting into the 
standard “Salam”. They ask for a kilo of  “good ones” and unfurl a plastic 
bag that they had brought along from home. Amou Mahmoud starts sorting 

through the potatoes, picking out the ones with seemingly immaculate 

roundness. The boys exchange money and pleasantries with Amou Mahmoud 

before parting ways. One time, Noman made a joke about Amou Mahmoud’s 
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hygiene and the boys replied with “Allah yisamhak”, a sentiment which had 
been wholly observed by Noman before duly issuing them an apology.

A potent sandstorm brews, they had heard about it previously on the news, 

and they make it to the house before they get caught up in it.

* Wad Altaweel is a pseudonym for the author, who wishes to remain anony-

mous.
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Report Launch: Criminalisation of  Women in Sudan 
– A need for fundamental reform

The latest of  our Sudan-South Sudan seminars at the School of  Oriental and 

African Studies took place on December 4th 2017. The series is organised 

jointly by the Centre of  African Studies at SOAS and the Society for the 

Study of  the Sudans (UK), and it brings together academics and practitioners 

concerned with South Sudan and Sudan. 

It launched the report Criminalisation of  Women in Sudan – A need for fundamental 
reform1 that was compiled by the Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn 

of  Africa (SIHA) and the Redress Trust. The speakers were Najlaa Ahmed, 

Dr Carla Ferstman, Osman Mubarak and Dr Mohamed Abdelsalam 
Babiker, and the discussion was organised and chaired by SSSUK member 

Lutz Oette.

Najlaa Ahmed, a Sudanese lawyer, spoke powerfully about her experience 

of  defending women’s rights in Sudan, drawing on her work there to describe 

the very difficult human rights situation and the gender-specific aspects that 
affect women, including stigma, and verbal and physical abuse.

Carla Ferstman, the Director of  Redress, focused on the parts of  the 

report that detail the conditions endured by women in Sudanese prisons where 

they often face abuse from other prisoners. She outlined the numerous ways 

in which women can fall foul of  the Public Order Laws in Sudan, for instance, 

because of  the way they are dressed. Once they are detained, they are open 

to abuse in the prisons. If  women and girls are found guilty of  Public Order 

offences, they can be lawfully lashed, leading to physical and mental trauma 

and humiliation for themselves and their families. The extent to which their 

treatment can be defined as ‘torture’ is a question raised in the report. 
Osman Mubarak is a representative of  SIHA who is currently studying 

at the University of  Essex. SIHA works to protect women’s rights in several 

countries in the Horn of  Africa, including Sudan. Osman outlined how 

women’s rights are enshrined in family law and the law of  evidence, and spoke 

about how these laws work in Sudan. All citizens lack equal rights in Sudan, 

he said, but women face particular challenges, among them the Virginity and 

Public Order Laws which he said amounted to discrimination against women. 

Mohamed Abdelsalam Babiker of  the University of  Khartoum asked, 

‘What is the possibility for reform?’ He began by outlining the types of  law 

in Sudan at differing levels and stated that laws can contradict each other. An 

1 The report can be found on our website at www.sssuk.org 
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independent judiciary is needed but has not been in place since 1989. Most of  

the current judges were trained after 1983 and so lack knowledge of  any other 

type of  law except sharia’a. He commented on the complexities of  the current 

legal situation in Sudan and spoke about the need to harmonise rather than 

fundamentally change the law, without violating international human rights 

law.

Lutz Oette, a senior lecturer in law at SOAS, made several observations 

and asked probing questions of  the speakers before throwing the session open 

to the floor for questions. This resulted in a lively and informative debate. 
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Book Reviews
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Abroma to Ziziphus and Beyond: Forests, 
surveys, rivers and roads of  the Anglo- 
Egyptian Sudan 1899-1956; Researched and 
edited by Mary L. Keenan, Parbold, 2017, 

ISBN: 978-0-9564910-1-5 hardback, £56 plus 
postage and packing.

Good news for everybody with an interest 

in the history of  infrastructure in the Anglo-

Egyptian Sudan! Mary Keenan has recently 

published the fruits of  her long years of  

research in the form of  a compendium that 

without doubt will become an important 

reference for Sudanese historiography. The 

book comes in a somewhat unorthodox form, halfway between the sources 

and the historian’s account. It is more of  a digest of  primary documentation 

from the period 1899-1956, paraphrased and summarised from the documents 
and arranged in chronological order, than a narrative or interpretative history.

Keenan has drawn on a large stock of  published and unpublished sources. 

The backbone of  her source material is provided by the Annual Reports of  the 

Governor General (Reports on the finances, administration and condition of  
the Sudan, 1904-1952) from which she has extracted all available information 

about river transport, road construction and maintenance, wells and reservoirs, 

railways, surveys and map making, and, above all, information related to botany: 

from local produce such as gum and dom nuts to afforestation, forest reserves, 

timber and saw mills, to botanical collections and government gardens.

In addition to excerpts from the Annual Reports, Keenan has made extensive 

use of  further sources from the rich deposits of  the Sudan Archive at Durham 

University Library (such as intelligence reports, trek notes and handing over 

notes) as well as from the archives of  the Botanic Gardens at Kew, and a wide 

range of  other published and unpublished sources.

Keenan’s book testifies to her painstaking scholarship; it is always reliable 
and accurate. I, for instance, have used the book to check for omissions in 

my own excerpts from the Governor General’s Reports on the subject of  

automobiles and roads, and have found Keenan’s work absolutely accurate and 

comprehensive.

The material is arranged in chronological order by year, reflecting the 
publishing order of  the Annual Reports, and grouped in eleven chapters, each 

one containing periods of  five to six years, plus an introductory chapter entitled, 
“How the British came to be in Egypt and Sudan”. Keenan has chosen ‘talking 
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titles’ for each chapter (such as “restlessness” for the post-World War II years 
or “difficult times” for the Great Depression) and for each of  the yearly sub-
chapters (such as “crisis” for 1924 or “retrenchments and economies” for 
1932). Every chapter provides information at the provincial and departmental 

level, including changes of  staff, with reference to infrastructural and related 

topics.

Keenan is reluctant to offer interpretations. She wants to let the sources 

speak to the reader directly. Because she has chosen her particular form of  

presentation, there is only little scope for interpretation, for instance by the 

choice of  which notes to include and which to omit, by the arrangement 

under organising headlines and the choice of  photographs and captions. The 

author thus provides no explicit argument yet there is an implicit message 

about Sudanese colonial history which is largely produced by the nature of  

her sources.

Keenan warns her readership of  possible bias arising from her sources. In 

her introduction she writes, “reports were written by men, for other men to 
read” (p5). Certainly so but beyond a male bias, there is also an administrative 
bias. It is clear that her main sources (as a specific genre of  literary production), 
have been written with an audience in mind. Reports, beyond reporting facts 

and figures, are about justification, accountability, legitimacy, and are designed 
to influence policies and attitudes; people such as Wingate possibly even wrote 
for the eyes of  posterity. Archival documents unavoidably carry the stamp of  

their historical context, but while there are certainly less doctored documents 

(for instance District Commissioners’ handing over notes, meant for the 

orientation of  their successors), Governor Generals’ Reports are particularly 

notorious for their whitewashing. 

From the very nature of  these sources, it is probably inevitable that a specific 
overall historical picture emerges from Keenan’s pages, namely, that the Sudan 

was made by the colonial administration single-handedly. Road building is a 

case in point. From Keenan’s book, the reader must necessarily gather the 

impression that roads were constructed by the administration’s efforts, either 

at the provincial level or at the level of  central government through the services 

of  the Public Works Department. Oral sources about particular roads, quite 

to the contrary, maintain that roads rather ‘emerged under the wheel’, which 

means that they came into being through usage by motor vehicles, drivers 

following the tracks left by drivers before them and, if  not repeatedly used, 

quickly reverted back to nature again.

One great merit of  Keenan’s book is that all this source material is now 

easily and comprehensively accessible for those who share her interest in 

infrastructure and cannot afford to spend all those years she has committed 
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to her research in archives and libraries. Another, even greater, merit is that 

she has drawn our attention to infrastructure, technology and the material in 

general. Historical studies of  technology in the Sudan are few and scattered. 

Despite some notable exceptions (such as the works of  Abu Salim, Bayoumi, 

Bell, D’Arcy, Hill, Sikainga), a serious engagement with histories of  science 

and technology, as well as histories of  infrastructure and the material fabric of  

society in general, are long overdue in Sudanese historiography. Readers may 

well share my impression that the role of  the political officer has been widely 
acknowledged whereas that of  the engineer and artisan has been forgotten. 

Readers will perhaps also agree that it is still as if, during the colonial period, 

there were no “tools of  empire” and that sheer force of  mind kept the Sudan 
moving. Time for some revision, and Keenan has already covered a good deal 

of  ground.

Kurt Beck
Kurt Beck is Chair of  Anthropology at the University of  Bayreuth, Germany. 

Among his latest contributions to Sudanese Studies are “Roadside comforts. 
Truck stops on the Forty Days Road in western Sudan”. Africa 83(3), 2013, 

426-65.  “Crisis, innovation and the social domestication of  the new. One 
century of  Manâsîr social history”; in Ethnographic Research in the Fourth Nile 
Cataract Region (Sudan), eds C. Näser and C. Kleinitz, Wiesbaden (Harrassow-

itz) 2013, 5-48.  “The art of  truck modding on the Nile (Sudan): An attempt 
to trace creativity”; in The Speed of  Change. Motor Vehicles and People in Africa, 
1890-2000, eds J. Gewald, S. Luning and K. van Walraven, Leiden (Brill) 

2009,151-173.  With Valerie Hänsch. Sifinja – The Iron Bride; documentary, 

2009, DV, 70 minutes.  Contributions to The Making of  the African Road, edited 

with Gabriel Klaeger and Michael Stasik, Leiden (Brill) 2017.
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Abroma to Ziziphus and Beyond: Forests, 
surveys, rivers and roads of  the Anglo- 
Egyptian Sudan 1899-1956; Researched and 
edited by Mary L. Keenan, Parbold, 2017; 
ISBN: 978-0-9564910-1-5 hardback, £56 plus 
postage and packing.

There are some valuable history books about 

Sudan and this is one of  them. This book 

reveals how the British came to be in Egypt 

and Sudan (which lead to the Anglo-Egyptian 

Condominium of  1899) and recounts the 

exploration of  rivers and forests, surveys of  

land; the clearing of  the rivers of  the Sudd for 

transport and communications; and the building of  wells, hafirs, roads and 

railways. It is in chronological order and each chapter (except the first one) 
focuses on a five-to-six year period between 1899 and 1956. 

The first chapter provides a thorough overview of  how the British came 
to be in Egypt and Sudan, with many valuable details about the period until 

the death of  the Khalifa and the establishment of  the Anglo-Egyptian 

Condominium. The administration of  the Sudan under the Condominium 

involved the recording of  a great deal of  detail about the country: for example 

the British identified ten breeds of  camel which were classified into two 
groups according to their usage. This chapter gives a realistic overview of  the 

situation during this time and does an excellent job informing the reader about 

the relevant issues. 

In chapter two, the author uses her excellent biological knowledge to 

write about expeditions and the exploration of  rivers and forests, including 

the clearing of  the rivers feeding the Sudd so as to facilitate transport and 

communications. After the Condominium Agreement, many expeditions were 

sent along the White and Blue Niles but the low state of  the water drastically 

affected all of  them. It was thought that oil might eventually take the place of  

wood for fuel and experiments were carried out to see if  this was feasible. As 

a result, Mr. C. Muriel was seconded for a lengthy tour of  inspection through 

the districts of  White and Blue Nile. He reported the presence of  lulu (for 

rubber) and quol (Euphorbia abyssinica or ‘poisonous tree’); the latter is now 
concentrated in Eastern Sudan and used for fuel. No fewer than 203 plant 

species were listed from the White and Blue Nile districts as well as many 

different types of  fish.
In chapter three (“Disappearing Forests and No Garden”), the author 
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describes and analyses the experimentation that took place between 1906 and 
1910 that was aimed at re-afforestation and the management of  wood. The 

Director of  Woods and Forests had hoped that the coming of  the east coast 

railway line in 1905 would bring coal which would replace a proportion of  

the firewood that was used as fuel. No Forest Reserves were made during this 
period. 

Information about each of  the Provinces has been kept together as far as 

possible and the author records the changes that took place in the governors 

and forestry staff  of  each Province. Each Province was sent twelve types of  

seed for trial which had to be reported on annually. Rubber plantations were 

also tried in Sudan. Types of  gum and their yields were tested with hashab 

proving to give the best yield. In 1933 the Sudan Government established the 

first herbarium for the preservation of  plants at Shambat, Khartoum. The 
herbarium was very small and insufficient in contrast to the situation today, 
where there are many reserved forests and five main herbaria. Currently the 
main herbarium is located in the Botany Department, Faculty of  Science, 

University of  Khartoum and includes more than 4,000 plant species collected 

from the different states in Sudan and recorded digitally. 

Chapters five and six provide an overview of  the Second World War with a 
focus on wood fuel and the Sudd. During the war Sudan suffered from famines, 

floods and locusts, as well as war regulations and restrictions. After the war, the 
rebuilding process began, including forestry regeneration aimed at providing 

fuel and paper.

In Chapter 7 there are some insightful points made about the reasons for 

improved conditions in Sudan, including improvements in motor roads which 

were followed by improvements in trade. The Sennar Dam and Gezira Scheme 

were established. Exports increased due to the settled Arab population of  the 

northern part of  the country. Motor transport and roads affected prices and 

led them to rise.

Chapters 8, 9 and 10 detail the difficult times after the War and during the 
Great Depression. At that time, a heavy reduction was made in the numbers 

of  British and Egyptian staff. Forest Ordinance was still under revision and 

additions to the herbarium were less than in previous years. Demand for 

all classes of  sawmill products increased. The end of  the book provides an 

indication of  why the independence of  Sudan came when it did.

The book took six years of  research into hundreds of  official documents, 
government reports, Sudan Gazette, staff  lists, forestry reports, expedition 

reports, diaries etc held in a number of  different archives and other sources. 

Everything in the book is fully referenced and various nice photos illustrate 

the text. This book follows directly from the author’s previous book, That Hard 
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Hot Land: Botanical Collecting Expeditions in Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (1933-1934), 
(2011).

Abroma to Ziziphus and Beyond lists more than five hundred species of  plant; 
about 150 species are updated so as to give their current names and more 

than one hundred species (including introduced species) are regarded as new 

additions to the checklist of  wild plants in Sudan.

In summary, this book will be of  particular interest to those looking for 

a comprehensive overview of  the history, economic changes and biological 

facts about Sudan. It provides a baseline for researchers in history, economics, 

botany and zoology and serves to inform their work. Mary Keenan visited 

Sudan in 2007 and has made a lot of  effort to document important and 

relevant facts about the country. 

She must be congratulated on her unmatched success in beautifully 

presenting all of  the detailed information in this book. She has collected most 

of  the information about plants from often hard-to-come-by archives of  the 

Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. It is inspiring to see the effect of  her uncle’s diary on 

Mary Keenan’s work. She has shown great patience and dedication in doing 

this work, changing her academic career and spending years to become a 

qualified biologist.
In addition to the value of  the book for scientists, I also feel that is really an 

incredibly valuable document for anybody interested in the history of  Sudan. 

Prof. Maha A.Y. Kordofani, FLS
Maha Kordofani is a Plant Taxonomist and Curator of  the Herbarium in the 

Botany Department, Faculty of  Science, University of  Khartoum, Sudan.
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Folk Tales from the Northern Sudan,  

Abdulla El-Tayib, Illustrated by Griselda El- 

Tayib, 2001, Second edition: New Life Print-

ing Press, Khartoum, 2016, ISBN 978 99942 3 
608-4, paperback.

As the author explains in his Foreword, 

folk tales are told by the elderly to children 

before they go to sleep. Although folk tales 

are frightening, in that setting they are used 

to develop the intelligence of  children and to 

stimulate their imaginations. The narrators are 

often skilled storytellers; the tales are linked 
to an oral and rural culture, reflecting both its 
imaginative and realistic dimensions.

The writer, and translator, of  this work, the late Dr Abdulla El-Tayib (1921-

2003), was one of  the most important Sudanese intellectual and academic 

figures of  his time. He received his BA with Honours and his PhD from 
British universities. He taught Arabic in the School of  Arabic and African 

Studies which is now the School of  Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) 

before returning to Sudan. There, he held many academic posts, including as 

head of  the Arabic Department in the institute of  Education (Bakht-er-Ruda), 

the famous teacher-training institute. He also held the position of  head of  the 

Arabic department at Khartoum University College in 1961 and was the first 
Dean of  the Faculty of  Art at the University of  Khartoum.

 In his translated text (from Arabic) Dr El-Tayib tried to keep everything very 

close to the original sources of  the tales so as to preserve their anthropological 

features and stay true to the spirit of  the texts. This is why he kept the Arabic 

names of  some mythical creatures e.g. ghouls and soughla as they are in Sudanese 

oral culture. He kept his excellent translation into English very close to the 

original, often rhyming in English the parts of  these tales that had rhymed in 

Arabic.

The work of  collecting folk tales is not a simple task as it requires a great 

deal of  research; in many countries this work is done by a team of  researchers. 
In this respect the work of  Dr El-Tayib resembles the work of  a team as 

he single-handedly collected materials from various places, wrote the stories 

down and then translated them into a foreign language, English. He explained 

the process he undertook in the Foreword of  the book:

I first wrote these stories from memory, and then added more 
details which I learnt from relatives and acquaintances. From 
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the first I felt it was important to write down whatever I could 
remember or be reminded of, or told about, because all of  this 

oral literature would be forgotten completely when new ways 

of  education and entertainment, etc. come to take their place.

 He acknowledges the contribution of  his wife, Griselda, who drew the 

illustrations for the books and helped with, “reading and proof-reading the 
type-written work and revising the English.” 

Some of  the tales were written down in the late1940s and then published in 

the magazine Al Sibyan, which was a children’s magazine. The author translated 

some of  them into English and these were published by Longman Green in a 

book entitled Stories from the Sands of  Africa. In the early 1970s, the folk tales in 

this book were published in Arabic by Khartoum University Press.

Folk tales in general, and the folk tales in this book, constitute an oral 

collective art form in which the original writer is a community and not an 

individual. They reflect part of  North Sudanese heritage and landscape. They 
also give some evidence of  the dominant value system of  their time. They 

provide some lessons that are still useful today, tackling themes such as the 

conflict between good and evil (in ‘O Pigeon, O Doves’). Other themes 
include love and betrayal or love that went wrong (‘Tajooj al Muhallag and 

Hamhoon’); a wicked mother in-law (‘Luli O Luli’); a woman fleeing from 
danger and hiding her identity by dressing herself  as a man (‘The Miserly 

King’); and a warning about treating orphans badly (‘Mohammed the Orphan’) 
among others. In this review, I have tried to avoid giving details about the tales 

or revealing their plots, leaving the reader to discover them for themselves 

without affecting their excitement or curiosity. 

At the end of  the book there is a short section of  ‘Notes’ that includes 

examples of  words that may be unfamiliar even to some Arabic-speakers 

as well as to younger generations of  readers. Some of  these words refer to 

foodstuffs such as Kisrah “literally, a broken piece of  bread”; Abry “Drink 
made from a spicy kind of  Kisrah flakes”. Other ‘Notes’ refer to Sudanese 
wedding rituals, cosmetics and beauty e.g. Henna “herb for dyeing the hands”; 
Rahat “skirt made from leather thongs” etc.

Dr Abdulla El-Tayib has produced a literary text that is also a document 

of  cultural anthropology. Those who want to know about, or further their 

knowledge of, the culture and anthropology of  Northern Sudan may benefit 
from this work; it also provides rich information for the researcher. The tales 
give real insights into the cultural background that formed a huge part of  the 

personality of  Northern Sudanese until the late twentieth century.

Sidahmed Ali Bilal
Sidahmed Bilal is a poet and translator.
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Abyei of  the Ngok Dinka: Not yet South 
Sudan, Bona Malwal, Bourchier, Malmesbury, 

United Kingdom, 2017, ISBN 978-0-993469268 
hardback, £35

“Is Abyei of  the Ngok Dinka part of  South 
Sudan or Sudan?” Then, “And if  it belongs 
to the latter, how was it seized?” And most 
importantly, “What’s the position of  the people 
of  Abyei over this matter?” In other words, 
“What’s been done or being done to resolve this 
problem?” 

Abyei has been at the crux of  disputes 

between the North and South of  Sudan for a 

century. It has engaged tribal leaders, governments, scholars, politicians, and 

most recently the African Union (AU) and the United Nations. Bona Malwal 

Madut Ring’s Abyei of  the Ngok Dinka: Not yet South Sudan, published in 2017, 

endeavours to interrogate these major questions. 

The book’s sub-title Not yet South Sudan, might be stating the obvious, i.e. 

the pending resolution of  the final status of  Abyei. Nevertheless, it could be 
misconstrued. Abyei is a part of  South Sudan. Article 1 (b) of  South Sudan’s 

Transitional Constitution, 2011 (amended in 2015), defines the territory of  
South Sudan to include Abyei. The Dinka Ngok people are citizens of  South 

Sudan. Abyei is represented at various levels of  governance structures in Twic 

State, (formerly Warrap) and at national level: the government structure in 

Abyei is appointed by Juba. 

There are not many South Sudanese, outside Abyei, more qualified than 
Bona to write a book about Abyei. The author’s Dinka Twic section of  Kuac 

borders the Ngok Dinka of  Abyei. The two sections were under a single 

chieftaincy, until Abyei was annexed to Kordofan in 1905 (p.6). Although the 
division created two jurisdictions, the communities coexist in fraternity. This 

proximity is cemented by intermarriages and cultural assimilation; the Kuac’s 
traditional marks are identical to the Ngok’s. 

Bona’s ancestors are believed to have originated from Abyei. In the 

introduction, he explains his family’s established relationship with the family 

of  chief  Kuol Arop of  Abyei. According to General Pieng Deng Kuol, this 

relationship, which is bequeathed to children by their fathers, has increasingly 

made the two families one. This book is therefore unique as unlike previous 

works about Abyei, it gives the perspective of  a native outsider. 

The book is significant in two ways. Firstly it is a contribution to the 
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literature on Abyei. Secondly and more significantly, given the current impasse, 
it is a timely reminder about the unsolved status of  Abyei. Bona is an erudite 

political commentator and his expository writing style and accessible language 

make the book a highly engaging read. The book depicts fascinating historical 

insights into some of  the pivotal events that shaped the historical trajectory 

of  Abyei. The author combines history and memory to explore the subject in 

seven thematic chapters, covering 1905 to the post-independence period of  

South Sudan. 

In the introduction and Chapter 1, ‘How Abyei became part of  the Northern 

Sudan’, the author provides the background to the British decision to annex 

Abyei to Kordofan. In Chapter 2, ‘The 1952 Abyei Conference: the last attempt 

to return the Ngok Dinka people to the South’; Bona describes his first visit 
to Abyei as a schoolboy, in the company of  his father, Chief  Madut Ring. 

Richard Owen, the British colonial Governor of  Bahr el Ghazal, convened a 

conference in Abyei, “to persuade the Ngok to return to South Sudan” (p.2). 
Other British officials such as Donald Doyle (‘Tim-atip’), Gogrial’s District 
Commissioner, and chiefs from Bahr el Ghazal and Kordofan provinces were 

invited to the meeting. The momentous conference was an eye opener for 

the young Bona. The British, who were to concede self-rule for Sudan within 

a year, planned to return Abyei to its pre-1905 status as a district of  Bahr el 

Ghazal province. 

Bona vividly recollects the proceedings of  the conference. He particularly 

remembers the intervention of  Mahdi Arop Biong, Chief  Deng Majok’s uncle. 

The spiritual leader fervently urged his nephew to listen to his fellow Dinka 

chiefs (pp.25-27). However, the paramount chief  of  the Ngok Dinka, against 

the overwhelming advice of  fellow Dinka traditional leaders, British colonial 

administrators and prominent members of  his own family, opted for Abyei 

to remain in Kordofan. Abyei straddled the South-North border and Deng 

insisted that he must uphold his father Kuol Arop’s judgment, which was to 

annex Abyei to Kordofan. Deng, however, confided to his Dinka colleagues 
that if  he did otherwise, the neighbouring Messiyria Baggara would overrun 

his territory. He also envisioned Abyei, a Dinka area administered in the Arab 

North, to be a symbol of  integration and unity in the country; to him his area 
was ‘a thread’ to bridge the South and the North of  Sudan. 

In Chapter 3, ‘The Abyei situation and South Sudan’, the author examines 

attempts by South Sudanese, especially, the author’s Southern Front (SF) and 

the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), to resolve the issue of  Abyei 

and other areas that had been annexed to the North in the 1960s. The author 
cites the Addis Ababa Agreement that provided for the autonomy for the 

Southern Region in 1972 and also stipulated a plebiscite for the “communities 
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with affinity to the South.” (p.14). The citizens of  Abyei took up arms with 
their fellow Southern Sudanese compatriots in the Anya Nya movement and 

waged war in the South between 1955 and 1972. 

Chapter 4, ‘Shared responsibility between Juba and Khartoum’, considers 

the deadlock in the resolution of  the Abyei case. Bona laments missed 

opportunities to fix the issue, especially during the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA)’s six year interim period (2005-2011). The author blames 

the SPLM in general, and its leaders from Abyei in particular, for their failure 

to act (p.95). 

In Chapter 5, ‘What I am accused of  not doing for Abyei’, the author presents 

a litany of  “false” accusations allegedly levelled against him by “the children 
of  late chief  Deng Majok” (p.114); according to the author, this contributed 
to the estrangement of  relations with the leadership of  the SPLM (p.126). The 
most serious claim is that Bona “was cooperating with Khartoum, and against 
the cause of  the Ngok people…” (p.115). Bona attests to his association with 
the Ngok Dinka and dismisses the allegation as “preposterous” (p.17). “I 
would not sell my own community”, he explains (p.130). The chapter explores, 
however, the author’s exasperation with some Sudan People’s Liberation Army 

officers from Abyei. He particularly singles out Pieng for allegedly ‘rigging’ 
elections in his constituency in 2010. He suggests that the President had 

tacitly endorsed him (p.132) and thus the movement fielded an anonymous 
young candidate in the constituency. Bona believed that if  it were not for the 

‘rigging’ by the SPLA commanders, with his track record both in the area and 

in Southern politics, he would have easily won. In the event, facing defeat 

Bona withdrew on polling day. 

The question of  ‘rigging’ the elections is at the heart of  Bona’s quarrel with 

the SPLM. The general elections might not have been transparent, free or fair 

but the issue was much more complicated than it looked. An interplay of  several 

factors intrinsically worked against the politician. Firstly, despite the President’s 

endorsement, in the SPLM’s world where there is a multiplicity of  centres 

of  power, some overzealous cadres might have targeted some constituencies, 

including Bona’s. In fact, there were some local SPLM members who wanted to 

defeat the feted politician. Bona’s return to Khartoum in 2004 infuriated some 

SPLM supporters. Most notably, the late Manute Bol, the former player in the 

United States National Basketball Association and a grandson of  a former 

Twic paramount chief, tirelessly campaigned for the SPLM candidates. With 

his seven-foot, seven-inch height, the basketball superstar enjoyed unrivalled 

celebrity status in South Sudan and commanded considerable following in the 

area. He assiduously criss-crossed the constituencies campaigning for the SPLM 

candidates. In addition, the tragic deaths of  senior SPLM leaders Dr Justin Yac 
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and General Dominic Dim in 2008 robbed Bona of  key political associates 

within the ruling party. Secondly, there was a genuine and widespread belief  in 

the South at the time that the SPLM ‘liberators’ should be rewarded for the 21-

year struggle. Bona represented the South Sudan Democratic Forum (SSDF), 

a party formed in exile in Britain in 2003. 

In chapter 6, ‘What I tried to do for Abyei’, the author catalogues some of  
his contributions to the Abyei area and particularly the family of  Deng Majok. 

One incident, which is little known, stands out. Ali Baldo, the Governor 

of  Kordofan, suspended the Ngok Dinka chief  in 1968. Although Deng’s 
Abyei was a sub-district of  Kordofan, as a Dinka chief  he enjoyed a special 

autonomous status from the Arab administration in the province. He was 

therefore astounded and felt humiliated. He travelled to Khartoum to seek 

redress. Arop, Deng’s son, was a member of  parliament in Khartoum but 

nevertheless he chose Bona to intercede on his behalf  with the authorities. In 

the Dinka tradition, Bona, a son of  his best friend and age-mate (Deng and 

Madut were initiated on the same day), was for all intents and purposes his 

other son. More importantly, Bona as the MP for Gogrial North (in 1968-9), 
and the Editor of  his party’s paper, The Vigilant, was a rising star of  Southern 

politics. 

Bona had intimate knowledge of  Governor Ali Baldo’s attitude to South 

Sudanese from his earlier posting in Equatoria. In Juba, Ali Baldo directed 

a crackdown on South Sudanese officials. The SF was not only a partner in 
the governing coalition but held the balance of  power in the Constituent 

Assembly. The ministers in Khartoum promptly reinstated Chief  Deng. To 

the delight of  both Bona and his uncle, Baldo was directed to provide the 

chief  with an aeroplane to transport him and his entourage from El Obeid, 

the capital of  the province, to Abyei. The Chief  triumphantly returned home 

with his reputation unblemished (pp. 154-156). 
The book is interspersed with comments about the alleged dominance of  

the people of  Abyei in both the SPLM and the government of  South Sudan. 

The author accuses some personalities from Abyei, such as Edward Lino 

Abyei, as well as Deng Majok’s children of  “misuse of  power” (p.98, p.161). 
His criticism of  the “powerful gang of  Abyei” also includes Pieng, Dr Luka 
Biong Deng, and their cousin Deng Alor (p.97, p.123). The prominence of  

these individuals in the SPLM and the government in Juba has, according to 

the author, resulted in deteriorated relations with Khartoum. 

As the book details, Bona’s feud with some of  the SPLM leaders and the 

sons of  Deng Majok has its genesis in the Chukudum Declaration. Bona was 

one of  the exponents of  the agreement between the SPLM and the Umma 

Party in 1994. In the Declaration, the Umma Party conceded the right to self-
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determination of  the people of  the Southern Sudan. For Bona, whose party, 

the SF, had pursued this political objective since the 60s, it was an opportunity 
not to be missed, especially as the Umma Party was likely to return to power. 

Indeed, the Asmara Declaration by the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) 

reaffirmed the key principles of  the Chukudum Accord in December. 
Dr John Garang, the SPLM leader, saw some merit in Bona’s argument 

and sanctioned the negotiations that took place with the northern politicians 

in London. Nevertheless, he was concerned that the Accord’s recognition 

of  Sudan’s borders at independence in 1956 could undermine one of  the 
movement’s fundamental tenets i.e. the idea of  a ‘New Sudan’. The declaration 

was less popular among some sections of  the SPLM, particularly in Abyei 

and the Nuba Mountains. In fact, some SPLA commanders from these areas 

confronted Bona in Nairobi and Chukudum accusing him of  schismatic 

tendencies (pp.129-130). 

The book sometimes reads as a rant against Ngok politicians. In the Dinka 

cultural context, Bona’s fury is understandable. Yet these annotations detract 

from the gist of  the book. Furthermore, in the fluid social climate of  South 
Sudan, it would have been better if  the book did not contain these assertions. 

For example, in February 2017, a few months prior to its publication, the 

sons of  Deng Majok, under the auspices of  Dr Francis Mading Deng, one of  

their elder brothers and Bona’s age-mate, apologised to “Uncle Bona” in Juba. 
Even Luka, who was abroad, provided a written apology. In line with Dinka 

convention, Uncle Bona accepted the apology and recommitted himself  

to serving his people in Abyei. He disclosed the contents of  the book that 

we are reviewing to the meeting. In fact, Francis had a preview copy of  the 

manuscript (He shared photographs for Bona’s book from his book The Man 
Called Deng Majok: A biography of  power, polygyny, and change, Yale, 1986). In the 
spirit of  the reconciliation, Bona promised to revise his book. When it was 

published, the author provided copies to some of  Deng Majok’s sons and it 

transpired that the book had been published in its existing form and had not 

been amended so as to reflect the compromise that had taken place. However, 
in the spirit of  the reconciliation, according to Pieng, the sons of  Deng Majok 

decided not to react.

The book concludes on a positive note, however. Its final chapter, fittingly 
entitled, ‘The Way Forward in Abyei: Back to Basics’, is concerned with 

the resolution of  Abyei’s status. It explains that the CPA’s Abyei Protocol, 

which provided for the area’s nine Dinka Ngok chiefdoms the right of  self-

determination, remains unimplemented (p.178). The Ngok Dinka were 

to choose between the status quo and rejoining South Sudan. The Protocol 

scheduled Abyei’s referendum to be held at the same time as the referendum 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



73

on the independence of  Southern Sudan i.e. in January 2011. Frustrated by the 

lack of  progress, the SPLA dislodged the Sudan armed forces (SAF) garrison 

in Abyei in April 2011. President Salva Kiir’s intervention averted an all-out 

conflict with the Sudan that could have derailed South Sudan’s independence 
in July. 

UN Security Council Resolution No. 1990 of  June 27, 2011 affirmed the 
AU High Implementation Panel (AUHIP)’s, mediated agreement between 

South Sudan and Sudan. This aimed to demilitarise Abyei, but although 

both the SPLA and SAF pulled out of  the area, Khartoum retains a military 

presence in the form of  the oil police; the force seemingly consists of  military 
personnel in police uniform. Thus, despite the presence of  the Ethiopian 

peacekeeping force UNISFA (United Nations Interim Security Force for 

Abyei), the Messiyria Arabs continue to destabilise the area. This is exemplified 
by the blatant assassination of  chief  Kuol ‘Aduol’ Deng, the Paramount Chief  

of  the Ngok Dinka, on May 4, 2013. Most fundamentally, it threatens to ignite 

an already explosive situation. 

The eruption of  conflict in South Sudan in December 2013 has compounded 
the failure to resolve Abyei’s status. The political crisis in the nascent Republic 

of  South Sudan deflected the attention of  the government and of  the 
international community. However, considering the plight of  the people of  

Abyei and the area’s critical significance to the two Sudans, it is imperative that 
a solution is found. As the author counsels, “credible states do not allow ethnic 
conflicts to ruin relations between them”, (p.175) and it is incumbent upon 
the leaders of  the two countries to find a permanent solution for Abyei. This 
book’s nuanced analysis and historical perspective will be imperative in the 

quest to resolve the issue. It is highly recommended for academics interested 

in the Sudans and especially, in Abyei.

Kuyok Abol Kuyok
Kuyok is an Associate Professor at the University of  Juba’s College of  Edu-

cation. He holds a DPhil. from the Institute of  Education, London.
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Philip Bowcock, Last Guardians: Crown Ser-
vice in Sudan, Northern Rhodesia and Brit-
ain, The Radcliffe Press, 2016, ISBN:978 1 78453 
438 7 Hardcover, £17.33

My abiding memory of  Philip Bowcock is of  the 

time we were both in a party invited to Khartoum to 

commemorate Sudan’s 50 years of  independence 

in January 2006. At one point we were with a 
group of  Nuer when to their astonishment and 

delight Bowcock introduced himself  by his Nuer 

bull name of  Bilrial and chatted with them in 

their own language. Learning languages was both 

a necessity and a pleasure during his career and in 

all he became proficient in 11 languages.
Bowcock grew up on a farm in Staffordshire. Home life was somewhat 

strained as his parents grew apart and divorced, with Philip staying very close 

to his mother. He went to a minor public school and then became an open 

scholar at St John’s College, Oxford, reading history. He immersed himself  

in university life, where one of  his contemporaries in the Conservative 

Association was Margret Roberts (later Thatcher): they got on well, but “she 
was never in my sights as a possible partner for the college ball”. 

Towards the end of  his time in Oxford Bowcock’s career thoughts included 

the Sudan Political Service (SPS), and when he was called up for National Service 

in 1947 he managed to be posted to a regiment then stationed in Khartoum. 

He thus had a trial view of  the country, and when he was demobilised two years 

later he applied successfully for a position. His preparation included being sent 

to the legendary Middle East Centre of  Arab Studies (MECAS) in Lebanon, 

and as well as learning Arabic he was able to travel extensively in the region.

Bowcock finally arrived to join the SPS in late 1950 and spent his first 
period in Khartoum Province. Working as an A/DC in Khartoum he had 

insight into the workings of  different departments of  government, and also the 

burgeoning aspirations of  the Sudanese intelligentsia: amongst his colleagues 

was the Khartoum Town Clerk, Daoud Abdul Latif, later the founder of  the 

country’s major conglomerate Dal, a company now headed by his son. There 

was also an extensive social life which Philip enjoyed and where he met Brenda 

Stevens with whom he was to enjoy a long and happy marriage.

It was the usual expectation of  a new member of  the SPS that his career 

would really develop in the rural areas, and after a year in the capital Bowcock 

was posted to the Western Nuer District in Upper Nile Province. Steamers and 
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feet were the main ways of  trekking in what was clearly a varied and rewarding 

time, both in Western Nuer and later in Zeraf  District. The work itself  is 

depicted clearly in the first four of  Bowcock’s several appendices: ‘Western 
Nuer District Monthly Diary’, June 1953; ‘Journey to Nyalok’ (a cattle camp in 
Zeraf  District); ‘Zeraf  District Annual Report’, 1953-4; and his lengthy ‘Zeraf  
District Handover Notes’, 1954.

By 1954 Bowcock’s life in Sudan was over as the country rushed to 

independence. After considering a number of  possibilities he settled on 

Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) and there he was to find himself  more 
involved in rural development work than he had been in Sudan, before later 

turning towards the law as he studied to become a Resident Magistrate.

But with Zambia’s independence in 1964 it was back to Britain again. 
For a while he joined the Ministry of  Technology as a Principle, but life as a 

commuter in the home civil service was not really for Bowcock, and instead he 

took a further change of  direction by joining his uncle’s law practice in Leek, 

North Staffordshire. There was though to be one further African experience 

when he was asked to act as a Provincial Supervisor in the Zimbabwe elections 

of  1980 that finally ended the years of  conflict between mainly British settler 
farmers and the African majority. Then it was back to life as a solicitor until 

retirement in 1992.

Following retirement Bowcock continued to contribute on a number of  

fronts one of  which consisted of  his active involvement in SSSUK. Some 

former SPS had mixed feelings when it was set up, but he was fully involved 

from the start. After Sudan’s independence the existing Anglo-Sudanese 

Association slowly declined and when it was finally wound up the remaining 
assets were transferred to SSSUK. It was Bowcock who undertook the legal 

work involved, much to the relief  and gratitude of  his fellow committee 

members. His active involvement in Sudan was long past but his Sudanitis 

persisted: writing in Sudan Studies (no. 36) after the return visit mentioned above 
he remarked, “For me it was like an old love affair, forgotten and renewed after 
many years”.

Peter Woodward 
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Jok Madut Jok, Breaking Sudan: The Search 
for Peace, Oneworld Publications, London, 

2017, hardback, £25.

Breaking Sudan focuses on the central question 

of  why the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

framework and South Sudan’s subsequent 

independence failed to be the panacea that would 

end political violence in the Sudans. The book is 

written in the context of  South Sudan’s civil wars 

and Jok seeks to explain the ongoing political 

violence despite previous hopes of  a negotiated 

peace. Yet it is precisely in these previous wars and 

peace agreements that Jok finds an explanation 
for the ongoing armed conflict. Even for those who once had faith in the 
CPA and the new South Sudan government, the wars since December 2013 

have prompted a cognitive dissonance and a questioning of  their former 

confidence. Jok’s book unpacks and deepens our understanding of  these 
disappointments. He argues that post CPA violence was based on wartime 

histories, the failure of  the CPA to resolve these issues and competition for 

state resources. Nevertheless, he also wants to highlight that hope still remains.

Jok brings to these questions the richness of  having been an active 

participant in debates in South Sudan throughout the post CPA period. He is 

a leading South Sudanese public intellectual and an active advocate, and was 

also a senior civil servant in the nascent government of  South Sudan. He has 

publicly made many of  the arguments that he collects together in this book as 

he has tried to shape South Sudan’s trajectory. An asset of  the book, therefore, 

is its capture of  many of  the prevailing conversations, debates and concerns 

in South Sudan in the post CPA era and into this period of  renewed civil war.

In this book, Jok returns to some of  the debates for which he has become 

best known. He discusses the need to build a national identity to accompany the 

new South Sudan state. He is also willing to be critical of  the state, describing 

it as often ‘artificial’ in that it has not been ‘felt’ in citizens’ lives, except in 
negative ways (p.81). 

The book largely grapples with the state-and-nation-building agenda that 

dominated the years following the CPA. For example, when discussing violent 

conflict in South Sudan after the Agreement, Jok mentions tribal divisions, the 
role of  the North and the lack of  state security capacity. He does not mention 

the dangers of  the state itself  or the violent nature of  political bargaining 

in South Sudan. In contrast, some influential academic contributions since 
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December 2013 have tried to push the debate away from this focus on state 

building to look more critically at the real politics of  South Sudan. Jok is right 

to recognise that the state-building agenda is unlikely to fade away quickly 

among the international community. Yet even if  he disagrees with the shifts in 

academic debates, it would be useful to see him recognise them, and tackle the 

questions and assumptions that they throw up.

The book’s focus is undoubtedly South Sudan but it does include material 

on Sudan more broadly and, usefully, the Sudan/South Sudan relationship; 
in its conclusion, it is this question that Jok returns to. There, as elsewhere, 

he highlights how Sudanese and South Sudanese helped each other through 

informal arrangements and cordial relationships, irrespective of  the 

national politics of  the day. While not denying that difficult memories affect 
these relationships, Jok ends hopefully, noting that the invisible lines of  

interconnectedness between Sudan and South Sudan can outlast agreements 

between politicians. He argues that diplomacy, not war, will colour relations 

between the two nations in the future. 

Jok’s proximity to the material he discusses and his insights into the details 

of  daily life produce some of  the richest and humbling moments of  the book. 

Chapter Three’s account of  one village in South Sudan interrupts the rhythm 

of  the book for a moment to draw the reader into personal histories, including 

those of  the author. This chapter is a powerful addition. It leaves an appetite 

for this personally reflexive thread to be more apparent throughout the book. 
Jok’s proximity to the debates is a weakness, as well as a strength, as he 

struggles to find a clear focus in the constantly moving realities and debates 
of  South Sudan. The book captures many of  the swarms of  questions that 

South Sudanese are trying to grapple with, as they navigate various powers 

and try to create a vision for a better future for the country. Jok is ambitious 

in addressing an incredibly broad range of  questions that draw on various 

disciplinary approaches. This complexity is also a weakness of  the book, 

though, as it makes it less approachable. The text also tends to jump backwards 

and forwards chronologically and sometimes key historical events and patterns 

are explained significantly after they are first introduced. 
At points, Jok would have benefitted from explicitly drawing on his own 

previous academic contributions. For example, his discussion of  tribal enemies 

and ethnic identities would have been enriched by reference to his popular 

1999 article with Sharon Hutchinson and by discussion of  the relevance of  

these ideas to current debates.

Jok’s analysis highlights his political positionality; his views can be 
controversial and many of  his ideas are contested. His account of  the events 

of  December 2013 (given in this book) is a case in point, as is his account 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



78

of  the violent conflict in South Sudan after the CPA. His more controversial 
claims highlight his use (or lack of  use) of  source material. For example, he 

discusses the events of  December 2013 using limited media sources, while 

elsewhere in the book, Jok is critical of  other reports and ‘witnesses’ who 

might have been influenced by media reporting (p.241).
However, this lack of  distance or impartially need not diminish the value of  

this account. As with his previous work, Jok blurs the line between academic 

analysis and policy advocacy. This book is valuable as an articulation of  

important ideas and perspectives that are part of  the South Sudanese debate. 

The book is also important as it places the reader in the middle of  these 

complicated, unfolding and sometimes contradictory debates. 

Naomi Pendle
Naomi Pendle is currently a post-doctoral researcher at the London School 

of  Economics and Political Science (LSE).  She lived, worked and researched 

in South Sudan from 2009.  She remains actively engaged in research in 

South Sudan through LSE’s Conflict Research Programme and the Centre 
for Public Authority and International Development.
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Timothy J. Paris, In Defence of  Britain’s 
Middle Eastern Empire: A Life of  Sir Gil-
bert Clayton, Sussex Academic Press, Bright-

on & Eastbourne, 2016, ISBN 978 1 84519 
785-8 paperback, £39.95. 

Timothy Paris’s biography of  Gilbert Clayton is 

welcome on several counts. First and foremost, 

it fills a major gap by providing the first full 
treatment of  the career of  a substantial figure 
in the modern history of  the Middle East. It 

provides new details about important aspects 

of  the history of  those places and institutions 

with which Clayton was closely associated, 

especially the Arab Bureau in Cairo during the First World War and his post-

war embassies to Arabia; and it gives further evidence of  the British-officered 
Egyptian Army and Anglo-Egyptian Sudan as incubators of  talent and policy 

throughout the larger region.

The best intelligence officers are perhaps the least known. At any rate, 
historians face special difficulty in assessing the role of  intelligence in military 
history just as they do in uncovering the workings of  criminal and political 

intelligence in other spheres. Tremendous coups are rarely revealed; even 
enormous blunders can sometimes be covered up. Secretive work necessarily 

leaves few traces. The diplomatic relations of  Nejd and the Hijaz are another 

matter.

Gilbert Falkingham Clayton is still most widely known for his role in the 

Arab Bureau, the office established in Cairo during the First World War to 
coordinate regional intelligence. In this (as in several other intelligence posts) 

he was overshadowed by colourful and magnetic superiors, colleagues and 

subordinates, notably T.E. Lawrence. His career was cut short when, as the 

newly appointed British high commissioner in Iraq, Clayton suffered a massive 

heart attack in Baghdad and died there in September 1929 at the age of  54. 

Paris’s treatment of  Clayton’s long association with the Sudan will be of  

special interest to readers of  Sudan Studies. Like the great majority of  the 

Condominium regime’s earliest British officials, he arrived in Egypt as a soldier, 
in 1896, and took part in the Anglo-Egyptian conquest of  the Sudan. The 
formative years of  the colonial administration, under the energetic personal 

rule of  Sir Reginald Wingate as Governor General (1899-1916), were marked 
by only a gradual transition from military to civilian administration, a change 

hastened by the onset of  the First World War, when soldiers were wanted 
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elsewhere. (Clayton retired from the British army only in 1910 but remained 

an officer in the Egyptian Army.) Thus, for example, the early provincial 
governors were all soldiers; the orderliness and hierarchy of  the army appealed 
to Wingate’s instincts: it was not for nothing that Clayton (and others) in 

private correspondence, referred to him as “Master”. Clayton’s early posts 
included a stint at Wau in the Bahr al Ghazal but the nature of  that post, his 

obvious unsuitability for it and his absences on leave, resulted in little evidence 

of  any mark he may have made there. (Paris assesses that period differently, 

but unpersuasively.)

By experience if  not so much by training, Clayton would be an Arabist. In 

1906, Wingate appointed him to the office of  Private Secretary. Readers may 
be forgiven for seeing in that a minor role but this and other offices were still 
being defined, and in addition to the obvious work of  handling the Governor 
General’s (massive) correspondence, the office of  Private Secretary was really 
what the incumbent made of  it. Clayton, like his predecessor and successors, 

was not a factotum but a principal adviser. He usually traveled with Wingate 

in stately progresses throughout the Sudan and to Egypt (where Wingate, as 

Commander-in-Chief  of  the Egyptian Army as well as Governor General of  

the Sudan, kept offices), and to England, Scotland and elsewhere in Europe.
Whether by nature or because of  his years in Cairo directing military 

intelligence during the long Mahdist interregnum, Wingate later wanted eyes 

and ears there that he could trust. Relations between Khartoum and Cairo, 

both British bailiwicks, were, however, extraordinarily complicated by the 

anomalies of  the British occupation and the imponderable intricacies of  

Cairene politics. Wingate’s relations with British mandarins were tricky. It was 

a mark of  preferment when, late in 1913, he appointed Clayton Director of  

Intelligence and Sudan Agent in Cairo. (The combined title itself  hints at both 

the lingering military orientation of  the Sudan Government and the gradual, 

even surreptitious, disentanglement from Egypt’s role in the Condominium 

regime that Wingate sought to engineer.) As Khartoum’s de facto ambassador in 

Cairo, Clayton carried on a detailed and often personal correspondence with 

his “Master”, leaving us an important source for the history of  the period. His 
diplomatic skills were proven by successful intermediation between Wingate 

and the British Agent and Consul General.

The outbreak of  war in Europe in 1914 carried with it apprehension of  

reverberations throughout the heavily Muslim dependencies of  the British 

Empire and, worse, of  the probable entry of  the Ottoman Empire on the side 

of  the Central Powers. Special attention was paid to the status of  Egypt and 

the Sudan. Egypt, still legally an Ottoman dominion, became by British fiat 
a “protectorate”, and – presto! – the khedive a sultan; the Sudan, sui generis, 
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remained therefore a Condominium of  Britain and of  a “protected” occupied 
enemy territory.

Clayton, on the spot, was the obvious choice to become Director of  

Intelligence for the British army in Egypt, now playing a world-historical role 

defending the linchpin of  imperial communications, the Suez Canal. Although 

his time was increasingly taken up with all that that role implied, he retained 

his various offices and titles, becoming, in Lawrence’s words, “like water, or 
permeating oil, creeping silently and insistently through everything”. Among 
the most important cogs in Clayton’s unwieldy imperial machine would be 

Cairo’s relations with the Sharif  of  Mecca, whose notorious correspondence 

with Sir Henry McMahon, the civilian High Commissioner, has become a 

touchstone in the history of  the Arab revolt and the Anglo-French partition 

of  the Ottoman Empire.

When Wingate succeeded McMahon in Cairo, he promoted Clayton, who 

had already been exhausted by his multifarious duties, to the role of  Chief  of  

Staff  for the burgeoning operations in the Hijaz, another position difficult to 
understand from its title alone; he was soon also Chief  Political Officer of  the 
Egyptian Expeditionary Force as it advanced into the Ottoman Arab lands. 

With military success came problems of  civilian administration, which were 

complicated by the incompatibility of  various Anglo-French undertakings (to 

the Arabs, Zionists and each other).

With the end of  the war, the tensions inherent in wartime political and 

economic policies and promises burst to the surface, most explosively in 

Egypt. Wingate became the scapegoat and was replaced by General Allenby, 

and Clayton became Adviser to the Ministry of  the Interior in Cairo. Allenby 

pursued a carrot-and-stick policy towards the Egyptian nationalists, whose 

claims successive governments in London always subordinated to the security 

of  the Canal; nomad sheikhs in Arabia were apparently better schooled than 

Egyptians in self-government: in 1922, after a series of  failed negotiations, 

Britain unilaterally declared Egypt’s independence, reserving to “future 
negotiations”, however, several wide-ranging issues, including the security of  
the Canal and the fate of  the Sudan. 

Egypt’s nominal independence carried with it the elimination of  British 

advisors’ positions, including Clayton’s. He was thereupon appointed Chief  

Secretary to the British mandatory regime in Palestine, where he clashed with 

superiors and the Foreign Office, and had special responsibility for the affairs 
of  Transjordan, a thankless task for which history has been unkind to him. 

This reviewer finds Paris’s chapter on Clayton’s stint in Palestine (“Palestine 
Revisited: Chief  Secretary in the Mandate, 1923-1925”) one of  the best in the 
book: by focusing on Clayton it reveals new information about the internal 
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debates of  the Mandatory regime and illustrates even better than the successive 

chapters on Arabian affairs Clayton’s vast expertise and strength of  character. 

In any case, by experience and temperament he would soon prove to be more 

adept as a diplomat than as an administrator. 

In 1925 he was sent to negotiate treaties with Abd al Aziz Ibn Saud of  Nejd, 

whose borders with British-controlled territory were temptingly nebulous. 

In these negotiations Clayton succeeded – the immediate stakes admittedly 

seemed small – and was rewarded (if  that is the right word) by an assignment 

to negotiate the withdrawal from territory of  the Aden protectorate that 

forces loyal to the Imam Yahya Muhammad Hamid had occupied. The Imam 

could not be bought off  – at least at the price London was willing to pay. 

Clayton was more successful in a consequent gambit, negotiating in Rome an 

agreement with the Italians to avoid militarisation of  the southern Red Sea 

region. Dispatched again to Arabia, Clayton enjoyed a personal success by 

negotiating with Ibn Saud the 1927 Treaty of  Jeddah: with something this time 

to offer – British recognition of  Ibn Saud as ruler of  Nejd and Hijaz – Clayton 

seemed to have secured the adjacent British protectorates and dependencies. 

Within months, however, tribal incursions proved otherwise and Clayton’s 

follow-up embassies were unproductive.

Imperial borders in the trackless wastes of  Arabia would be one of  many 

issues Clayton faced as High Commissioner in Baghdad. His plans and 

interests give us evidence only of  the possibility of  success, for he died before 

any of  those could be brought to fruition. While Paris’s decision to entitle 

his concluding chapter “Friend of  the Arabs” can be justified by the multiple 
instances of  his relatively enlightened policy prescriptions, Clayton was no 

less a practical imperialist than any of  his contemporary soldier-administrator-

diplomats. 

Indeed the extent to which such former soldiers as Clayton, his friend and 

fellow Sudan hand Lee Stack, his superiors Wingate and Allenby and, dare it 

be said, such villains of  later historical writing as Kitchener, often advocated 

and enacted policies more liberal than their civilian advisers and superiors in 

London would support is a noteworthy feature of  the whole period. The soldiers 

invariably had closer contact with locals, better command of  local language(s), 

and less resort to the flatulent mumbo jumbo with which professional 
diplomats and proconsuls so often justified their superiors’ policies. Clayton 
may also be seen as one of  a remarkable line of  Sudan Government alumni 

who made greater names for themselves elsewhere: Harold MacMichael and 

William Luce are obvious examples; James Robertson and Gawain Bell come to 
mind, as do even such varied figures as Hugh Boustead and Wilfred Thesiger. 

Mr. Paris is alive to the contradictions and anomalies involved in reconciling 
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“policy” and action in the colonial context. This is not always easy in Clayton’s 
case, because, among other difficulties, Paris has apparently had no Arabic or 
Ottoman sources, even in translation (two or three Arabic books are mentioned 

incidentally in the Notes; few, if  any, published sources in European languages 
other than English seem to have been considered relevant). So fundamental to 

the subsequent history of  the Middle East were Clayton’s successive roles that 

the book is inevitably hampered by its focus, especially in the chapters on his 

post-war career. What have historians of  the Egyptian Revolution of  1918-19 

to say about him? Are we to suppose that in the well-trodden field of  Arab-
Israeli relations no excavations have uncovered the views toward Clayton of  

contemporary Arabs and Jews? Are there any Saudi opinions to be gleaned? 

Compounding the difficulty, Clayton’s known private papers are episodic: an 
important collection is in the Sudan Archive at Durham.

That having been said, Paris’s well-written sections of  background to the 

Sudan years rely on uncritical contemporary sources and dated secondary 

works. Chapters 3 and 4, for example, “The Lion and the Sphinx” and “A 
Smack at the Khalifa: the Sudan Campaign, 1898”, take little note of  published 
academic work. Paris does not apologise for British imperialism in the Nile 

Valley; he merely resorts to contemporary and later sources that have been 
superseded. This contrasts sharply with the bulk of  the book, which admittedly 

is Paris’s main interest: notwithstanding the limitations noted above, in those 

sections good use is made of  a wide variety of  English-language primary 

sources and recent scholarship.

Mr. Paris has been assiduous in pursuing Clayton’s influence through 
disparate private sources (including interviews with descendants) and a wide 

array of  British official papers. By using these sources as mutual reinforcement 
– and especially by including a great deal of  background– he has avoided 

producing a mere biographical gloss of  the colonial history of  the Near East. 

If  the distinction can fairly be made between show-horses and workhorses, it 

is obvious into which category Clayton falls, as much by his own personality as 

by the series of  off-stage assignments he accepted. In Defence of  Britain’s Middle 
Eastern Empire makes sense of  Lawrence’s characterisation of  Clayton as the 

“permeating oil”, who seems to turn up in all sorts of  unexpected places.
At 553 pages, this is a big book, in more ways than one. It is illustrated 

with maps and excellent photographs, includes an Appendix of  biographical 

notes, has a well organised, comprehensive Bibliography, and is meticulously 

footnoted. The Index contains some oddities, e.g. “Akaba”, “Khalifa, the”, 
“Bahai sect”; it cross-references non-existent citations, e.g. “Diqna, Uthman, 
See Osman Digna” [but see in fact “Digna, Osman”]; and includes otiose one-
page citations (e.g. “‘ulama, 411”, “Qadi, Grand, 118”, “Juhr river, 60” [but 
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spelled “Jur” in the text]. Other citations, when checked, reveal no mention 
of  indexed terms; some terms or names that should have been cited go un-
indexed. The main text has some dissonant neologisms, e.g. in references to 

British nobility and contemporary administrative titles. Arabic is italicised 

inconsistently; transliteration is a camel’s breakfast.
For students of  Sudanese history, the main interest of  Paris’s magisterial 

biography of  Clayton may lie in discovering the influence his apprenticeship 
in the affairs of  the Sudan had on his later career. Students of  the history of  

the wider Middle East will derive new insights from the long formative period 

of  a career that has until now hardly been considered in analyses of  the Arab 

Bureau, the Hijaz campaign, Mandatory Palestine and the rise of  Saudi Arabia. 

M. W. Daly 
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News from the Sudan Archive, Durham

The range of  material in the Sudan Archive provides an exceptionally rich 

research resource for scholars in all disciplines of  studies relating to Sudan and 

South Sudan, and to the wider region. 

A brief  history and description of  the collection
The Sudan Archive was founded at Durham University in 1957 to collect and 

preserve the papers of  former officials, soldiers, missionaries and others who 
had served or lived in Sudan during the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium period 

(1899-1955). There is also a significant amount of  Mahdiya material as well 
as papers relating to the military campaigns of  the 1880s and 1890s. In recent 

years, the scope of  the Archive has extended to the period after 1956 and now 
contains material about South Sudan and Sudan up to the present day. It also 

holds substantial numbers of  papers relating to Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula, 

Palestine, Transjordan, Syria and African states bordering the Sudans.

In addition to more than 1,100 boxes of  official and personal papers 
(correspondence, reports and memoranda, trek notes and diaries, letters 

home, etc.), collections may include a variety of  records in other formats, such 

as photographic images (more than 50,000 prints, lantern slides and 35 mm 

slides), 155 cine-films from the 1920s to the 1960s, sound recordings, over 
1,000 maps, 750 museum objects and a large amount of  rare printed material. 

Most of  the material is in English, with a small amount in Arabic. Parts of  

some archival collections (Wingate, and Beasley), maps and official Sudan 
Government publications can be accessed online, while all other archival 

material is made freely available to researchers at Palace Green Library in the 

heart of  Durham City.

Newsletter
This is the second newsletter from the 

Archive in Sudan Studies and covers the 

period July-December 2017. A Durham 

newsletter will be published in each issue 

of  this journal in future and will include 

news of  accessions to the Archive and 

also any Sudans-related events at Durham 

University. If  this prompts you to visit us or 

get in touch, whether to further your own 

research or to suggest additional records we 
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should try to collect, or to make a donation to the collections yourself, then it 

will have done its job. https://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/sudan/ 

The Sir William Luce Fellow this year was Eddie Thomas, who has spoken 

at SSSUK meetings in the past. He was awarded the residential fellowship 

at Durham in order to pursue his research and he delivered a well-attended 

lecture on 15 June entitled ‘Patterns of  growth and inequality in Sudan 1977-

2017’. This paper is now published and available online at https://www.dur.

ac.uk/sgia/imeis/lucefund/visiting/. 

New accessions to the Archive for July-December 2017 are listed below. 

Those marked with an asterisk * are accruals to existing collections and details of  

the careers of  these people are published in each of  their collections’ catalogues 

(http://discover.durham.ac.uk/). Acquisitions of  recent publications are not 

generally noted here but are nevertheless received with deep thanks.

Recent accessions to the Sudan Archive
Douglas H. Johnson: papers relating to Johnson’s work with Operation 

Lifeline Sudan (1989-1997), ACORD (1987-1993), OXFAM (1983-2001), 

UK Department for International Development (2003); human rights 
reports (1989-2002); miscellaneous reports of  Southern Sudan agencies 
(1989-2000); newspaper cuttings, Africa 1956-1994. (25 boxes)

Alastair and Patta Scott-Villiers: papers relating to their relief  work in 

Sudan, including with Operation Lifeline Sudan, 1986-1993 (3 boxes).
Michael Graham Smith (1920-2013), Physics Department, Gordon Memorial 

College/University College Khartoum, 1947-1954: photographs, books 

and other printed matter (0.5 box).

*E.G. Sarsfield-Hall (1886-1975): further papers and offprints (3 files).
Dr Tarik Abdelkareim Elhadd: offprints of  articles on medical subjects and 

Sudanese history, 2011-2015 (1 file).
F.T. Beckinsale (1882-1956): medals, photographs, personal papers and 

objects (1 box).

J.W. Hannah, Sudan Political Service, 1950-1955: short article-length Sudan 

memoir (1 file).
G. Glentworth OBE: Report of  the Gezira Special Committee and the Record 

of  the debate thereon [1946] (1 file).
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Charity registered in England and Wales No. 328272 
  

 

   Society for the Study of the  
              Sudans (UK) 
 

  Please reply to: The Treasurer, 30 Warner Road, London N8 7HD 
                           Email: treasurer@sssuk.org.               

Subscription	Rates	for	2018	onwards	
	
At	the	AGM	on	16th	September	2017	members	approved	changes	in	the	SSSUK	subscription	rates:	
	

1. The	subscription	rate	for	individual	members	who	do	not	pay	by	standing	order	was	raised	
from	£12	to	£14	per	annum.	This	was	to	reflect	the	fact	that	it	is	much	easier	to	process	
subscriptions	when	members	pay	by	PayPal	or	bank	standing	order	(about	75%	of	the	total	
membership	now).	

	

2. A	new	category	of	Family	Membership	was	introduced.	Two	members	living	at	the	same	
address	can,	if	they	wish,	pay	less	but	still	retain	their	full	membership	and	voting	rights.	
They	will,	however,	only	receive	one	copy	of	Sudan	Studies.	

	
In	summary,	the	approved	rates	for	2018	are:	
	
	 UK	 Europe	 Elsewhere	
Individuals	–	standard	rate	 £14	 €24/£20	 US$30/£20	
Individuals	–	paying	by	standing	order	(incl.	PayPal)	 £12	 €22/£18	 US$25/£18	
*Family	membership	–	standard	rate	 £20	 €30/£25	 US$35/£25		
*Family	membership	–	standing	order	 £18	 €28/£23	 US$30/£23		
Institutions	 £20	 €30/£25	 US$35/£25		

New	rates	are	highlighted	in	yellow		 	 	 	 *New	membership	category		
Exchange	rates	are	those	prevailing	in	July	2017	
	
Members	are	welcome	to	add	an	additional	donation	which	will	be	much	appreciated.	
	
Would	individuals	who	pay	by	cheque	or	cash	please	alter	the	amounts	they	pay	accordingly.	
	
Members	who	would	like	to	change	to	family	membership	should	let	the	Hon	Treasurer	
(treasurer@sssuk.org)	know.	
	

	

Gift	Aid	
	

On	another	matter,	the	Society	can	increase	its	income	by	claiming	Gift	Aid	on	subscriptions.	If	you	
pay	UK	Income	Tax,	please	sign	the	attached	form	and	return	it	to	the	Treasurer	at	the	address	
above	so	that	we	can	make	the	necessary	claim.	
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SOCIETY FOR THE STUDY OF THE SUDANS (UK) 
Registered Charity No. 328272 

 

Tax Reference for Gift Aid is XR64747 
 

GIFT AID DECLARATION 
 

I, (full name in capitals)……………………………….. 
 
of (address): …………………………………………… 

………………………………………………….……… 

………………………………………………….……… 

Postcode: …………………… 

(We need this for all Gift Aid Claims) 
 
I want the Society for the Study of the Sudans (UK) to treat all my 
subscriptions and any additional donations since 6 April 2000 and in the 
future after the signing of this declaration to be considered as Gift Aid. 
 
I understand that for Gift Aid, 
¥ I must be a resident of the United Kingdom paying British Income tax or 
Capital Gains tax at least equal to the tax you will claim on my subscriptions 
and donations. 
¥ I must inform the Society if I cease to pay sufficient tax. 
¥ This declaration will automatically lapse if I cease to be a member of the 
SSSUK. 

 
Signature………………………… 
 
Date……………………………… 
 
When completed please return this form to: 
 
Adrian Thomas 
Hon Treasurer SSSUK  
30 Warner Road 
London 
N8 7HD 
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Society for the Study of  the Sudans (UK)
31st Annual General Meeting, 16th September 2017 

SOAS

MINUTES

1. Welcome

The Chairperson welcomed everyone to the 31st Annual General Meeting of  

the SSSUK.

2. Apologies

Apologies were received from committee members Zoe Cormack, John 

Davies, Jane Hogan, Dan Large, Cherry Leonardi, Michael Medley, John Ryle, 

Sharath Srinivasan; and from members John Ashworth, Philip Bowcock, 
Simon Bush, Osman Elnusairi, Selma Elrayah, Garth Glentworth, Sarah 

Errington, Brian Jones, Judith Large, Dai Morgan, Samya Muddathir, Alison 

Smithies Pinkerton, Edward Thomas, John Udal, Aly Verjee.

3. Minutes

There were no matters arising from the minutes of  the 30th AGM of  17 

September 2016, which were accepted as a true record.

4. SSSUK committee

At the last AGM the Society adopted a revised Constitution, which provides 

for an elected Committee of  14 elected trustees and 9 co-opted members. 

As the Committee numbered only 8 elected trustees the following co-opted 

committee members expressed a willingness to stand for election, and were 

unanimously elected by vote of  the membership at the meeting. All will serve 

for the next 3 years as Trustees of  the Society. This brings the membership of  

the Committee to 13 elected trustees and 8 co-opted members. The names of  

all members of  the Committee are published on the SSSUK website.

Ordinary elected members: Zoe Cormack, Francis Gotto, Cherry Leonardi, 

Fidaa Mahmoud, Mawan Muortat

5. Chairperson’s report

The SSSUK Chairperson, Gill Lusk, welcomed everyone to the Annual 

Symposium and the AGM, and said she was delighted that so many people had 

come. For the first time, the number of  participants raised the question of  the 
size of  the theatre and whether the Society needed to seek a bigger one. She 

encouraged those attending to join SSSUK, which would not only show their 
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solidarity with SSSUK and with South Sudanese and Sudanese studies more 

widely but would give them the added bonus of  receiving our twice-yearly 

journal, Sudan Studies.
She thanked members who had given time and energy to help the Society, 

including Heywood Hadfield, and invited members to take a bigger role in 
the Society’s activities. SSSUK was always seeking new members and aimed 

in particular to involve more South Sudanese, more young people and more 

diaspora Sudanese and South Sudanese. 

Gill offered the Society’s condolences to the family and friends of  two people 

who had died this year. The first was Ralph E.S. Tanner, an SSSUK member 
who had died at the age of  96, leaving his wife, Amoret Tanner, and a son. Dr 
Tanner had written on the religious history and culture of  African societies, 

especially Sudan and South Sudan, and had worked to make publications more 

available to African scholars. She quoted an obituary from the website of  the 

Jesuit Historical Institute – Africa: “The aim was to put scholars in Africa on a 
par with those who are elsewhere in the world by helping them access records 

and rare publications on Africa that are otherwise available only in libraries in 

Europe and America”.
Gill Lusk also spoke of  the untimely death of  the development, gender 

and conflict specialist Judy El-Bushra, who had died at the age of  73. Judy was 
married to Ahmed El-Bushra, a founding member of  SSSUK, an Honorary 

Member of  its Committee, and Cultural Counsellor at the Sudan Embassy in 

London before ‘the big change’. She quoted some lines written by Judy’s friend 

Judith Large, an SSSUK member and conflict specialist.
“We are sad to note the death of  Judy El-Bushra on 27 August 2017. Judy 

travelled to Sudan as a young woman and both Sudan and South Sudan would 

become an important part of  her entire adult life. For over 40 years, she worked 

on related research and training issues: gender and development, broadening 

education, culture and performance, and their relevance for development and 

peace. She leaves her husband Ahmed, children Sarrah, Suhayla, Moy and 

Magid, and their partners and children. She will be much missed.”

6. Secretary’s report
Jane Hogan was unable to be present. She reported as follows.

1. The new constitution which was approved at the 2016 AGM has been 
registered with the Charity Commission and is now in use. In line with 

the requirements of  the Charity Commission, all current Trustees of  

the SSSUK have signed an eligibility declaration.

2. With the Website Editor, she has helped to produce a publication 

agreement to be sent to contributors to Sudan Studies by the Editor. In 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



91

particular this will help to clarify the position with regard to copyright 

and will come into use when the next edition of  the journal is published.

3. She has almost completed compiling a master set of  papers of  the 

Society – mostly minutes of  meetings of  the committee and the AGM. 

In due course this will be deposited with the Sudan Archive at Durham 

University.

7. Treasurer’s report

Adrian Thomas circulated copies of  the accounts. He reported as follows. 

After several years when the Society’s finances have been in balance there was 
a significant deficit in 2016. Income, at £3,744 was comparable to that in 2015, 
but expenditure rose by nearly £1,000 to £4,900. The result was a deficit of  
over £1,000. Reserves remain healthy at nearly £7,400, but with expenditure 
rising faster than income, charges may have to be raised in the future. 

Income: total income from membership dues, which are the Society’s main 

source of  income, was £2,280 – very similar to the amount raised in 2015. 
We are now getting close to 40% of  our membership income via PayPal. That 

continues to make record-keeping much easier and we are gradually reducing 

the number of  members who go into arrears.

Expenditure: our main items of  expenditure were:

Printing and Editorial. The committee’s decision in 2015 to upgrade and 

invest in Sudan Studies, is the main reason for the deficit. We believe that it has 
continued to improve as a result. Warm thanks were again offered to Charlotte 

Martin for her excellent work as editor, and also to Jane Hogan who makes 

sure that Sudan Studies is printed and distributed efficiently. Costs will continue 
to be closely watched.

Symposium. In 2016, we again organised the Symposium in collaboration 
with the SOAS Centre of  African Studies. This has been a very productive 

arrangement and the staff  of  the Centre was thanked once again for their 

interest and willing assistance. As a result of  their efforts, and those of  

everyone else involved, we have been able to cover the costs of  the symposium 

from the fees we charge. 

Membership: total membership was 209, slightly less than in 2015, but that was 

a result of  removing the names of  people whose subscriptions were consistently 

in arrears, a problem which is now largely under control. We do, however, still 

need to strengthen the Society with new blood, so as usual I do urge you to take 

the opportunity of  meetings like today’s to encourage people to join.
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Thanks were offered to Heywood Hadfield who has taken over David 
Lindley’s role as auditor, and done a very thorough job in examining the 

Accounts. 

1. Two proposed changes to membership fees were adopted unanimously 

by the Society:

2. Increase the UK membership fee for persons paying for a non-recurring 

membership to £14. Members paying by standing order or via PayPal 
will continue to pay the existing annual fees of  £12 (UK) and £18 
(overseas).

Introduce a family membership fee of  £20 (UK) and £25 (overseas). Family 
members will each be full members with individual voting rights, but the family 

will receive only one copy of  Sudan Studies.

8. Editor’s report

1. Charlotte Martin reported that since the last AGM Issue 55 has been 

published, in February 2017, and in full colour format. It contains 

a good geographical and subject range of  articles, book reviews. 

Issue 56, due to be published in July 2017, has been delayed due to 
the Editor’s illness, from which she continues to recover. This delay 

may have impacted on the conference registration process, for which 

apologies were offered. This issue is now expected to be published by 

mid-October. 

2. An appeal was made for contributors and book reviews. The Editor 

emphasised that the publication process is a collaborative and very 

supportive one, and people from all backgrounds, academic and non-

academic, are warmly encouraged to contact the Editor with suggestions 

for pieces for the journal.

3. The Editor was then nominated by the Chairperson and seconded by 

the Treasurer to be re-elected as Editor. The whole Society expressed 

its special thanks to her for her efforts with a round of  applause.

9. Website Editor’s report

Michael Medley was unable to attend. He reported as follows. 

1. The website continues to be a presentable public face for the Society, 

providing basic information about it, and notices of  relevant events.

2. In May, members were invited to request user accounts on the website, 

which would enable them to log in and get access to certain features 

not available to members of  the general public. At present this mainly 

means online access to recent editions of  Sudan Studies. In addition to 

Committee members, 27 Society members have requested and been 

given accounts.
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3. In the last year, SSSUK has also established a presence on Facebook and 

Twitter. Zoe Cormack has spearheaded this initiative. The Committee 

hopes that these will provide members with a convenient way of  

receiving notices and help SSSUK events to reach a wider audience, 

and to increase our membership.

4. As Website Manager, the Website Editor believes there is a lot of  

potential for our website and social media to provide more innovative 

ways of  promoting the study of  Sudan and South Sudan. But such 

extension will need the help of  more members. Members interested in 

getting involved in this work were encouraged to contact the Website 

Editor through website@sssuk.org. 

10. Any other business

The following items were raised from the floor:
1. Nicola Steen urged the Committee to broadcast their various appeals 

to the entire symposium and absent members, rather than just to those 

present at the AGM. 

2. Nicola Steen and Mawan Muortat invited expressions of  interest from 

members interested in joining a working group tasked with introducing 

the ‘emotional freedom’ technique pioneered by Sonya Sophia and ear 

acupuncture, into South Sudan as a means of  treating psychological 

trauma. The technique was described as “low key” and “really effective”. 
It was suggested UK practitioners might be trained, and their knowledge 

then cascaded on. The work of  therapist Lori Leyden in Rwanda was 

cited as a successful example of  such therapeutic techniques being 

applied in this context. Members interested should contact Nicola at 

07881952983.

3. Mahmoud Saeed reported that the online registration process could be 

made clearer. The Treasurer urged any newly subscribing member to 

email him as part of  the process. The website subscription instructions 

will be improved.

4. Mohamed Baraka warned of  difficulties faced by Sudanese accounts 
with HSBC, and urged the Society to prepare a contingency should it 

without warning be confronted with an account closure notice.

5. Nahla Abbas asked that the Society’s bank account number and sort 

code be published more prominently on the website.

6. Omar Fadl reminded members of  the retirement of  Ibrahim el Salahi, 

and highlighted the great loss represented by the death of  Fatima 

Ahmed Ibrahim. He also urged the Society to take action concerning 

the sentencing to death of  Asim Omar Hassan a student member of  
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the opposition Sudanese Congress Party. The Chairperson reminded 

members that the Society was not a campaigning organisation, but 

rather a forum for information and analysis.

7. Farouk Abdul Rahman Eisa asked if  progress had been made 

organising an International Sudans conference. The Chairperson 

reported it had thus far proved impossible to find a willing and practical 
venue. In addition to finding the resources to organise and host such a 
conference, it was noted the increasing difficulties Sudanese and South 
Sudanese people face in obtaining visas. Discussions continue with 

academic colleagues.

8. Lesley Forbes reminded the Society that 2018 would mark the Society’s 

30th anniversary, and suggested this should be celebrated in some way 

at the next AGM.

The Chairperson thanked everyone for their contributions and brought the 

meeting to a close.

Jane Hogan
Honorary Secretary 
p.p. Francis Gotto
18th September 2017
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Society for the Study of  the Sudans (UK)

The Society for the Study of  the Sudans (UK), (founded in 1986 as the Sudan 
Studies Society of  the UK) encourages and promotes Sudanese studies in the 

United Kingdom and abroad, at all levels and in all disciplines. SSSUK is a 

registered charity (No. 328272).

Enquiries about Society matters and membership should be addressed to:

Adrian Thomas,

30 Warner Road,

Crouch End,

London, N8 7HD

Email: treasurer@sssuk.org

Membership:
Anyone with an interest in South Sudan and Sudan, general or specialized, is 

welcome to join the SSSUK. Membership is by annual subscription payable 

in January each year; new members can join at any time. Current annual 
subscription rates are:

Individuals    Institutions
UK: £12      UK: £20
Rest of  Europe: €25/£18   Rest of  Europe: €30/£25
Elsewhere: US$30/£18  Elsewhere: US$40/£25

NB: Dollar & Euro subscription rates take into account postage and any bank 
charges.

Members receive two issues each year of  Sudan Studies and the right to 

vote at the Annual General Meeting.

Chairperson: 

Gill Lusk

Vice-Chairperson:    Hon Treasurer:
Vacant    Adrian Thomas

Hon. Secretary:   Website Manager:
Jane Hogan     Michael Medley 

     www.sssuk.org

Editorial Board, Sudan Studies: Dr Jack Davies; Ms. Jane Hogan; Dr 
Douglas Johnson; Professor Jok Madut Jok; Rev. Andrew Wheeler; Ms. 
Charlotte Martin; and Professor Peter Woodward.
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Sudan Studies – ISSN 0952-049X – is published twice a year by the Society for 

the Study of  the Sudans (UK). Views expressed in notes, articles and reviews 

published in Sudan Studies are not necessarily those held by the SSSUK, the 

Editor or the Editorial Board. Articles are published to promote discussion 

and further scholarship in Sudan and South Sudan studies.

All correspondence, articles and features relating to Sudan Studies and books 

for review should be addressed to:

Charlotte Martin,

Hon Editor,

Sudan Studies,

72 Castle Road,

Colchester,

CO1 1UN 

Email: sudanstudies@sssuk.org

Notes for Contributors
SSSUK welcomes notes and articles intended for publication, to be assessed 

by the Editorial Board. The maximum length is 5,000 words including foot-

notes; longer articles may be accepted for publication in two or more parts. 
Short pieces are also welcome. Notes and articles should be typed in Times 

New Roman and single spaced and should normally be submitted as Micro-

soft Word files and sent to the editor as an e-mail attachment. Maps, diagrams 
and photographs should be of  high definition and sent as separate files, with 
a file name corresponding directly to the figure or plate number in the text. 
Any bibliographies should be in Harvard style. SSSUK retains the right to edit 

articles for reasons of  space or clarity, and consistency of  style and spelling. 

It is helpful to have some relevant details about the author (2-3 lines), e.g. any 

post held or time spent in the Sudan and interest in the topic being discussed.

Unless stated otherwise, SSSUK retains the copyright of  all material pub-

lished in Sudan Studies.

Single copies and back numbers of  Sudan Studies may be obtained from 

the Secretary at (secretary@sssuk.org) at a cost of  £8 per copy plus postage.
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