
Dr. Jalal, in your recent book about Sai Island you reveal that the Hashims left village life 

for the urban context - where were you born? And how do you feel about this movement out 

of Nubia?

I was born on Sai Island, in the household of my grandfather Fegiir (sheikh) Ahmad 

Hashim at Sukree. My father was a public service employee who were to be 

transferred from one region to another every a few years. Every time he was moved 

to another place, we used to go back to Sai waiting until he settled down in his new 

post. Sometimes we stayed on the island for a few years during which we used to go 

to school until we moved on. Many a time, we spent the summer vacations in Sai. 

The family also came back to Sai when my elder brothers and sisters were to get 

married. My periodic stay in Sai island has stamped my psyche with a deep sense of 

belonging to that specific piece of landscape where the Nile water surrounds you with 

the green belt around the riverside. The landscape did not lack tough topography as 

the middle of it is a barren area with rock crops and a small hill right in the middle of 

it. The occasions of leaving Sai 

island were always moments of 

deep existential melancholy, with 

aunts and relatives crying silently, 

congregating at the ferry to bid us a 

last and lasting farewell.

The author’s vehicle on the Sai ferry on his way 
back to Khartoum on the 13th of March 2014

Due to marginalization, it is known that those who make their leave never come back 

to the island. Every bus travelling to central Sudan and other regions will have the 

luggage of at least one or two families leaving Nubia, never to return to live in it 

again; they may come back for occasional visits which, at the beginning, will be 

relatively regular, but becoming steadily rarer until they stop for ever!



In the book, I bring to the attention of the reader these sad 

scenes by discussing the songs and lyrics that lament the 

systematic evacuation of the home village.

Now I can't visit a place on the Nile without first of all going 

down to the riverside. It is like paying respect to the river. 

No wonder that all my life I have been dreaming of the day 

that when at last I will come back home - to Sai island - and 

settle there to the end of time. Deep inside me I feel that my 

last place should be Sai and that I will indeed go back there for good. Now I am 

almost 60 years old and thinking rationally this dream seems more far than ever. 

However, a dream keeps haunting you as far as it is a dream and you keep not only 

living with it but even nursing and nourishing it until it is fulfilled.

The author’s three children Sama, Kamaal and Aanj

The movement out of Nubia reminds us always of what follows the building of a dam. What 

are the conditions for the populations in the stretches of the Nile threatened by new dam 

projects? What are really the prospects of these projects in the current situation in the 

country?



The dams are good for nothing. Sudan's share of River Nile waters is 18 Billion 

Cubic Meters (BCM); it consumes 14BCM. The evapouration loss of of Mirwi dam 

is 1.5BCM; Kajbar is 1.7BCM; small Dal dam (as there is a great Dal model) is 

800BCM; the total of three of them is 4BCM. This means that by building these dams 

Sudan cannot expand its agricultural schemes. If we come to electricity we notice that 

if the 8 dams planned in North Sudan and the 6 planned in South Sudan are built, 

they will produce only 5000 Mega Wats (MW). This is nothing when we know that 

Riyadh (the capital of Saudi Arabia) consumes for lighting 8000 MW. This means 

that if tomorrow Khartoum has grown to the size of Riyadh (neither Cairo nor 

Johannsburg- to say nothing of Paris, Berlin and London), the amount of power will 

not be enough to light Khartoum (all figures taken from government sources).

The above is but an example of the awareness now prevailing in Nubia. And this is 

why the Nubians in matters pertaining to dam building have moved forward from 

"the phase of just compensation" as it was the case with both the Aswan High dam 

and the Merowe dam, to "the phase of confrontation" with the ruling regime. The 

discourse of "Nubianism" now is a revolutionary one where the slogan clearly reads: 

the dams will be built on our bodies!

We first «met» you online, when you commented enthusiastically on an idea by Henriette to 

stop damming the Nile and instead use the river’s force, by building for example water-

wheels that will produce electricity. How do you see the potential of such projects today?

Yes, I do remember that. I am still enthusiastic about it. It all about linking two Nile 

boats with 2 timbers on which a shoulder is fixed with ample space in between to 

allow a wheel to be worked with the velocity of the current of the River Nile. The 

axis of the wheel will have two ends, each protruding at one of the boats. The two 

linked boats are supposed to be anchored relatively in the middle of strong current. 

From each end of the axis of the wheel 2 belts are stretched longitudinally to the far 

ends of the boats where operates a velocity multiplier device with a group of teeth. 



This will give us 4 operating machines; 2 of them (fixed on one of the 2 boats) can be 

operated to generate electricity; the other 2 can be used to operate 2 water pumps.

The initial calculations I have managed to make (mind that I am an area studies 

expert and a ethno-linguist by training), have indicated that the electricity generated 

can satisfy the lighting needs of a small village, provided that they use power saving 

bulbs and lights. With regard to the water pumped in this way, my initial calculations 

indicate that it may be between 7-10 inches pump, i.e. one sufficient to grow the 

crops raised in the area. The benefits of the project are many; it will restore the 

faltering traditional technology of boat and waterwheel building; it will make 

sustainable development as most of the ingredients are locally made and locally 

maintained and fixed (aside from the pumping and generating devices). This will 

disentangle the mode of production from the capitalist relation of production (no need 

of either gasoline or spare-parts); furthermore, the people will get relieved from the 

noise pollution characteristic of the water pumps and power generators used now.

For a video with a functioning water-wheel (saqia), see here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v-TnpUD3F9Y



How can recent developments in northern Sudan affect the Nubian life-style? For example, 

gold rush and investment from Arabic countries?

The secession of the South, which took place in 2011, deprived the north from 50% 

of its revenues. The policy of the government to curb for this was the rudimentary 

gold mining which proved to be very reckless and irresponsible politically and 

economically. First, the hundreds of thousands of rudimentary gold miners will spend 

their last penny in order to come out with a small quantity of gold dust; If you bring 

10 thousand people to sift the sands on the banks of the Nile, they may come out with 

the total of 10 kilo grams of gold. However, the endeavor will not be worthy as no 

one of those engaged will make any profit. The make-shift gold smelter at the camps 

will turn this into little nuggets weighing ounces so that the gold merchants from 

Khartoum will buy in situ these nuggets according to the standard rate of price. In 

Khartoum, agents appointed by the Central Bank of the Sudan will buy the gold from 

those merchants according to the international rate of price. The department of 

economic security in the security organ will take the collected gold and sell it in the 

United Arab Emirates so as to cash it for hard currency. 
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This suicidal and reckless policy has resulted in the worst inflation ever in the Sudan. 

Since 2010, from SDG 260 for 1 US Dollar (black market- i.e. the real price), the 

Sudanese currency dived into a bottomless abyss and almost reached SDG 1000 per 1 

US Dollar. With no production whatsoever, the economy is systematically going 

down the drain as nothing will stop this unprecedented inflation; the more gold the 

government buys and the more hard currency it gets from selling it, the more inflated 

the economy becomes.

The people are being tricked by their government. Although no statistics are available 

about those who have gone bankrupt, people at gold mines say that only the service 

providers, such as food, lavatories, etc. are the ones who usually come out as winner. 

The real gold prospectors are mostly losers.

Having said this about the uselessness of rudimentary gold mining, we must mention 

how damaging this business has been to antiquities. Gold, treasure and other valuable 

belongings were buried with the deceased in certain periods, specifically in the time 

of the pharaonic dynasties in Egypt and Sudan until the end of the Meroitic State in 

350 AD. Robbing the tombs of the royals and nobles in the Nile valley in fact began 

very early since the time of the dynasties. However, with the gold rush a new phase 

of pillaging antiquities began, to a degree utterly unprecedented in the history of the 

Nile valley. Tiny villages and islands began waking in the morning to only be 

appalled by the horrible scene of having many ancient tombs being pillaged during 

the night. The so-called 'night-hawkers' took to violating the sanctity of history and 

the long since dead, under the cover of darkness in the hope of finding buried 

treasures from the past. Their ultimate guide to this is a rumor passed to them by an 

ignorant villager supported by the buzzing of the shoulder-strapped metal detector. In 

this way, antiquities in the Nile State and in the North State were pillaged and 

violated more than ever.

If we come to Arab investment in the region (mostly agriculture), we notice that they 

simply plowed and later irrigated the lots of lands allotted to them without heeding 

whether their lands included any archaeological sites or not. Why should they heed 

this when our government does not do it? The extent of damage can be imagined 

when we know that in both River Nile and Northern States there is not a single 



hectare of land on both banks of the Nile other that the seasonal flooded lots that has 

not been sold to those Arab cultivating firms. Almost all those Arabs grow animal 

fodder which is exported to their countries paying no taxes whatsoever. They use our 

lands and water while paying nothing.

But is there any reason that the traditional Nubian lifestyle be preserved in a constantly 

developing world? What is there to gain by such «conservatism»?

The term «conservatism» is valid in situations where we have not only a viable 

society but a stable one. But in situations where the society lives under the threat of 

losing its identity and being assimilated by another culture, this term, I believe, can 

hardly be applicable. The healthy interaction between civilisations should take place 

between two or more societies that stand neck to neck. Assimilation is a time bomb 

that will for sure explode one day creating schism and split in what is falsely believed 

to be one society. Our identity is not only about language, traditions etc. No! It is 

about our human right to live the way we feel we are being ourselves. It includes the 

landscape, i.e. welfare pertaining to culture and development.

Why is it important to preserve the Nubian character and traditional lifestyle? What are the 

distinctive characteristics of these entities? 

Simply because this is the only way we, the Nubians, feel that we are ourselves. For 

instance, to me, a joke is not merely a joke. I have two kinds of jokes: the first is the 

joke related in Nubian language; the other is the joke related in either Arabic or 

English. The joke in Nubian may prove to be hard to translate. Nubian language may 

not be fit for expressing high intellectuality yet, due to systematic negligence and 

marginalization. However, it is the only language that has all the elocutionary 

techniques so as to push up the potentials of enjoyment from the profound depths of 

my mind, heart and soul. My language is so local that a poetic verse or a couplet of 

song can only be understood by explaining topography and landscape. Until we 



develop it so as to become a vehicle of high literature and intellectuality, no other 

language can touch us so deep as our Nubian languages.

A photo of late Sayyid Tuluul (from Morka on Sai),

a person whose fame of cracking jokes covered the area from Dongola  to Aswan!

This brings us somehow back  to topics you dealt with in your book. What are your next 

plans?

I have a number of books which are at the final finishing process about other issues, 

such as Cultural Islam: the Jurisprudence of Post Modernism (in Arabic); The 
Cultural Analysis: Approaching Modernism in the Sudan (in Arabic); Nubian 

Morphophonemic Writing System as based on Grammar not phonology (in English); 

To be or not to be: Sudan at Crossroads (in English).

Fascinating! Looking forward to presenting more of your work  from here! Thank you very 

much for all this ustaz!

<All the photos used in the interview were provided by M- Jalal Hashim>


