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Preface. 

No linguistic research into the dialects of northern Sinai has ever been 
conducted on a systematic basis, whereas through the ages the area has served as 
the land bridge between the eastern and western parts of the Arab world. The 
question is whether this area has a similar function in a linguistic sense. 

The lack of any recent systematic linguistic investigation was caused in 
great part by the highly sensitive nature of the area owing to its strategic 
significance. 

An urgency to go ahead with linguistic investigations, however, was felt 
since it is likely that these dialects are very soon going to either disappear, or be 
seriously affected as a result of the planned large scale settlement of tens of 
thousands of farmers with their families from the Egyptian mainland in a 
project named tur'at assalâm, or "The Peace Canal", currently undertaken by 
the Egyptian Government. The aim of the project is to let these new settlers turn 
the desert into irrigated farmland with Nile water carried through this canal 
from the Egyptian Delta.1 An influx of such numbers of new settlers cannot be 
expected to remain without effect on the original population or their dialects.2 

In the spring of 1993 the "Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 
Research" (in Dutch "Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk 
Onderzoek", or N.W.O.) agreed to fund my position as a "Researcher in 
Training" (in Dutch "Onderzoeker In Opleiding", or O.I.O.) for a period of four 
years to research the bedouin dialects of the northern Sinai littoral. During this 
period NWO also financed a total of seven visits to the area to conduct the 
necessary field research for the study now in hand. For this generous financial 
support I wish to express my sincere gratitude here. 

The environmental impact of this mega-project and the prospects for the bedouin population 
of the area are assessed in EUROCONSULT (1992). 
The total number of inhabitants of the Governorate of North Sinai is well over 200,000 
today. (It was 170,835 during the 1986 census, and was estimated to be 210,000 in July 
1993, cf. STATISTICS (1994), pp. 15 and 30 respectively). This number does not include the 
people living in öilbänah (the tribe Masâ'ld) and further to the south (the tribe 
'Ayâydah), who live in an area (a strip of land east of the Suez Canal) administratively 
falling under the governorate of Ismä'iliyyah.. 
This estimated number of well over 200,000 includes the population of the governorate's 
capital al'Aris, who constitute probably more than sixty percent of the total. Of the people 
living outside the capital around fifty to sixty thousand are organised in tribes inhabiting 
their tribal areas. The remainder of the total number is made up of inhabitants of Rajah, on 
the border with the Gaza Strip, and also of the rapidly increasing number of Egyptians who 
settle in the smaller villages mainly in the northwest of the peninsula. 
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Although the circumstances to carry out field research for this study may 
not have always been ideal (cf. remarks in the introduction, A. II. a. 
infrastructural arrangements), I believe the end result fairly accurately represents 
the linguistic situation in northern Sinai. Among the people who made this 
possible, and to whom I am therefore indebted for their advice, warm-hearted 
interest, hospitality and active support, is first of all my wife Désirée Bonis. 
Other people whom I should mention are Dr Fred and Vreni Leemhuis (then) of 
the Netherlands Institute for Archaeology and Arabic Studies in Cairo; the staff 
of this excellent institute; Dr Mahmoud Higazy, Vice Dean of the Faculty of 
Arts of Cairo University; Dr Nikolaos van Dam, (then) Ambassador of the 
Netherlands to Egypt; Dr Bruce Ingham of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS) in London; Zohra Merabet of North South Consultancy 
Exchange (N.S.C.E.) in Cairo; Dr Tareq Morad of the Royal Netherlands 
Embassy in Cairo; and Gert Lont (then) of Euroconsult for his hospitality in 
al'Aris. I thank all my informants, too many to mention here, for their 
hospitality, and above all, for their patience with me. Last, but by no means 
least, my gratitude is due to Kamâl cAbdallah Ahmad alHilw, SacId Mumtâz 
Darwls, cAbdallah Rasïd alGazâl, and Magda cAwad alGäll of the Museum of 
Sinai Cultural Heritage in al'ArlP for their support and assistance in interpreting 
the recordings, as well as cïd Sulaymân Marzüga, and Muhammad Sacdï cAli 
Säum alHirs, who are themselves members of the Biyyàdiyyah, and who spent 
much of their time arranging introductions, recordings and helping me interpret 
these recordings. 

I owe the inspiration to take on this task, and its completion where this 
may be successful, to my mentor and promotor Dr Manfred Woidich of the 
Institute of Languages and Cultures of the Near East (T.C.N.O.) at the 
University of Amsterdam. 

Windhoek, 1 March 1999 

The museum has an interesting collection of bedouin implements, utensils and artefacts, as 
well as of the urban culture of al'Aris. The museum is located on the exit road to Rafah on 
the eastern town boundary near the Governorate building. Visitors to al'Aris should not 
miss it. 




