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Abstract 
 

During Sudan’s 1983-2005 civil war, massive numbers of South Sudanese people 
were abducted and forced into chattel slavery by Arab tribal militias armed and supported by 
the central Sudanese government. It is probable that tens of thousands of these people 
remain in captivity in the Republic of Sudan following the secession of South Sudan. While 
the problem is officially acknowledged by the Sudanese government, the United States 
government and the United Nations, the issue of war slavery in Sudan has never been 
comprehensively addressed by these actors, despite the heavy and continued involvement of 
the U.S. and UN in Sudan’s peace processes. The improbably low estimates of enslaved 
people published by UNICEF and the U.S. State Department illustrate the continuing 
official disregard for this human rights crisis. 

 
Historical Background 
 

Slavery has existed in present-day Sudan in one form or another throughout recorded 
history. The enslavement of Sudan’s black peoples by Arab Muslims dates to the Arab 
conquests and settlements there in the seventh century CE. Black slaves were used for 
economic labor and as a source of troops for the armies of the various Islamic empires. The 
slaving reached a peak in the nineteenth century, when Sudan was under Turkish-Egyptian 
rule. According to Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, the Anti-Slavery Society in Great Britain 
reported in 1833 that 20,000 slaves were being exported from Sudan annually by the 
military forces of Egypt’s ruler Mohammad Ali. In conjunction with the ivory trade, Lobban 
writes, “the slave hunt…became a common fact of life…for the people of Bahr al-Ghazal 
and Darfur after 1865. …Slavery was conducted for both military and commercial purposes. 
The Turco-Egyptian armies depended on regular slave raiding, and the demand for domestic 
slaves in Egypt, the Ottoman Empire, and Arabia was continuous.”337  

 
The Dinka, the largest people group in South Sudan, refer to the arrival of Arab 

armies and slave traders in their lands in the 19th century as “the time when the world was 
spoiled.”338 

 

                                                        
337 Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, "Islamization in Sudan: A Critical Assessment," The Middle East Journal, 

Autumn 1990 Reprinted in Sudan: State and Society in Crisis, ed. John Obert Voll (Washington DC: The 
Middle East Institute, 1991), 71-89. 

338 See, e.g., John Ryle, Warriors of the White Nile: The Dinka, (Amsterdam: Time-Life Books, 
1982), p. 28; John Eibner, “My Career Redeeming Slaves,” Middle East Quarterly, December 1999, 3-16, 
http://www.meforum.org/449/my-career-redeeming-slaves. 
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The practice of chattel slavery was rooted in what South Sudanese scholar Jok Madut 
Jok calls “a long tradition of an ideology of dominance” from Sudan’s Arab rulers, 
embodied in their treatment of black South Sudan “as a mere source of material resources, 
and its inhabitants as cheap laborers who can be useful only when they are stripped of their 
freedom.”339 

 
This ideology had both religious and racial roots. Jok writes, “ [i]t was the perception 

among the Arabs, the Turks, and the British that black Sudanese – Southerners, Nuba, and 
people of the Ingessana hills – were not only uncivilized and unintelligent, but also barbaric, 
good only as slaves.”340 Indeed, in North Sudan, the Arabic word for slave, ‘abd, has 
become almost a racial epithet for black Africans in general.341  

 
Moreover, the slave raids were informed by the traditional Islamic practice of taking 

non-Muslims as captives in jihad under certain circumstances.342 (Most South Sudanese 
practice either traditional religions or Christianity.) Lobban writes, “[t]he Turco-Egyptians 
fostered an interpretation of the slave raids…[as] military campaigns carried out in the name 
of Islam against the unbelievers.”343 

 
 While the practice of slavery was curtailed under British colonial rule (1882-1956), 
Jok argues that “the dominant feature in the British policy against slavery was the effort to 
stop the export of slaves for sale outside Sudan, and toleration of internal slavery.”344 Ahead 
of Sudan’s independence from Britain in 1956 (and the first north-south Sudanese civil war 
that immediately ensued), South Sudanese leaders and sympathetic British officers alike 
predicted that the end of colonialism would mean the resumption of the slave trade.345 They 
were correct. 
 

Chattel slavery’s current incarnation in Sudan dates to the beginning of the second 
Sudanese civil war, a conflict that resulted in the deaths of more than two million South 
Sudanese people,346 and eventually, the emergence of South Sudan as an independent state. 
In September 1983, just eleven years after the Addis Abba agreement ended the first civil 
war and assured South Sudanese autonomy, President Jafar Numayri abrogated the South’s 
semi-autonomous status and declared the imposition of Islamic shari’a law throughout 

                                                        
339 Jok Madut Jok, War and Slavery in Sudan, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 

21. 
340 Ibid., 89. 
341 To take just one of innumerable examples, a South Sudanese colleague who attended university in 

Khartoum recalls attending a football match between a Sudanese team and a team from Cameroon where the 
Sudanese fans chanted “‘abeed, ‘abeed!” at the opposing team. 

342 As Professor Fred Donner notes, this practice dates at least to the ridda wars after the death of 
Muhammad: see Fred Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam, (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2012), 102. 

343 Fluehr-Lobban, 71-89. 
344 Jok, 90. 
345 Ibid., 16; 99. 
346 “Sudan: Nearly 2 million dead as result of world’s longest-running civil war,” U.S. Committee for 

Refugees, April 2001, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20041210024759/http://www.refugees.org/news/crisis/sudan.htm. 
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Sudan. As Richard Cockett writes, “[t]he Christian South, to no one’s surprise…went back 
to war with the north almost instantaneously.”347 

 
After Numayri’s overthrow in 1985, successive Sudanese governments instituted a 

policy of providing automatic weapons to nomadic Arab tribes on the border with South 
Sudan – the Beggara, Miseriya and Rizeigat – and organizing them into militias, 
encouraging them to raid Southern villages. The government’s support destroyed the former 
balance of power between these groups and their traditional Southern competitors for land 
and water, and left Southern villages at the mercy of the raiders. The raiders, based in the 
Darfur and Kordofan states of Sudan, would raid and burn Southern villages in Bahr el-
Ghazal and other regions,348 kill civilians, loot cattle and other goods, and seize survivors to 
be taken to the north as slaves. After they seized power in Sudan in 1989, the radical 
National Islamic Front organized the Popular Defense Forces (PDF) militias, which also 
played a large role in the slave-raiding.349350 As Jok writes, “the line between the slave-
raiding armies of the different sub-tribal groups in Darfur and Kordofan, the PDF, and the 
Sudanese army was blurry… Often the army undertook a joint operation with these militias 
to attack SPLA [Sudanese People’s Liberation Army] positions or villages suspected of 
sympathizing with the SPLA.” (As an example of such brazen cooperation, Jok points to the 
1998 raid on Nyamlel: “[t]his occupation, which resulted in the taking of hundreds of slaves, 
was filmed and broadcast on an army program on Sudan national television.”)351 

 
The NIF’s promotion of the war as a jihad to defend Islam in Sudan also encouraged 

the taking of slaves. Sadiq al-Mahdi, the Sudanese prime minister who expanded the use of 
slave-raiding militia proxies before being overthrown by the NIF, told the United Nations in 
1999, “[i]t is true that the regime has not enacted a law to realize slavery in Sudan. But the 
traditional concept of jihad does allow slavery as a by-product.”352 

 
The ferocity of the slave raids is reflected by their effect on the market for human 

beings in Sudan. In 1987, a Dinka boy could be purchased for the equivalent of $90 in North 
Sudan. By 1990, the price had fallen to just $15.353  

 
International Responses 
 

International reaction to the revival of slavery in Sudan was largely muted until the 
1990s. (One published study focusing on the New York Times and Washington Post found a 

                                                        
347 Richard Cockett, Sudan: Darfur and the Failure of an African State, (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2010), pp. 77-78. 
348 Slave raids also occurred against African communities in the Nuba Mountains and Upper Nile 

regions. Unfortunately, there is little documentation about the raids on these communities. 
349 Cockett, 86-87; 93. 
350 Jok, 28-30. 
351 Ibid., 30. 
352 John Eibner, “My Career Redeeming Slaves,” Middle East Quarterly, December 1999, 3-16, 

http://www.meforum.org/449/my-career-redeeming-slaves. 
353 Alan Whitaker, “Slavery in Sudan,” Sudan Times, October 8, 1988; “Slavery by any other name,” 

The Economist, January 6, 1990, in Benjamin Skinner, A Crime So Monstrous: Face-to-Face with Modern-
Day Slavery, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), 82. 



 
 

60 
Lights: The MESSA Journal 

“stark absence of reporting” on the issue from 1986 to 2001.354) In 1994, Gaspar Biro, the 
United Nations’ Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in Sudan, reported that abduction and 
slavery were “routinely practiced” by Sudanese government military and paramilitary 
forces, and that testimonies from eyewitnesses and survivors of the enslavement bore “a 
great deal of consistency.”355 Amnesty International356 and Human Rights Watch357 also 
published reports on the issue in 1995, but a concerted international response remained 
lacking. 

 
At the invitation of the New Sudan Council of Churches, Christian Solidarity 

International began traveling to Sudan and documenting human rights abuses there in 1992. 
In 1995, CSI’s Dr. John Eibner and Baroness Caroline Cox wrote one of the first detailed 
reports on slavery, after a visit to the city of Nyamlel in the aftermath of a massive slave 
raid.358 

 
In October 1995, CSI began “redeeming” Southerners out of slavery. A preexisting 

network for slave redemption had been set up by Dinka and Arab chiefs in the early 1990s, 
as part of an internal peace agreement allowing Arab tribes access to Dinka grazing lands, 
water and markets. Arab traders working for this network traveled throughout the area 
where people were being held in slavery, buying them from their masters and covertly 
bringing them back to their home villages. They did so at great personal risk. One such 
trader was arrested and tortured by Sudanese security forces on suspicion of his participation 
in the network; his house was later burned to the ground.359 Security forces seized the 
mother of another trader and imprisoned her for five months; she died shortly after her 
release.360 

 
At the invitation of local community leaders, CSI began providing the funding for 

these liberations, documenting the return of people from slavery, and distributing 
humanitarian aid to slavery survivors. Eibner claims that between October 1995 and October 
1999, CSI liberated 15,447 people from slavery in Sudan through this network.361 As the 
word spread and abolitionists and lay-campaigners across the United States and Europe 
began raising funds for the liberations, the number of freed people reached 80,000 by 
2003.362 As the end of the civil war in 2005 did not result in the emancipation of most of the 
enslaved, CSI has continued supporting this retrieval network until the present day, with the 
cooperation of local authorities in South Sudan, who record the return of the abductees. The 
                                                        

354 Maha Bashri, “An analysis of news sources used in reports on slavery in the Sudan in the New 
York Times and Washington Post between 1986 and 2001,” South African Journal for Communication Theory 
and Research, Volume 38, Issue 2, 2012, 213-224. 

355 Gaspar Biro, “Situation of human rights in the Sudan,” United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights, E/CN.4/1994/48, February 1, 1994. 

356 “Sudan: ‘The tears of orphans’: no future without human rights,” Amnesty International, January 1, 
1995 http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/AFR54/002/1995/en. 

357 “Children in Sudan: Slaves, Street Children and Child Soldiers,” Human Rights Watch, September 
1995 http://www.hrw.org/reports/1995/Sudan.htm. 

358 Cockett, 147-150. 
359 Eibner, 3-16. 
360 Author’s interview, Aweil North County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, March 17, 

2013. 
361 Eibner, 3-16. 
362 Allen D. Hertzke, Freeing God’s Children: The Unlikely Alliance for Global Human Rights, 

(Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2004), p. 112. 
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figure of enslaved persons recorded as repatriated through the network currently stands at 
over 100,000. By this point, the returnees include many who were not abducted, but born 
into slavery as children of abductees. 

 
Under increasing international pressure over the slavery issue, the Sudanese 

government in 1999 set up the Committee for the Eradication of the Abduction of Women 
and Children. While refusing to admit the existence of slavery in Sudan (using the word 
“abduction” to refer to the issue) or the government’s complicity in it, the committee did 
eventually return some 4,000 Southern individuals to South Sudan,363 although under 
dubious conditions. Jok reports interviewing some of these returnees, many of whom 
reported that they were IDPs, not abductees, or had been abducted but had gained their 
freedom and established a life in the North. “We were repatriated by force, we have been 
abducted again,” they told Jok.364 The State Department’s 2005 Trafficking in Persons 
report noted that “various NGOs and international organizations expressed concerns 
regarding CEAWC's methodology for verifying victims of abduction,”365 while the 2006 
report praised “noticeable improvements in CEAWC's methods of returning abductees, 
including no known cases of forced returns.”366  

 
The north-south civil war, and with it, the slave raiding, ended in 2005 with the 

signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement. Six years later, under the terms of the 
CPA, South Sudan voted for independence in a national referendum, and formally seceded 
from Sudan on July 9, 2011. There has been only one cross-border slave raid since then, in 
January 2013, when 96 children were abducted by a Riziegat militia in a cross-border attack 
on the SPLA. They were returned by the Sudanese government in June 2013.367 

 
CEAWC disbanded in 2010.368 The State Department’s 2014 Trafficking in Persons 

report states that in 2013, “The [Sudanese] government made no efforts to assist victims of 
abduction and enslavement that occurred during the twenty-two year civil war or to facilitate 
their safe return to their families.”369 

 
The Nature of Sudanese Slavery 
 

Based on the present author’s extended interviews with dozens of formerly enslaved 
persons repatriated to South Sudan through CSI-supported networks, we can identify these 
eight features of war chattel slavery in Sudan since 1983: 
                                                        

363 Michaela Alfred-Kamara, “Will Independence Lead to the End of Slavery in Sudan?” Anti-Slavery 
International Reporter, Winter 2011 
http://www.antislavery.org/includes/documents/cm_docs/2012/1/10_winter_2011_history.pdf. 

364 Jok, 154. 
365 U.S. Department of State, 2005 Trafficking in Persons Report 

http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2005/46616.htm. 
366 U.S. Department of State, 2006 Trafficking in Persons Report 

http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2006/65990.htm. 
367 U.S. State Department, 2014 Trafficking in Persons Report, Country Narratives: Sudan 

http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2014/226823.htm (the present author’s colleagues were present at 
the return of the abducted children to Aweil City). 

368 U.S. Department of State, 2012 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/204383.pdf. 

369 U.S. Department of State, 2012 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2012/index.htm. 
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Forced Captivity: Most interviewees report being threatened with violence, even death, if 
they tried to escape; some describe witnessing executions of failed escapees.  
 
Forced Labor: Enslaved men are typically forced to care for the captors’ livestock or work 
as field laborers; enslaved women are often forced into harsh domestic servitude. 
 
Low economic value ascribed to enslaved persons: In contrast to slavery in the 
antebellum American South, there is no large-scale industry or agricultural enterprise 
creating demand for forced labor in Darfur and Kordofan states. As such, enslaved persons 
are usually valued at about the price of a female goat. 
 
Forced Religious Conversion and Suppression of Cultural Identity: The lack of 
economic need for slaves in these regions points to an ideological/religious motivation 
driving the enslavement of South Sudanese. It is not surprising then that nearly all returnees 
report receiving Arab names from their captors, and being forbidden to use their old ones, 
being forbidden to practice their religion, and being forced through violence or deprivation 
to adopt outward Islamic practices. Mature women usually report being forced to cover their 
hair and being subjected to ritual genital mutilation, a pre-Islamic practice regarded as a 
religious obligation by the Arab tribes involved in the slave raiding, but foreign to the 
Dinka. Some young men report being forced to attend Qur’anic memorization schools where 
they were subjected to physical abuse from teachers and other students. Enslaved persons 
sometimes come to identify with their captor’s religion and culture. Upon repatriation, a 
handful of returnees have been witnessed rebuking female returnees for uncovering their 
hair, refusing to eat with the other returnees because they are non-Muslims, or reacting 
angrily when other returnees begin singing Christian religious songs. 
 
Systemic Sexual Abuse: The vast majority of enslaved women report being raped or forced 
into sexual relationships with their captors or with other enslaved individuals. Some 
enslaved men and boys also report or allude to sexual abuse at the hands of their captors. 
 
Separation of Families: Enslaved people, if captured with their relatives, were often 
separated from them upon arrival in North Sudan; women who give birth in slavery in North 
Sudan are often separated from their children. 
 
Automatic Enslavement of Children: A significant proportion of the persons repatriated 
through these networks appear to have been born into slavery; although clearly Dinka, they 
have no memory of life in South Sudan, and often no memory of their parents. 
 
Capricious Violence Against Enslaved Persons: Violence against enslaved persons ranges 
from beatings and sometimes maimings for failures in their assigned duties, to revenge 
executions and lynchings following Arab defeats on the battlefield, to seemingly senseless 
acts of torture and murder. Again, this wanton violence reflects the low economic value 
placed on enslaved persons by their captors. 
 

A few representative personal accounts are in order: 
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Nyibol Wol Mel, female, middle-aged, enslaved c. 1996, liberated January 2012: 
 

My worst memory is when my three children were killed by my master. His name was 
Hamad Hamad Jamal. He told me, “I want you to be my wife. I don’t need these dirty 
children. I will give you children I can control.” At first, I did not agree to be his wife. When 
I saw my dead children, I realized there is no mercy, so I agreed. He killed them when I was 
away getting water. I saw them lying on the floor, swollen everywhere on their bodies. I 
think they were beaten to death. I was circumcised before I became the master’s wife. I tried 
to resist, but my master cut me with a knife when I did. 

 
My jobs in slavery were fetching water, cleaning the compound, and washing 

clothes. I was fed only the leftovers of what the master and his wives ate. The master had 
two other wives, Fatima and Amona. They were very unkind. One of them burned down the 
rakuba [a small hut] where I slept, while I was inside it. 

 
After I became Hamad’s wife, I gave birth to three of his children. All three were 

taken away from me as soon as they were weaned. I don’t know where they are. 
 
When the slave retriever came, he negotiated for hours, and then I was released. I 

worry about the children I left behind. The names of my children who died: Deng Wol 
Garang, Adoot Wol Garang, Achol Wol Garang. The names of the children I was separated 
from: Hamad, Adam and Ali.370 

 
Mou Garang Mou, male, preadolescent, liberated January 2012: 
 

I never met my parents. My master told me that he was my father, and his children 
told me that I was their brother. He called me Mahamed Ali. 

 
I lost my pinky finger because my master was angry with me. He told me to wash the 

dishes, but I refused and ran away. When he found me, he told me I was doing a bad job 
taking care of the goats, and he cut off my pinky finger. No one did anything to treat the 
wound until I left with the slave retriever.371 

 
Malwal Deng Deng, male, middle-aged, enslaved c. 1989, liberated January 2012: 
 

I was called Malwal before I was abducted. Now I am called Mousa. I do not want to 
go back to the North, but I need to find a mosque to pray at. 

 
I was about ten years old when I was captured in Atido, near Wau. I was walking on 

the road with my mother when the train came. We heard the shots, and then we were set 
upon by men on horseback. Some wore khaki military uniforms, and some wore jalabiyyas. 

 

                                                        
370 Author’s Interview, Mabok, Aweil East County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, January 

31, 2012. 
371 Author’s Interview, Aweil North County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, February 3, 

2012. 
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My mother ran away, but I was taken with seven other boys. They immediately put us 
on the train, and we headed north. The adult captives on the train car were tied up. The 
children on the train cried all night. The ones that cried were seriously beaten. Two 
stubborn children who wouldn’t stop crying were tied up and thrown out of the window 
while the train was moving. I did not cry, because of what I saw happen to them. We spent 
two days on the train. 

 
At first, I was taken by a man named Ruma. He gave me the name Mousa. Later, I 

was stolen from him by a man named Mohammad Gadallah. I had to take care of his camels 
and sheep. Sometimes Gadallah would promise me a camel if I never lost a sheep. Every 
year, Gadallah would delay giving me the camel. He would say, “Not this camel; I will find 
you another one.” I never got a camel. Gadallah also promised me girls, but when each girl 
he promised me matured in turn, he would say, “Not that one, another.” I never got a wife. I 
never got any gifts from Gadallah, except for religious clothes during Ramadan. Another 
slave I knew, named Deng, was shot and killed by Gadallah’s cousins. Gadallah told me, “If 
you try to escape, I will shoot you like Deng.” 

 
Gadallah sent me to khalwa [Qur’anic school.] In khalwa, I learned about jihad. 

They said, “If you are a Muslim, you must go to the South to fight.” If I didn’t go to khalwa, 
I was not given food. Sometimes at khalwa, if I didn’t understand the lesson well enough, I 
was forced to drink miyya, the dirty water used to wash the holy words of the Qur’an off the 
chalkboard. I was told, “You have taken the miyya. Never abandon praying as a 
Muslim.”372 

 
Adhel Atak Bol, female, adolescent, enslaved c. 2001, liberated March 2013: 
 

I had gone to Ariath with two of my mother’s relatives to sell goods. They ran away 
when the raiders came. Four other people were taken with me. The Arabs put the children 
on horses, but tied up the adults in a line and made them walk. After a while, two of the 
adults became totally exhausted. They said, “Either kill us or put us on a horse. We cannot 
walk anymore.” So the Arabs cut their throats. One of them said to the rest of us, “Do you 
want to stay in the South like them?” 

 
I was taken to Dar Afat to live with my master Mohammad Adallahi. He was a bad 

man. He sent me to the well to collect water even when it was hot, and the sand was burning 
and I had no shoes. He beat me with a stick if I asked for shoes. He made me call him 
“father.” 

 
Mohammad had eighteen children and five wives. His boys raped me, though he did 

not know it. The women were always making me cook for them. 
 
Before the slave retriever came to take me, one of Mohammad’s wives told me that I 

was to be circumcised. She said, “You will be clean. You will be part of us. You will be our 
child.” I did not believe her. 

 

                                                        
372 Author’s Interview, Aweil North County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, February 1, 

2012. 
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I thought about running away at night to escape the circumcision, but I was afraid. I 
told one of the master’s children what I was thinking, and he told the master. They punished 
me by keeping me inside the house for a week, and giving me no food for four days. I was so 
scared they would kill me. I spent the whole first day crying. 

 
A short time before, five teenage Dinka slaves had run away. They were caught in 

Meiram and taken back. They were taken to a rubbish heap, where their throats were cut. 
Mohammad took me to see their bodies. I remember there was a lot of blood. He pointed at 
them and said, “You will follow these people!” The boys had been slaves of one of 
Mohammad’s neighbors. Their names were Garang, Deng, Athian, Bol and Bol. 

 
Before I was to be circumcised, I was sent to the market to fetch something. A truck 

full of Dinka people passed me by on the road and then stopped. The slave retriever got out 
of the truck and asked me, “Are you a Dinka?” I said yes. He said, “Get in the truck!” and I 
did.  

 
The slave retriever brought me here. He is a good man, and gave us lots of bread on 

the journey. I don’t know if Mohammad knows where I went.373 
 

Garang Machar Deng, male, adolescent, liberated May 2014 
 

I am from Yelaal in North Sudan. I was born there, and lived with my parents there. 
They were living with an Arab man. When I was small, other Arabs came and took me away 
from my parents. I don’t know if I was sold or stolen away. My parents tried to keep me, but 
the Arabs beat them, tied me onto a horse, and ran away with me. 

 
The man who I lived with after that was named Abakar. I hate him because he took 

me away from my parents in a cruel manner, without even talking to them about it. 
 
Abakar didn’t give me enough food, and hit me a lot. Even his children treated me 

badly. They tried to fight with me, and when I defended myself, one of them knifed me in my 
right arm. You can see the scar here. Abakar said nothing. 

 
I had to call Abakar “father.” He called me his son, but he disliked me, and also 

called me “jengai” [a racial epithet]. Abakar didn’t try to make me a Muslim. He kept me 
with the goats, and I spent most of my time with them, in the forest. 

 
When the slave retriever came, he talked to Abakar for two hours. I didn’t know what 

they were discussing. Then the slave retriever took me away with him. 
 
I’m happy to be in South Sudan, because there are so many other Dinka people 

here.374 
 
 
 
                                                        

373 Author’s Interview, Aweil East County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, March 15, 2013 
374 Author’s interview, Mayom Deng Akol, Aweil North County, North Bahr el-Ghazal State, South 

Sudan, May 19, 2014 
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The Question of Numbers I: Official Estimates 
 

In attempting to determine the scale of the abductions and enslavement of South 
Sudanese people since 1983, it is regrettably instructive to examine the official figures 
published by international bodies and the U.S. State Department. 

 
While refusing until 1999 to use the word “slavery” in reference to the Sudan 

crisis,375 UNICEF eventually gave public estimates of between 10,000 and 17,000 people 
abducted, with 6,000 to 7,000 still missing.376 

 
In its 2000 Human Rights Report, the State Department claimed, without citing 

sources, that “10,000 to 12,000 slaves remain in captivity at year’s end.”377 This 
unsubstantiated figure would remain in the State reports, in some form, for over 15 years. In 
the 2001 report, the State Department expanded on this claim: “In the last 15 years, between 
5,000 and 15,000 Dinka women and children have been abducted; between 10,000 and 
12,000 persons, most of whom are Dinka, remained unaccounted for at year's end.”378 There 
was no explanation of who was accounting for the abductees (or how, if possibly as few as 
5,000 people were taken, how 12,000 could be “unaccounted for.”) The 2002 report revised 
this to, “Approximately 15,000 Dinka women and children have been abducted and between 
10,000 and 12,000 mostly Dinka persons remained abducted or unaccounted for at year's 
end.” Confusingly, this report also mentioned the May 2002 report from the International 
Eminent Persons Group, which was set up to investigate slavery in Sudan as part of the 
U.S.-led peace process, noting that “the Group was unable to determine the scale of 
abduction and enslavement.”379 

 
The 2003 report repeated the unsubstantiated 15k-10k-12k claim verbatim, but also 

noted the report of the Kenya-based Rift Valley Institute “documented more than 11,000 
persons abducted by government-supported militia in northern Bahr el-Ghazal during the 
last 20 years.”380 (See below.) The 2004 report also contained the 15,000-10,000-12,000 
sentence, but in a separate paragraph contradictorily referred to the “10,000 persons 
abducted by government supported militia in northern Bahr el Ghazal during the last 20 
years.”381 

 
                                                        

375 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 
Sudan, May 22, 2002, 29 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf; “Sudan seeks UNICEF aid 
in slavery charge probe,” Agence-France Press, February 5, 1999; Jok, 58; 64. 

376 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 
Sudan, May 22, 2002, 42 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf. 

377 U.S. Department of State, 2000 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2000/af/822.htm. 

378 U.S. Department of State, 2001 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2001/af/8405.htm. 

379 U.S. Department of State, 2002 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2002/18228.htm. 

380 U.S. Department of State, 2003 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27753.htm. 

381 U.S. Department of State, 2004 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2004/41628.htm. 
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By 2006, the report’s figure of “unaccounted-for” abductees had dropped to 8,000 
without explanation.382 In 2007, 2008, 2009, and 2010, this was changed to the more general 
“thousands.”383 

 
The 2011, 2012 and 2013 reports brought a new variation: instead of repeating the 

sourceless figure of 10,000-12,000 unaccounted-for abductees, the report gave a remarkably 
specific figure of 10,700, and attributed it to the Sudanese government’s defunct Committee 
for the Eradication of the Abduction of Women and Children (CEAWC).384 

 
The State Department’s Trafficking in Persons reports are less specific. The 2003 

report said that CEAWC had “documented 2,000 cases of abductees.”385 The 2005 report 
gave a figure of 14,000 abductees, and cited the Dinka Chiefs’ Committee, a group of Dinka 
leaders based in Khartoum who were absorbed into CEAWC after the latter’s formation in 
1999.386 In 2006, the TIP report simply referred to “thousands” of abductees, and maintained 
this formula in its seven succeeding annual reports.387 

 
As this overview demonstrates, the State Department’s estimates about the scale of 

wartime abductions in Sudan are confused and contradictory. Their only consistent feature is 
that they are low – between 2,000 and 15,000. It is not accidental that the only sources cited 
for the figures – when sources are cited at all – are institutions of the Sudanese government, 
which has an obvious interest in downplaying the extent of the chattel slavery present in its 
territory as a direct result of its war policies. 

 
The case of the Dinka Chiefs’ Committee illustrates the inherently political nature of 

these figures. In October 2000, the U.K.-based group Anti-Slavery International traveled to 
Sudan at the invitation of the Sudanese government to investigate allegations of slavery, and 
met with representatives from CEAWC and the DCC. Anti-Slavery’s report claimed 
“[m]embers of the Dinka Committee estimated that in the years since abductions started in 
1986 or 1987, a total of 6,000 people had been taken to Darfur, and a further 8,000 to 
                                                        

382 U.S. Department of State, 2006 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78759.htm. (We may speculate, however, that the drop in 
“unaccounted-for” abductees is based on CEAWC’s claim, cited in the 2005 TIP report, to have identified over 
7,000 cases of abduction. CEAWC claimed to have repatriated just over 2,700 of the individuals in these 
cases). 

383 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 2007 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100506.htm; U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices: Sudan 2008 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/af/119026.htm; U.S. Department of 
State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 2009 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2009/af/135978.htm; U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices: Sudan 2010 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2010/af/154371.htm. 

384 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 2011 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2011/af/186245.htm; U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices: Sudan 2012 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/204383.pdf; U.S. Department of 
State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Sudan 2013 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/220376.pdf. 

385 U.S. Department of State, 2003 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2003/21277.htm. 

386 U.S. Department of State, 2005 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2005/46616.htm. 

387 U.S. Department of State, 2006 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2006/65990.htm. 
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Kordofan, i.e. a total of 14,000 abducted over about 13 years.”388 In 2006, the head of the 
DCC, James Aguer, received Anti-Slavery’s annual award, and claimed in his acceptance 
speech that “[t]he Committee recorded the names of 14,000 women and children abducted 
between 10 June 1989 and 1997,” and estimated that the total number of abducted could be 
as high as 20,000.389 

 
However, after the release of the 2005 TIP report, which quoted the 14,000 figure 

and cited his committee as a source, Aguer denied being the source of the figure, claiming 
that the DCC had identified 40,000 enslaved Dinka people since 1986, and accepting the 
estimate of 200,000 abductees given by community leaders in Bahr el-Ghazal.390 In 2007, 
Aguer told BBC News that, aside from a list in his possession of the names and locations of 
8,000 currently enslaved people, he believed the true number of slaves in Sudan to be over 
200,000.391 In 2008, Aguer claimed, “There are around 35,000 women and children still 
away, all over Sudan.”392 None of these larger figures were ever cited by the State 
Department in its annual reports. Nor, judging by the text, do the reports’ authors appear to 
have ever consulted with South Sudanese community leaders and organizations not 
operating under the aegis of the Sudanese government. 

 
Mapping these wildly divergent estimates from Aguer and the DCC onto political 

developments in Sudan may bring some clarity. In 2001, when the Sudanese government 
was making limited efforts through CEAWC to liberate and return enslaved people, the 
DCC held to the government’s line in speaking with Anti-Slavery. In 2005, when the 
international community was taking a softer line towards Sudan, Aguer reacted angrily to 
the State Department’s citing his committee as the source of low figures in a report that 
praised Sudan’s “notable effort” to liberate the enslaved.393 In 2006, after CEAWC had 

                                                        
388 “Is There Slavery in Sudan?” Anti-Slavery International, March 2001, p. 2 

http://www.antislavery.org/includes/documents/cm_docs/2009/i/isthereslaveryinsudanreport.pdf. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly for a report based on an investigation undertaken at the invitation and with the assistance of the 
Sudanese government, Anti-Slavery’s report was oddly defensive of the government. In one paragraph, the 
report expressed concern that other advocacy groups had “misrepresented the pattern of abuse that is actually 
occurring, suggesting, for example, that the number of people abducted is much larger than evidence appears to 
justify, or that the Government of Sudan is directly responsible for slave raids and holding captives in slavery.” 
Regardless of controversies over numbers, the investigations of Jok Madut Jok and Gaspar Biro, the UN 
Commission for Human Rights’ Special Rapporteur for Sudan, among others, established that the second 
“misrepresentation” was very much be the case. 

389 James Aguer, “2006 Anti-Slavery Award Acceptance Speech.” 
http://www.antislavery.org/english/what_we_do/antislavery_international_today/award/2006_award_winner/ja
mes_aguer_2006_antislavery_award_acceptance_speech.aspx. 

390 Press Release, “CSI Calls for Independent Slavery Commission,” June 7, 2005 
http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?page=imprimable&id_article=10010. 

391 Joseph Winter, “No return for Sudan’s Forgotten Slaves,” BBC News, March 21, 2007 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/6455365.stm. 

392 Skye Wheeler, “Misseriya and Dinka grapple with history of child abduction, renew grazing 
rights,” Sudan Tribune, November 14, 2008 http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article29261. The 35,000 
figure was cited by South Sudanese peace negotiators during a breakdown in talks in March 2012: 
“South Sudan accuses Khartoum of ‘enslaving’ 35,000 citizens,” AFP, March 9, 2012 
http://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/03/09/199668.html. 

393 U.S. Department of State, 2005 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2005/46616.htm. 
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resumed small-scale returns after a funding shortfall,394 Aguer repeated the 14,000 figure. In 
2007 and 2008, CEAWC had largely ceased operations, and Aguer returned to using the 
larger estimates. 

 
Ultimately, in assessing the State Department’s estimates, we must return to the 

conclusion of the International Eminent Persons Group: “None of the estimates of the total 
number of abducted persons or slaves is based on any recognized sampling system.”395 

 
The Question of Numbers II: Evidence on the Ground 
 

No grounded estimates of the size of the slavery problem in Sudan exist, but there 
does exist an attempted count of abducted persons. In 2003, towards the end of the civil war 
and the era of renewed slave raiding, a 48-member team from the Rift Valley Institute led by 
Jok Madut Jok and John C. Ryle conducted a survey of the Bahr el Ghazal and Abyei 
regions of Sudan, attempting to compile a list of South Sudanese people abducted since the 
beginning of the war. Interviewing local community leaders and war survivors, the team 
produced a list of 12,000 names of abductees. The team recorded the name, village and clan 
affiliation, date of capture, and circumstances of capture of each abductee on the list.396  

 
That researchers were able to compile so large and detailed a list in a country where 

a twenty-year war had killed as much as one-fifth of the population, displaced some four 
million more,397 and led to a near-complete breakdown in the social order, is suggestive of 
how high the true figure must be. 

 
In addition, as the report authors themselves make clear, due to government 

interference with the research which restricted the work to SPLA-held areas, the database 
“does not include Southerners abducted…within Government-controlled areas [or] within 
the formerly Government-controlled towns of Bahr-el-Ghazal.” The authors also state that 
victims from areas along the railway leading from Babanusa in the North to Wau in the 
South are “under-represented” due to “limited access to these places because of hostilities 
during the main phase of field research.”398 

 
This was an inevitable but unfortunate limitation, as this railway carried Sudan’s 

infamous “slave train,” a military supply train that employed tribal militiamen on horseback 
as protection against rebel attack. The International Eminent Persons Group reported that the 
militiamen created a “security cordon several kilometers wide on either side of the line” by 
“raiding and burning villages deep into Dinka and Jur Luo territory. The raids are brutal, 
with killing, rape and amputations reported in addition to the looting of cattle and other 

                                                        
394 U.S. Department of State, 2006 Trafficking in Persons Report 

http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2006/65990.htm. 
395 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 

Sudan, May 22, 2002, 43 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf. 
396 Jok, 153. 
397 “Sudan: Nearly 2 million dead as result of world’s longest-running civil war,” U.S. Committee for 

Refugees, April 2001 
http://web.archive.org/web/20041210024759/http://www.refugees.org/news/crisis/sudan.htm. 

398 “The Sudan Abduction and Slavery Project,” Rift Valley Institute 
http://riftvalley.net/project/sudan-abduction-and-slavery-project#.VE3RGCJ4pcQ. 
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property and the abduction of civilians.”399 (This train was apparently the means by which 
Malwel Deng Deng, above, was transported into captivity.) 

 
Also suggestive of the true scope of the slavery problem is the number of slave raids 

the Ryle report documented: over 2,000.400 The largest of these raids resulted in the 
abduction of hundreds or even thousands of people at a time.401 

 
Local community leaders in Bahr el-Ghazal claim that some 200,000 people were 

abducted during the war.402 This is doubtless a very rough guess, but for a twenty-year war 
which otherwise claimed the lives of over two million South Sudanese, an average of 10,000 
people abducted per year is likely far closer to the mark than just several hundred per year. 

 
As noted, Christian Solidarity International has documented the return of over 

100,000 people from slavery through the underground retrieval networks it supports, many 
of whom were born into slavery, and thus did not number among the original abductees. 
(Many enslaved people have also died in captivity or been executed by their masters.) Every 
enslaved person who is repatriated through the CSI-supported networks is photographed and 
interviewed by local staff. His or her name, home village, and the details of his or her 
enslavement are recorded on a form, which is then verified by local authorities and stored 
digitally by CSI. CSI staff from the United States and Europe perform numerous extended 
interviews with the survivors.  
 
Conclusion: Erasure as Policy 
 

As the Clinton administration was drawing to a close, senior figures finally 
responded to pressure from civil society activists in the U.S. and recognized the existence of 
slavery in Sudan. In November 2000, the then-Assistant Secretary of State for African 
Affairs Susan Rice visited SPLA-held territory in Bahr el-Ghazal and declared, “[d]espite 
what some of our partners in the European Union may want to pretend, slavery exists, and it 
has to be addressed,” speaking of an “obligation to ameliorate the suffering.” In December, 
then-President Clinton personally spoke out against “the scourge of slavery in Sudan.”403 
During his term, then-President George W. Bush drew attention to the issue as well, inviting 

                                                        
399 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 

Sudan, May 22, 2002, 28 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf. 
400 Rift Valley Institute, Project Summary, Slavery and Abduction Project: The Sudan Abductee 

Database, cited in Mike Dottridge, “Contemporary Child Slavery,” in Child Slaves in the Modern World, ed. 
Gwyn Campbell, Suzanne Miers, and Joseph C. Miller (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2011), 266. 

401 See, for example Jok, 24; 25 and Cockett, 149; Jok: “The first and most destructive attack on the 
Dinka communities of Aweil, Abyei, and Tuic occurred in February 1986. …The Rezeigat and the Misseria 
Humr occupied a large area of Malwal Dinka for nearly two months. …They took two thousand women and 
children and thousands of cattle. … The January 1987 raid targeted the area of Gong Machar in Aweil West 
County. The raid continued through February, and the Rezeigat…captured about a thousand women and 
children.”Cockett: “The most recent raid took place on March 25 [1995]. About 3,000 Arab soldiers and 
tribesmen arrived with no warning. …282 were enslaved, including 48 children.” 

402 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 
Sudan, May 22, 2002, 43 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf; Benjamin Skinner, A Crime 
So Monstrous: Face-to-Face with Modern-Day Slavery (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), 85. 

403 Gregory Kane, “Clinton's anti-slavery talk is a critical step on Sudan,” Baltimore Sun, December 
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slavery-exists. 



 
 

71 
Lights: The MESSA Journal 

a formerly enslaved South Sudanese man, Simon Deng, to the White House to discuss the 
crisis.404 

 
Considering the U.S.’s own history and eventual repudiation of chattel slavery, and 

the extensive involvement of American civil society and the U.S. government in Sudanese 
politics, from the “war on terror” to the Darfur Genocide to the secession of South Sudan, 
the issue of Sudanese slavery has the potential to be a powerful force in U.S. domestic 
politics.405 The U.S.’s commitment to international law also comes to bear, as the 
International Eminent Persons Group found: “[u]nder international law, slavery and related 
practices are classified as a war crime and a crime against humanity, subject to universal 
jurisdiction.”406 

 
Since the conclusion of the peace process however, high-level attention to the 

slavery issue has come to an end. President Barack Obama has never directly addressed the 
issue, unlike his two predecessors. 

 
In October 2005, the State Department’s Trafficking in Persons office upgraded 

Sudan’s offender status from Tier 3, marking the worst offenders, to Tier 2, marking 
countries that are “making significant efforts to bring themselves into compliance with the 
Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s minimum standards.” Other Tier 2 countries in 2005 
included Switzerland, Chile and Greece.407 Activist outrage prompted the State Department 
to revise the ranking downward again in 2006, but in the 2014 report, Sudan was again 
raised to Tier 2, despite noting that the government had “made no efforts” to address the 
single most egregious issue of trafficking in their territory.408 

 
On October 5, 2011, the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee for Africa held a 

hearing on the U.S.’s Sudan policy. The witnesses included both Ambassador Princeton 
Lyman, then-U.S. Special Envoy for Sudan and South Sudan, and Ker Deng, a formerly-
enslaved South Sudanese teenager, who was repatriated to South Sudan through the CSI-
supported networks, but only after his captor had deliberately blinded him and left him for 
dead. 

 
In questioning, the hearing’s chairman, Congressman Chris Smith, directly asked 

Lyman, “Can you speak to the issue of slavery? How many do you think? What are we 
doing to help free the slaves in Sudan?” 

 

                                                        
404 “Biography: Simon Deng,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

http://www.ushmm.org/confront-genocide/speakers-and-events/biography/simon-deng. 
405 Cockett reveals that, in early 2002, CIA officials met with Sudan’s head of intelligence and foreign 

minister in London and explicitly threatened to bomb Sudan’s air force and oil industry if more cooperation 
was not received on counterterrorism efforts; Cockett, 77-78. 

406 Report of the International Eminent Persons Group: Slavery, Abduction, and Forced Servitude in 
Sudan, May 22, 2002, 23 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/11951.pdf. 

407 Hazel Edney, “Activists ‘Outraged’ Over Upgrading Status of Sudan,” Wilmington Journal, 
October 31, 2005. 

408 U.S. Department of State, 2014 Trafficking in Persons Report 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2014/226823.htm. 
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Lyman did not address the question of “how many,” but acknowledged that slavery 
is an “ongoing issue” and “part of that general need in Sudan to establish a constitution that 
protects human rights, that investigates wrongdoing and brings people to accountability.”409 

 
To the present author’s knowledge, this is the most recent statement on chattel 

slavery in Sudan from a high-level U.S. official. As genuine constitutional reform seems a 
remote prospect in Sudan, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that chattel slavery in 
Sudan is an issue the U.S. government would prefer not to address at all. The improbably 
low estimates of the scale of the problem published by the U.S. State Department and others 
are best interpreted as a reflection of that reality. 
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