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our purpose 
 

The Sudan Studies Association (SSA) is an independent pro-

fessional society founded in the United States in 1981. Mem-

bership is open to scholars, teachers, students, and others with 

interest in the Sudan. The Association exists primarily to pro-

mote Sudanese studies and scholarship. It maintains a coopera-

tive relationship with the Institute of African and Asian Stud-

ies, University of Khartoum. SSA works to foster closer ties 

among scholars in the Sudan, North America, Europe, Africa, 

the Middle East, and other places. Normal activities of the SSA 

include the publication of this Newsletter, organizing meetings 

for the exchange of ideas, and recommending research candi-

dates for affiliation with appropriate institutions of higher edu-

cation in the Sudan. The Association also sponsors panels and 

programs during the meetings of other academic organizations. 

It occasionally publishes the proceedings of its annual meet-

ings in book form. 

join us 
 

Membership: Membership is for each academic calendar year 

which entitles the subscriber to receive all the issues of the 

SSA Newsletter, and to discounted registration rates for attend-

ing the annual meetings of the Association. 

 

Available categories of member-

ship  

Regularéééé... é...$30.00         

Life membership éé.$200.00 

Non-profit Org.ôséé...$30.00  

Profit-making Org.ôs....$150.00 

 

For information about membership, 

change of address, registration for meetings, 

or back issues of SSA publications, please 

contact the Executive Director. Financial and 

other Donations: The SSA is legally incorpo-

rated as a non-profit making organization. 

Thus all contributions and other donations 

are tax-exempt. Your gift is appreciated. 
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1996-98 Ahmed El-Bashir 
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Reminder: 
 

Sudan Studies Association  

27th Annual Conference  

May 16-18, 2008  
 

Hosted at:  Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida  

Theme:  

Sudan's Wars and Peace Agreements 
Registration and Accommodation information at: http://www.sudanstudies.org 

Guest Speakers:  

Alex DeWaal, noted author on Darfur  

Suleiman Baldo, human rights activist 

 
The next few years will be decisive for Sudan's future as it resolves its protracted conflicts. 

Currently two peace agreements are being implemented: the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

(CPA) and the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement (ESPA). The Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA) 

is unfulfilled and events in the border areas with Chad are changing daily. The attempted coup 

in Ndjamena and potential for a wider, international dimension of the war are ominous. 

 

Å Do these agreements address the root causes of the Sudanese problem?  

¶ What are the root causes of the problem - cultural, historical, economic, political,  

   environmental, ethnic, etc.?  

Å What is the current status of the implementation of these agreements?  

Å How are the human rights provisions in the various agreements being implemented?  

Å Does all of this lead to the creation of the New Sudan, now common in Sudanese political  

   vocabulary? What are the roles of the intra-Darfurian Dialogue, intra-Southern Dialogue,  

   and other talks aimed at promoting reconciliation at various levels of society? How will the 

   marginalized majority in rural Eastern Sudan avoid continued under-representation given  

   the preponderant political domination of the East with the Khartoum establishment?  

Å What transformations are taking place in the capitol city of Khartoum? What about the  

   conflicts over the construction of dams at Meroe and Kajbar? In addition to the new dams,  

   what other controversial major projects in Sudan are being planned? 

 

Registration forms and fees are available at the SSA website and should be sent to:  

Dr. Richard Lobban, Executive Director, Sudan Studies Association, Rhode Island College, 

600 Mt. Pleasant Ave., Providence, RI 02908. The Program Organizer is Dr. Stephanie  

Beswick, Ball State University (sbeswick@bsu.edu). The head of the local arrangements  

committee is Dr. Peter Garretson, Florida State University (pgarret@mailer.fsu.edu). 

 

mailto:sbeswick@bsu.edu
mailto:pgarret@mailer.fsu.edu
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Passages 
 

A tribute to Sudanô s 
leading historian:  
Mohamed Al-Gadal  
 
By Mahgoub El-Tigani* 
Tennessee State University 
 

(Reprinted from SudanTribune 
Tuesday 8 January 2008.) 

 
(editorõs note: Look for the review of Mohamed 
Al-Gadalõs The Life and Career of the Mahdi in this 
issueõs Reviews and Commentary section) 
 
Before his departure, today the 6th of January 
2008, Professor Mohamed Saõeed al-Gadal pub-
lished a few articles in the al-Midan journal on 
the October Uprising (Revolution) in 1964. 
Clearly re-stating his long-life commitment to 
authenticate with scientific research recurring 
lessons of the Sudanese historical resistance, as 
well as contemporary endeavors, to combat and 
defeat dictatorial governance, irrespective of 
apparent weaknesses of opposition groups or 
any propagandist appearance of ruling parties, 
al-Gadal latest articles signify the authenticity, 
predominance, and collective nature of the Su-
danese political nationalism over all sources of 
local or external domination. 
Born in Sinkat of Eastern Sudan in 1935, Mo-
hamed Saõeed al-Gadal graduated in the Univer-
sity of Khartoum in 1958, obtained his MA de-
gree from California in 1964, and had his PhD 
from UoK in 1981. He taught in Sudanese high 
secondary schools, high institutes of education, 
University of Khartoum, and the University of 
ôAden. He was dismissed from his job three 
times in 1971, 1981, and 1992 by anti-
democratic regimes. 
Gadal published 20 books on the modern his-
tory of Sudan, besides works on aspects of the 
history of Hadramut. Added to his English 
book on The Dawn of Pan Africanism (1900-

1927), his works include academic research in 
Arabic on the economic policies and the wars 
of the Mahdiya, Islam and politics in Sudan, 
and a series of studies on the modern history of 
Sudan, the history of Sudanese communist 
party, and an academic guide on the history of 
Europe. He also published psycho-historical 
works on Imam al-Mahdi of Sudan and Gadal 
Pasha - a Sudanese instructor in Hadramut. 
The Gadal school of thought has been consis-
tently developed via strict adherence to an ob-
jective mode of analysis exploring a Marxist tra-
dition of dialectical historicism, as well as en-
forcing a remarkable application of liberal aca-
demics in scores of published works. His re-
search goals aimed apparently to provide a 
theoretical advanced re-structure of the material 
discourse of the Sudanese economic and politi-
cal experiences through authenticated docu-
mentation of historical events. 
Many of his readers often shared the impres-
sion that his well-researched works seemed to 
be guided by a vision on a possible flourishing 
future for an independently unified and pros-
perous nation free of both local and external 
patronages. For example, Tarikh al-Sudan al-
Hadith, the Gadalõs distinguished work 
(reprinted 2002), exemplifies his lifetime com-
mitment to promote a clear understanding of 
the Sudanese mode of development in response 
to vibrant potentialities of the diverse commu-
nity of the People of Sudan whose struggles 
never ceased to determine their own march of 
òeconomic and political growthó over all parti-
san or foreign monopolies. 
In so doing, the Sudanese people have been 
exhibiting unique characteristics of òresistance 
to foreign domination,ó according to Ustaz al-
Gadal, supported by a continuous political po-
tential to conduct òrevolutionary action.ó This 
was often manifested in historical events under 
the occurrence of certain social conditions 
(including possibilities of structural transforma-
tions, as well as the availability of appropriate 
popular leaderships) to restore òthe unity and 
the independent growth of the Sudan over na-
tionalist domination or foreign dependency.ó 
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The experiences of Sudan against the earlier 
Turko-Egyptian rule, the warlike oppressive 
Mahdiya, and the 50 yearsõ anti-imperialist 
movement in the British colonial era testified to 
this trend. 
Based on this mental schemata, the Gadal 
analysis of the Sudanese historical experiences 
in the modern times of national upheavals, 
namely the Turko-Egyptian, Mahdism, British 
rule, and the independence episodes extracts 
from objective materials (rather than personal 
views) the possible historical codes that might 
well explain the determined stages of Sudanese 
national behavior in the 18th century through-
out the 19th and the first half of the 20ieth cen-
tury. 
The patriotic context of the al-Gadal works has 
been clearly underlying strict adherence to ob-
jective analysis and authentic research. His 
works will continue to enlighten both Sudanese 
and foreign scholars of history, as well as stu-
dents of unity and progression in the social and 
political transformations of Sudan - the won-
derful land of the socially diverse Sudanese! 
¶ The author is a sociologist at the Department of 

Social Work & Sociology in Tennessee State Uni-
versity, Nashville TN, USA. He can be reached 
at: emehawari@hotmail.com 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

News and Notes  
UNESCOôs actions for the pro-
tection of cultural heritage 
in Sudanese Nubia 
 
By Lise Macdonald 

UNESCO 
Culture Sector 
Division of Cultural Objects and Intangible 
Heritage  
Section of Museums and Cultural Objects  
 

In 1959 the Sudanese and Egyptian Govern-
ments requested UNESCO to assist their 
countries in the protection and rescue of the 
archaeological monuments of Nubia which 
would have been flooded by the raising wa-
ters of River Nile, due to the construction of 
the Aswan High Dam. The Directorð
General launched an appeal on 8 March 
1960 òto governments, institutions, public 
and private foundations and all persons of 
goodwilló, requesting technical and financial 
contributions to save the Nubian monu-
ments and sites from certain destruction. 
This appeal initiated the International Campaign 

mailto:emehawari@hotmail.com
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to Save the Monuments of Nubia, which proved 
to be unprecedented in its scope and 
achievements. It was to last for 20 years, 
and ended on 10 March 1980 as a complete 
and spectacular success. The Sudanese Nu-
bian temples saved from destruction were 
partially relocated in the National Museum 
of Sudan, constructed for this occasion in 
Khartoum in the mid-60õs.  
 
In light of the important legacy of the Inter-
national Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nu-
bia and long lasting collaboration with Su-
dan, UNESCO more recently concentrated 
its actions on the rehabilitation of the Na-
tional Museum of Sudan. Since 2004, 

UNESCO restored its permanent galleries, 
the storages and the shelters protecting the 
Nubian temples located in the museumõs 
garden. UNESCO carried out several capac-
ity building activities in different fields of 
museum studies and provided the National 
Corporation of Antiquities and Museums 
(NCAM)  
with extensive documentation and publica-
tions on preservation of cultural heritage.  
 
Furthermore, UNESCO organised in 2005, 
an assessment mission of archaeological 
sites in Egyptian and Sudanese Nubia, in-
volving representatives from the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities (SCA) in Egypt and 

National Council of Antiquities Museum Officials, UNESCO representatives and conservation trainees 
pose with the Minister of Culture (center) in front of the Sudan National Museum, Khartoum. Taken at 
closing ceremony of UNESCO conservation training course. (photo: Jan. 08, courtesy L. Macdonald) 
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NCAM in Sudan. This mission resulted in 
the signature of a Memorandum of Understand-
ing between Egypt and Sudan in the field of 
cultural heritage and represented the first 
bilateral agreement between both authorities 
for the preservation of this foremost shared 
cultural heritage. An exhibition on the Nu-
bian archaeological sites was prepared by 
UNESCO and presented in its Headquar-
ters in Paris, at the  
Nubia Museum in Aswan and during the 
2006 African summit in Khartoum. 
 
In 2003, the inscription on the World Heri-
tage List of the sites of Gebel Barkal and 
the Napatan region marked an important 
step for the recognition of Sudanese Nubian 
archaeological sites. Consequently, 
UNESCO concentrated its activities on Ge-
bel Barkalõs site museum and developed 
jointly with the NCAM the latest project of 
a Nubia Museum in Wadi Halfa, near Lake 
Nasser.  
 
Since Sudanõs 1959 appeal to UNESCO, the 
Organization has continuously aimed to 
protect its outstanding cultural inheritance 
and raise international awareness on the es-
sential value of these sites, a shared heritage 
of humankind. 
 
 
 
 

Sudan Visit  
 
SSA Executive Director Richard Lobban and 
Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, SSA Bulletin editor 
traveled to Sudan in January of 2008. Carolyn 
was completing research relating to her study 
of the national and regional status of Shari`a 
after the signing of the CPA, and Richard was 
completing arrangements for a new archaeo-
logical field excavation at Abu Erteila, near to 

the Bajrawiya pyramid field close to Shendi 
town. During this visit they traveled to Juba, 
South Sudan where they were hosted by their 
friend Hoth Chan who is working with the 
United Nations Development Program Rule 
of Law project for South Sudan. They met 
many southern notables, and made helpful 
contacts at the University of Juba where they 
were delighted to find some old copies of the 
Sudan Studies Association Newsletter from 
the 1980s. They paid their respects at the Me-
morial to national hero John Garang located 
just next to the newly refurbished parliament 
building for the Government of South Sudan 
(GOSS). Thanks to the generosity of their 
hosts they were able to tour the city and its 
surrounding areas where many of the decisive 
events leading to the historic CPA occurred. 
We visited the conference room in the Hotel 
Raha where peace negotiations between the 
GoS and SPLM took place on a regular basis. 
Remnants of military campaigns are evident, 
especially around the strategic Jebel Kujur 
hills outside of Juba town, where tellingly 
suburban òmiddle classó houses are being 

Graduate, University of Juba 
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constructed in the same area. The Juba bridge 
heading to Uganda is in active use but still in 
need of repair. The town is bustling but the 
economy is still a dependent post-conflict one 
where all essential food and fuel commodities 
are imported from either Kenya or Uganda. 
GOSS ministries are active and are function-
ing in newly renovated buildings from the 
former regional government infrastructure 
that was put into place after the Addis Ababa 
peace accords of the period 1972-83. How-
ever, more Ethiopians and Kenyans are em-
ployed in the service areas of the many hotels 
that have sprung up to accommodate the post
-CPA UN and non-governmental aid workers 
who have come to Juba. New roads are being 
built all over town and river traffic has re-
sumed for the needs of the many displaced 
persons who were affected by the long civil 
war. Despite the obvious challenges ahead, 
optimism is widespread and there is mostly 
talk of the future rather than the past.  
 
In Khartoum the Lobbans met with many 
friends of the SSA, including old friend Dr. 
Ali Suleiman Fadlalla of the University of 
Khartoum Law School, and new friend Dr. 
Osman Mohamed Osman who attended the 
last SSA conference in Philadelphia. They also 
learned of plans for an international confer-

ence to be hosted by the newly formed Sudan 
Studies Society (SSS, see below) sometime in 
2009. Announcement of the formation of the 
SSS was made by Dr. Yusef Fadl Hasan at the 
7th International Joint Conference of the SSA 
and SSS/UK. More details about future con-
ferences will follow in subsequent issues of the 
Bulletin.  
 
FOCUS ON NEW NGOs 
Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban has met with several 
of the literally hundreds of new non-
governmental organizations that are currently 
operating inside Sudan. For practical purposes 
most are located in the capital city, but many 
have branches in the cities and towns of Su-
danõs 26 states.  She reports on one of these in 
this issue with others to follow. Members and 
friends of the SSA are urged to write their own 
contributions reporting on the work of these 
activist international and Sudanese organiza-
tions. 
 
SuWEP, Sudanese Women Empowerment for 
Peace, was founded in 1997 as a national net-
work of women working toward peace in Su-
dan. I met with SuWEP Director Fahima 
Hashim and Program Coordinator Zaynab El-
sawi at their Khartoum office. Funded by the 
government of The Netherlands, the stated 

Memorial to national hero John Garang, Juba  Sign at Entry to Garang Memorial 
(photos, R. and C. Lobban, Jan. 2008) 
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mission is to promote a culture of peace and 
non-violence in the country. Nine groups, 
five in Khartoum and four in South Sudan 
have been organized in the organizationõs 
decade of work, and they collaborate with 
civic organizations such as Southern Women 
for Peace, Civil Society Network, Nuba 
Women for Peace, the National Democratic 
Alliance, the SPLM; SPLM and United 
Group, the Sudan Peopleõs Development 
Front Womenõs Group, and other non-
partisan groups. SuWEP organizes training 
sessions and workshops periodically, primarily 
between northern and southern groups. They 
maintain a library for public use and would 
like SSA members to know that they would 
appreciate donations of books, particularly 
those dealing with feminist theory, peace 
building, and the enhancement of womenõs 
capacity in society and politics. One of their 
slogansñbńkr hƝqqƝna bas, òonly give us our 
rights!ó provides an excellent summary of the 
mission of one of Sudanõs women waging 
peace movements. 

SuWEP leaders Zaynab Elsawi and Fahima 

Hashim, Khartoum office, January 2008 
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Articles 

 
Sinnar During 
four Centuries: 
Reuveni, 
Krump and 
Schuver visit 
Sinnar: 1523 -
1883. 

 
Prepared for SSA Annual meeting, Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, 
May 07 
By Gabriel R. Warburg 

University of Haifa 
 

Sinnar (or Sennar) was the capital of the Funj 
Sultanate until the Turco-Egyptian conquest of 
the Sudan in 1820-21. However, according to 
the late Prof. Peter M. Holt the òearliest records 
of Funj traditions date only from the late eight-
eenth centuryó.1 From Tabaqat Wad Dayfallah, 
written before the Turco-Egyptian conquest of 
Sudan, we know when Sinnar was founded:  
 

Know that the Funj possessed 
the land of the Nuba and over-
came it at the beginning of the 
tenth century, in the year 910 
(1504-5), and founded the town 
of Sinnar. ôAmara Dunqas 
founded it.2 

 
Thus we have to rely to a large extent on travel-
ersõ accounts to gain information on earlier pe-
riods.  I have chosen the evidence of three 
lesser known travelers as a source for my cur-
rent paper. First a few introductory words re-
garding Sinnar. In his book òThe Heroic Age in 
Sinnaró, Prof. Jay Spaulding claims that the pe-
riod, approximately between 1750-1850, 
òinvites comparison to the Arab [pre-Islamic] 

jahiliyya.ó Whether we accept that or not it is of 
importance to note that the author views òthe 
usurping social forces and intrusive institutions 
that destroyed Sinnar may be broadly character-
ized as òcapitalist.ó3 Furthermore, Spaulding also 
quoted a visitor to the court of the Sultan of Sin-
nar in the seventeenth century and noted that he 
òis called a Turk [Muslim] but he does not have 
the laws of the Turks.ó4 In other words, they did 
not seem to have been fully Islamized at the time 
of his visit. 
 
I      David Reubeni [hereafter Reuveni] was, ac-
cording to Hillelson, 5  a Jewish òadventureró 
who traveled to Sinnar and met King ôAmara 
Dunqas in 1523. Reuveniõs diary was written in 
Hebrew and the original diary was at the 
Bodleian library from where it presumably disap-
peared after 1867. However, an edited transcript 
of the original MS was published in Oxford 
in1887 and in Berlin in 1892. Whether he was a 
German Jew, as claimed by Neubauer, or the 
manuscript was a transcript of an oral presenta-
tion in another language, taken down by a Ger-
man Jew, as claimed by others, was immaterial 
for Hillelson at the time. It was also immaterial 
whether he was an adventurer and an impostor, 
or took part in the Shlomo Molcho Jewish mes-
sianic movement, as stated by the noted histo-
rian of the Jewish people, Graetz. What was sig-
nificant for Hillelson and is presented in his pa-
per is that his information on the Funj and on 
Sinnar in 1523 seems accurate and that he could 
not have obtained it without traveling to that 
region. Reuveni traveled disguised as a sharif 
from Mecca which explains the honor granted to 
him in the newly Islamized Funj Kingdom, 
whose king treated him as if he were òan angel.ó6 
Apart from his stay with King ôAmarah Dunqas 
of the Funj, his description of Sinnar and ha-
Reuveniõs later meeting with the Pope, all of 
which seem to be narrated honestly, the rest of 
his manuscript contains little of interest.  

He first describes his trip from the Red 
Sea to Sinnar. From Sawakin [Suakin] Reuveni 
joined a merchantsõ camel caravan, consisting of 
some 3,000 camels, with which he traveled for 
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two months until he arrived in Sheba. There he 
met King ôAmarah [Dunqas, 1504-33] òwho 
dwells on the Nile and his Kingdom is Sheba 
the capital of which is called Lamõul. And he is 
a black king who rules both over blacks and 
whites.ó7 He further tells us about the many 
slaves he encountered who formed an essential 
part of Funj society. Regardless of Reuveniõs 
decline of presents, the King sent him òfour 
virgin slave girls all of them nakedó and the 
messenger who delivered them said: òtake them 
these slave boys and girls as a present from our 
lord the king.ó Although tempted, Reuveni re-
lates that his ògood angel prevailedé blessed 
be the Lord who saved me from this sin.ó 
Therefore, he presented the slaves as a present 
to the kingõs wife and said: "I present them to 
you as a gift of good-will. I desire nothing in 
return and I give you forgiveness of sins and a 
good place in paradise.ó8 After ten months with 
King ôAmarah Reuveni left Lamõul with his old 
servant en-route to Sinnar, which they reached 
after eight days.9 There he met Obadiah [Sic.], 
the Kingõs agent, who provided him with an-
other slave as well as with three camels to ac-
company him on his way to Egypt. 

Hillelson quoted a paper written by 
A.Z. Eshkoli, a scholar from Jerusalem, who 
claimed that most of Reuveniõs manuscript was 
purely imaginary. Eshkoli claimed that the bulk 
of Reuveniõs description was derived from con-
temporary literary sources and that the manu-
script was fabricated for political reasons.10 
Aharon Eshkoli later went on to Paris, London 
and to the Vatican in Rome in order to study 
relevant documents about David Ha-Reuveni 
and to translate his manuscript which was then 
at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Eshkoli also 
summarized his views on Reuveni in his book 
on òMessianic Movements in Israeló, where he 
claims that to begin with ha-Reuveniõs aims 
were political and military, and that his claims 
to messianism came only after his long sojourn 
in Portugal.11  
II  òThe Sudanese Travels of Theodoro 
Krumpó (1700-02),12 is according to Prof. Jay 
Spaulding, the best account of Sinnar and 

probably the most important source we have on 
the precolonial history of Sudan. Spaulding 
quotes Krump as describing Sinnar in 1700 as 
the most cosmopolitan and prosperous town in 
Africa and "close to being the greatest trading 
city."13 He provides details on the structure and 
the functioning of the Funj Sultanate at the time 
and gives interesting data on the trans-Saharan 
trade and commerce, especially that of slaves. 
Krump was, according to our records, neither a 
pleasant companion nor a gifted writer. His ac-
count is centered on his own "virtues" and on 
the superiority of Catholic Christianity, which 
for him as a Franciscan missionary was the only 
true belief, while all non-Catholics were doomed 
to hell. Krumpõs òstraightforward comments 
record what he himself experienced and what 
informants he trusted told himé,the material 
concerning Sudan itself exhibits substantial 
credibility.ó14 

On 1 may 1701 the caravan with which 
Krump traveled arrived in Sinnar, capital of the 
Funj kingdom. In this kingdom it is customary 
to have one of the four viceroys as patron and 
the Jesuit fathers chose Shaykh Arbab Adam. 
òTo [Shaykh Arbab Adam] we gave as a present 
a clean mirror, a pair of razors, a sugar hat, a few 
pieces of soap, some pepper, a handful of little 
nails, Muscat nuts, cinnamon bark, coffee, and 
some confectionery.ó[p.281]15 
On 4 May 1701 Krump and his fellow mission-
aries were summoned to the royal Funj palace to 
meet the king. The palace complex is built out of 
òclay-like mud knitted together with straw and 
dung.ó The rooms are dark, with one door only 
but with high ceilings. They have no furniture at 
all except for òmats of plaited straw on which to 
sit, a large earthen jar for water, and a gourdéto 
serve as a drinking vessel.ó [p. 283] within this 
palace live the king, his four legitimate wives, his 
six hundred concubines, and his children. The 
king received them, surrounded by a number of 
shaykhs and guarded by thirty slaves. He spoke 
to them in Arabic and asked them about the pur-

pose of their trip. They told him that they were 

headed for Ethiopia and would ñthen return to 

Christendomò [Europe].They presented the 



SUDAN STUDIES ASSOCIATION BULLETIN, VOL. 25, NO. 4, DEC. 2007 & VOL. 26, NO. 1, FEB. 2008 

14 

king with many presents (ñEuropean gew-

gawsò p.284), with which he was very pleased 

and indicated that they could stay as long as 

they wished and leave whenever they wanted. 

 
DESCRIPTION OF SINNAR 
òOne should know that in all Africa, as far as 
Moorish lands are concerned, Sinnar is close to 
being the greatest trading city. Caravans are 
continually arriving from Cairo, Dongola, Nu-
bia, from across the Red Sea, from India, [Dar] 
Fur, Borno, the Fezzan, and other kingdoms.ó 
According to Krump, Sinnar is as populated as 
Cairo, and has a religiously and ethnically mixed 
population. It holds a public market every day 
in the central square wherein one can buy prac-
tically everything. Krump describes the slave 
trade undertaken at this market at some length: 
[pp.285-6]16 

 
Furthermore, every day at the 
public market human beings 
who are slavesñmen and 
women of every age are sold like 
cattle. Every day two or three 
hundred of them are led out 
onto the square. Turkish mer-
chants, with the permission of 
their law, make them serve their 
wantonness, and then sell them 
to other lands such as Egypt 
and India; great are their ill-
gotten gains! Those under 
twelve years of age are as naked 
as God sent them into the 
world; the older ones have an 
old rag about the body to cover 
their private parts. When they 
are sold people say to the re-
sponsible party, òbring me those 
slaves.ó Then the purchaser, 
without shyness or shame, looks 
them over like cattle, at their 
mouth and teeth, and the whole 
body. If one pleases him he lays 
out the valueé 
 

The price of slaves is not a set price and hence 
bargaining may go on for some time. However, 
Krump mentions the following prices for slaves 
sold in the market of Sinnar: òThe ordinary 
price of a male fifteen-year-old slave is thirty 
florins, or if he is well-formed, [p.286], forty. A 
female slave of this age, if she is of clear com-
plexion, is sold for fifty or sixty. At times, espe-
cially in the case of Ethiopian girls, they are sold 
for eighty.ó17 

 
Krump now returns to the court 
of the kings of Sinnar: 
When a king in Sinnar dies they 
choose another, and they do it 
in the following manner. All the 
shaykhs and the other highest 
noblemen of the kingdom as-
semble; they elect one of the 
royal princes, born to either a 
legitimate wife or a concubine, 
and name him king. All the 
other [princes], who are still 
confined in the palace, they then 
kill with lancesé This is done 
so that there will be no rebellion 
against the king among the 
many princes, nor any division 
of the realm; the peace of the 
kingdom is preserved. [p.286]18 
 
The Shaykh of Qarri who rules over the 

kingdom of Nubia up to the Red Sea, is a sub-
ject of the King of Sinnar and pays him an an-
nual tribute, consisting of hundreds of slaves, 
horses, camels, and a large sum of money. He 
arrived in Sinnar with his guards and accompa-
nying travelers on 7 May 1701. The King of 
Sinnar rode out of the city to meet him, accom-
panied by his court, soldiers and several hun-
dred slaves armed with lances. Upon meeting 
each other the Shaykh of Qarri dismounted and 
kissed the Kingõs foot. They then rode back 
into the town and gathered in the [p.287] cen-
tral square, (òbigger than the square in Mu-
nichó), where the welcoming ceremony, consist-
ing of dances by the female slaves and war-like 
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games by the males. These games also included 
the king and the shaykh: òThe king himself with 
his soldiers rode against the shaykh of Qarri as 
if they wanted to fight each other, but all was in 
disorder. òFinally the comedy came to an end 
with a blast from a small field-piece, the whole 
strength of this oh-so-mighty king.ó[p.287]19 
 
III  Juan Maria Schuver traveled in Africa in 
the years 1880-83, and visited Sinnar the former 
capital of the Funj, some sixty years after its 
conquest by the Turco-Egyptians and just fol-
lowing Muhammad Ahmadõs manifestation as al
-mahdi al-muntazar in June 1881.20 He is intro-
duced to the reader as being: òout of Amster-
dam: a new traveleréwho plunged into the in-
terior of the Turco-Egyptian Sudan and beyond 
in 1881.ó[xxi] In April 1882 while Schuver was 
on his way to Gumuz, less than a year after the 
manifestation of Muhammad Ahmad al-Mahdi, 
a Mahdist force attacked Sinnar, burned some 
of its buildings and besieged its garrison. Luck-
ily for Schuver the force was defeated and 
driven out of Sinnar by government force led 
by Giegler Pasha, the acting governor-genera at 
the time[xxxiii]. Schuver, who visited Sinnar at 
the time, described it as the site of the Muydiri-
yya, [Provincial headquarters] which included all 
the Blue Nile, with about 12-15,000 inhabitants. 
Writing about the Mahdist attack in 1882 he 
wrote: "The seizing of the town by the insur-
gents in the month of March 82, has left no 
traces." [324] In fact he claims that most of the 
damage was caused by "the lower classes of the 
town itself, who profited from several days of 
anarchy which followed the departure of the 
Arabs" and pillaged European and Turkish 
shops. In fact he carries on to state that he saw 
with his own eyes how the pillaged merchandise 
was resold by the thieves to the European mer-
chants at "derisory prices." [325]  

As we know from other sources an at-
tempt by the Mahdi to conquer Sinnar, made 
on the eve of his death, in January 1885, failed 
and Sinnar was finally conquered by Mahdist 
forces belonging to the Jihadiyya under the com-
mand of  'Abd al-Rahman al-Nujumi, in August 

1885, and its garrison surrendered. "As usual, 
the fall of the town was the signal for a series of 
brutal atrocities and cruelties.21 

Schuver casts some doubts as to the 
population figures of Sennar during the Turki-
yya. 

It has been supposed that there 
was a population of more than 
100,000 souls during the period 
of its apogee. Allow me to point 
out that Khartouméhaving 
been for 40 years the capital of 
an empire ten times the size of 
the ancient Funj country, has 
only managed to reach a third of 
this figure; it may be that we 
should settle for a proportionate 
reduction for good old Sennar. 
[325-6] 

 
Following a description of the òbad reputationó 
of the Sennarians, including its Fuqara [Sufis], 
slave dealers etc. He has nothing good to tell us 
about the people of Sinnar, who sacrifice their 
young daughters to marriage long before they 
have attained puberty. In fact he quoted a 
òpious Fakiró who unhesitatingly attributed the 
recent destruction of the town of Sinnar by 
[Mahdist] insurgents to the anger of Allah, irri-
tated by these infamies and punishing these 
criminalséó22 

 Schuver describes Sinnar as follows: 
 
Sennar is almost entirely con-
structed in sun-baked brickéIts 
mosque, flanked with a short 
minaret, is the last building of 
this kind on this side of the Su-
dan. The town is in decay and 
only owes its little activity to the 
presence of the garrison, and 
the Mudiriya. [326] 
 

In conclusion, Sinnar, once the capital of the 
Funj Sultanate, became an unimpressive little 
town following its conquest by the Turco-
Egyptian army and its later destruction during 
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the Mahdiyya, following its conquest in August 
1885, at the beginning of the Khalifa 
'Abdullahi's rule  It recovered only under the 
Condominium, especially after the construction 
of the Sennar Dam in 1924. Since World War II 
its population increased considerably and it be-
came a new center for the government in the 
Blue Nile region. Nowadays it is an important 
center for both business and agriculture. 
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structured in a federal form with ten States un-
der its control.  Each State is given a power to 
run its affair, notwithstanding those retained by 
the GoSS under the Constitution.  The Consti-
tution of the Government of the Southern Su-
dan divided the power between the three 
branches of government (Federal System of 
Government): the Executive, the Legislative 
and the Judiciary Branch.  Each branch is an 
independent from the other two branches and 
at the same time inter-linked with the others in 
order to balance the power.  And so, the Judici-
ary of the Southern Sudan is structured in such 
a way that there is one Supreme Court at the 
top for the whole Southern Sudan and an Ap-
peal Courts (three Appeal Courts) each repre-
senting the former three Southern Regions 
(Greater Upper Nile, Greater Bahr-El-Ghazal, 
and Greater Equatoria), which are further di-
vided into ten Southern States.  The govern-
ments of the ten Southern States are also struc-
tured in the same format, each with its own 
three branches of government as required by 
the States and Constitution of the Government 
of the Southern Sudan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[Structure of the Judiciary of the Southern 
Sudan (JOSS) as sketched by this author] 

 
One of the main and difficult tasks currently for 
the Judiciary of the Southern Sudan (JOSS) is to 
revises the customary laws of roughly fifty or 
more ethnic groups found in the ten Southern 
Sudan States.  It has to be emphasis here that 
Southern Sudan had never been a nation with 
common culture, albeit, these different ethnic 
groups fought their common enemy, the Arab 
north, together.  To come up with a uniform 
customary legal system is difficult for one to 
embark on without first going back to the colo-
nial time when the British government made 
those customary practices part and parcel of the 

SOUTH SUDAN & THE  
ISSUE OF CUSTOMARY 

LAWS 
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An Overview 
The giant Republic of Africa, the Sudan is cur-
rently facing some of the difficult choices ever 
in its history.  The Southern part of the country 
seems to be heading in the opposite direction 
(succession) while the Western part (Darfure) 
has erupted into an uncontrollable volcanic fire.  
Many experts in the Sudanese affairs seem to be 
agreeing that this Republic has reached a point 
of no-return as far as the unity of her people is 
concerned.  And that the only better option at 
the present would be to give the South Suda-
nese people some type of free choice to choose 
their destination.  This idea was later put into 
the test at the Machakos Peace Talks, which 
resulted into the signing of the current Compre-
hensive Peace Agreement (CPA), giving South 
Sudanese the rights to vote for unity or separa-
tion in six years time.  That was the reason why 
Southern Sudan was given autonomy within the 
Sudanese union to run its affair independently.  
As such, the Government of the Southern Su-
dan (GOSS) came into being, which is now in 
charge of the Southern Sudanese affairs. 
 
The Government of the Southern Sudan is 
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native courts administration in the Southern 
Sudan. 

 
The Chiefõs Court Ordinances 

 
No society can govern itself without laws which 
regulate the behaviors of that societyõs mem-
bers.  Norms or customs of particular society 
develops overtime and become laws in the legal 
sense.  The Colonial regimes upon entering 
South Sudan became aware of the existed cus-
toms of the natives and devised ways to 
strengthened them through ordinances, first by 
the enactment of Civil Justice Ordinance of 1929 
(see for instance, Lufti, G. A: the future of English 
Law in the Sudan) followed by the Chiefõs Court 
Ordinance of 1931.  These Ordinances had made 
it possible for the natives to run their affairs 
using their customary practices as far as the 
laws were concerned.  In fact the Ordinance 
states that: 
 
 òThe Chiefsõ Court shall administer the Native Law 
and Customs prevailing in the area over which Court 
exercises its jurisdiction provided that such Native Law 
and Custom is not contrary to justice, morality or or-
deréó 
 
By recognizing and affirming the customary 
practices of the Natives, the British Govern-
ment had put herself in a favorable position as 
far as the administration of the Southern Suda-
nese was concerned.   It was a huge recognition 
for the natives with significant political impact 
in the contemporary Southern Sudan.  The 
same recognition was accorded to the Native 
Courts by the Sudanese Government, when in 
1977 it enacted the Peopleõs Local Court Act (Wuol 
Makec, John, The Essential for the Re of Customary 
Law in the Southern Sudan).  Interestingly enough, 
the above quoted person, John Wuol Makec, is 
the present Chief Justice of the Southern Sudan 
Supreme Court. That Act repealed the original 
ordinance, but interestingly enough though; it 
replaced it with an almost identical mandate.   
Hoth Chan in front of Judiciary,  
Government of South Sudan (GOSS) 

 
However, all the beneficial effects in regard to  
the growth of the Southern Sudaneseõs cultural 
integrity were relatively short-lived due to the 
eruption of the second civil war of 1983. 
 

Chiefõs Court in the SPLA/M  
Liberated areas 

 
The eruption of the second civil war in 1983 
destabilized the civil system in the Southern 
Sudan, particularly the Chiefõs Court as the 
motto was to turned the old Sudan up-side-
down and build a new and democratic Sudan 
on top of it.  The revolution spearheaded by the 
SPLA/M militarized the civil system in such a 
way that Chiefs were chosen or selected rather, 
by the Military Commander of the area.  Loyalty 
to the Movement was the paramount require-
ments for getting elected, which in turn jeop-
ardized the partiality and neutrality of the 
Chiefs.  Civil laws were made sub-ordinate to 

Hoth Chan in front of Judiciary, Government of the 
South Sudan (photo: R. and C. Lobban, 2008) 
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the Martial Laws in order to meet SPLAõs war 
operations.  This concept had crippled the civil 
system thereby reducing the powers of tradi-
tional Chiefs in the Southern Sudan, a problem 
which the SPLA/M came to recognized very 
late (1994).  The diminution or subversion of 
the Chiefsõ authority has brought with it limita-
tions on their ability to execute the law and a 
consequent weakening of traditional Customary 
systems.  The implementation of military tribu-
nals in place of customary courts throughout 
the civil wars was commonplace and typical of 
the deliberate or inadvertent actions which over 
time eroded the status of Chiefs within their 
communities, see for instance; Abdel Salem, A. H., 
Civil Society and the future of Sudan. Phoenix State 
(2001), Red Sea Press. 
 

Chiefsõ Court after the CPA 
 

The signing of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) had marked the end of the 
South Sudanese Revolution, I suppose, as their 
cause was recognized by the International Com-
munity.  A rebuilding process for the key insti-
tutions (among them the Judiciary) in the South 
was initiated and funded by the donors Com-
munities through the United Nation Agencies.   
In fact, a sizeable number of Judges are now 
being trained in the neighboring countries.  The 
training program of the Judges is funded by 
World Community through UNDP in order to 
build a capacity of the Judiciary of the Southern 
Sudan.  However, one of the vital areas ignored 
already by the International Community and the 
Government of the Southern Sudan is the tradi-
tional chiefs sector.  No doubt that the Chiefs 
are the custodians of the customary laws in the 
Southern Sudan and through them the admini-
stration of the local customs could becomes 
sustainable.  The idea of building the judicial 
system from top to bottom thereby ignoring 
that sensitive area of empowering the tradi-
tional system is a sure way of missing the big 
picture of building a unify South Sudan Nation.  
No house can stand for a long time without a 
solid foundation.  Chiefs are the foundation of 

the Southern Sudan house/Nation and through 
them a lasting and enduring nation can be build 
where customary laws would be accorded more 
weight when it comes to the settlements of 
communal disputes. 
 

Justifications for written customary laws 
 

It has to be emphasis here that there are com-
pelling arguments on both sides in regards to 
the written form of customary laws.  This is 
obvious when talking to ordinary people here in 
South Sudan about codifying their Customs.  
The principal reasoning often given were that 
whereas all the laws are prone to interpretation, 
unwritten law is more susceptible to misinter-
pretations and bias.   Some of the resistance in 
regard to written customary laws ideas among 
South Sudanese is that customary law reflects 
the contemporary customs, practices and beliefs 
of a community.  These customs may change 
and that customary laws must not be static, but 
flexible enough to reflect the changing phase of 
the society in question.  That is, any move to 
codify or documents these laws to written form 
would certainly limit their flexibility.  However, 
the above arguments have both negative and 
positive points defending on how one look at it.  
The point here is to modernize traditional sys-
tem so as to make it competitive with the 
changing phase of other laws. 
 
The reasons for push for uniformity of the Cus-
tomary Laws in Southern Sudan has something 
to do with how different communities deals 
with one another when it comes to certain is-
sues of paramount important.  For instance, on 
the following issues: Marriage, Divorce, child 
Custody, Adultery, Property, Social Obligations, 
inter alia.  All of these goes to the very hard of 
confusion, which should be harmonized by 
written common Customary Laws agreed upon 
by all the communities inhabiting this part of 
the country. At the same token, there are 
equally compelling arguments for the written 
down of customary laws, citing the study con-
ducted by Aleu Akechak, Robert A Leitch, and B. 
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Hum, for the World Vision & The South Sudan Se-
cretariat of Legal and Constitutional Affairs (A Study 
of Customary Law in Contemporary Southern Sudan, 
March, 2004): 
 

First, the huge shift of population both out 
of and within the regions of Southern 
Sudan has brought peoples of different 
customs and practices in close vicinity 
with each other (this trend is predicted to 
increase as refugeesõ returns from 
abroad).  The consequence has been a 
marked increase in conflict between dif-
ferent customary law systems.  The lack 
of formal written codes of law has been 
both increased the complexity of the 
courtõs tasks and made the process of 
reconciliation amongst parties who more 
often than not are ignorant of their re-
spective customary laws, more difficult. 

Second point, if the customary laws are to 
continue to thrive in Southern Sudan, 

they must be included within the domain 
of the Judiciary.  Judges at every level of 
Judiciary must have at least equal access 
to and knowledge of the body of a par-
ticular customary law code as they do to 
domestic statutory law or any other body 
of law. 

Third, it is clear that the customary law sys-
tems of Southern Sudan will, in the fu-
ture, have to be reconciled, on a frequent 
basis, with other bodies of law, particu-
larly: domestic statutory law, Sharia law, 
International Humanitarian law and, at 
least in the short term, military law.  All 
of these  

bodies of laws are to be found in written 
form.  A written form of customary law 
would be better understood by external 
organizations and enable a closer har-
mony between the various bodies of law. 

Fourth, the appeals court process already has 
the effect of causing individual custom-
ary law with reduced to writing when 
higher court judges make decisions.  Ra-
tionalizing precedent law with customary 
law would be much more effective where 
bodies of law are already written. 

 
Ways Forward 

 
The present confusion between the Statutory 
Courts and the Chiefõs court need a new ap-
proach instead of pushing the Chiefõs courts a 
side.  For one thing, Chiefs are very expert 
when it comes to the handling of tribal customs 
and affairs.   For another, most of the Chiefs 
are more matured and could handle both Judi-
cial as well as Administrative issues simultane-
ously.  What they need in order to function well 
or do their works more efficiently and effec-
tively is to get a little bit of trainings, which they 
are not given at the present.  The International 
Community and the Government of the South-
ern Sudan have to understand that empowering 
the traditional sector is the only way of solving 
the ongoing confusion between the traditional 
authorities (Chiefs) and the statutory courts. 
 

Justice Ayak-der Kom Awan, Supreme Court 
Judiciary of the Southern Sudan (Lobban, 2008)  


