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A. Introduction. 

I. General. 

a. Northern Sinai in history. 

Throughout history the Sinai desert has served as the natural land bridge 
between Africa and Asia. Most of the traffic across this land bridge went 
through its northern part. "Northern Sinai" is understood here to cover the area 
between the Mediterranean coast in the north, and, more or less, the main road 
connecting the Ahmad Hamdi tunnel a few kilometres north of Suez, the Mitla 
Pass, Naxl {Nixl in the local dialect), atjamad (Thamad) Nagab (Naqab) and 
Tâba (Taba) on the Gulf of 'Agabah (Aqaba) (which is also, approximately, the 
old darb alha'gg "the Pilgrimage Route to Mekka"). Today this area covers the 
Governorate of North Sinai and the eastern shore of the Suez Canal, which now 
falls administratively under the Governorate of Ismâ'iliyyah (Ismailia). 

Apart from dozens of armies4, numerous bedouin tribes moved through 
northern Sinai. Some of these tribes arrived before Islam, other tribes merely 
passed through on their way to conquer North Africa, and yet other tribes 
arrived more recently. Some of these moved on and are no longer found in the 
area5, while others stayed and (eventually) settled6. This full settling is for most 

JAR vis (1931), p, 144, writes that through the ages the area has seen "no less than forty-five 
invading armies moving either to or from Egypt...". Also, Moses led his people through 
Sinai to the promised land, and there are theories which locate Moses' crossing of the "Red 
Sea" in northern Sinai. These theories hold that Moses followed the narrow dune ridge 
separating the (as it is now called) Bardawll Lagoon from the Mediterranean Sea, after 
which the Pharao tried to cut them off by crossing the dry bottom of the Lagoon. The 
Mediterranean waves, swept up by the winds, then broke the dune ridge, filling the Lagoon 
and drowning the Pharao's army (cf. ibid, chapter DC). 
BAILEY (1985), p. 22, mentions, for instance, that during the Crusades the Negev and 
northern Sinai were inhabited by the major confederations of öarm and Ta'labah Tayy, 
who are no longer found in the area, (with the exception of the Axärsah and 'Ugayii (i.e. 
the 'Agäylah) tribes, who were part of the Ta'labah Tayy, and are today found in the 
northwest. 
Some (members) of the tribes may still be semi-nomadic, such as a small part of the 
Sawärkah, whom I saw to have pitched three tents near öilbänah in the northwest of Sinai 
in the spring of 1996, the 'Ayâydah, and also Billy, many of who still live in tents. 
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tribes in Sinai of a relatively recent date7, and is related (initially) to the 
completion of the Suez Canal in 18698, which made traveling west (with 
livestock) virtually impossible.9 Later, in 1946, the area came under Egyptian 
rule, after which a process of modernization started, and the creation of the state 
of Israel in 1948 effectively closed the route to Palestine. The Israeli occupation 
of Sinai from 1967 until 1982 accelerated the process of modernization, and the 
Egyptian policy to settle the bedouins permanently, after Sinai had been handed 
back to Egypt in 1982 under the terms of the Camp David Accords of 1979, is 
still in effect.10 

This process of modernization has led to the bedouins of the area being 
exposed to education11 and the mass media and has increased their mobility12. 

BAILEY (1991), introduction, p. 6, writes: "Until the second half of the twentieth century 
modern civilization made little impact on the 125,000 bedouin of Sinai and the Negev who 
still resembled their desert ancestors of the biblical period more than they did their non-
desert dwelling contemporaries." 
Many of the elderly informants interviewed for this study still remembered their seasonal 
trek to Palestine to find pasture for their small cattle, and also to work as day labourers 
during harvest time. 
There was a conscious policy of bedouin sedentarization in Egypt proper earlier under 
Muhammad 'Ali (1804-40), cf. BAILEY/SHMUELI (1977), p. 38. CAMMÄR (1944), pp. 38-9, 
adds that the economic factor contributing to the settling of nomadic tribes in the 
Sarqiyyah should not be overlooked: "(bedouins could maintain their nomadic lifestyle] as 
long as they could compensate the lack of the pasture by robbing caravans on the one hand 
and plundering fallaheen [i.e. peasants] on the other. When public security was ensured 
and merchants or pilgrims caravans ceased to cross Sinai, it became inevitable that those 
nomads should either migrate from the country or change their mode of life. No 
encouraging region for migration was accessible in the adjoining countries and the latter 
alternative [i.e. to settle in the Sarqiyyah] was the only solution." 
BAILEY/SHMUELI (1977), p. 32, fn 27, write: "Barriers arising within the permanent 
migratory cycle of nomads often afect the traditional pastoral-nomadic system." 
Free after BAILEY (1991), pp. 6-7. Bailey also mentions that smuggling activities (as an 
important source of income for the bedouins) decreased due to the frontline between Israeli 
and Egyptian forces along the Suez Canal and the Gulf of Suez. This forced bedouin men 
to seek income from wage-labour jobs in Israel and in Israeli enterprises in Sinai. 
I was told that the first (primary) schools outside al'AriS were not established until the 
early 1960s. 
It may sound paradoxical: members of bedouin tribes have become more mobile after 
giving up their (semi-)nomadic lifestyle. The term "mobility" in this context should 
therefore be understood to refer to individual mobility, which is more on an ad hoc basis 
than the regular seasonal trek of a nomadic collective. In this sense, men are generally those 
who have become more mobile, but in Sinai also (usually older) women will visit the 
different weekly markets (e.g. sûg ilxamïs "the Thursday market (in al'Aris)", sûg 
ilarba'ah "the Wednesday market (in Gatyah)", and süg ilgum'ah "the Friday market near 
Rafah)", where they meet members of other tribes and the populations of towns in the area. 
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The effect of this exposure to the developed world, especially among the 
younger generations, has found an important part of its expression in the speech 
of these bedouins. 

b. Cultural background. 

In a cultural sense, the Sinai desert, as the natural western extension of 
Arabia Petraea, is much more part of a larger area covering the northern Higäz 
(or Hejaz), southern Transjordania, and the Negev, than it is of Egypt, to which 
it now belongs in a political and administrative sense. 

To mention just a few of the many manifestations, this shared cultural 
background is apparent from customs pertaining to tribal law (cf. STEWART 
(1987c), p. 480), wedding customs (cf. BAILEY (1974b)), and the tradition of oral 
poetry (cf. BAILEY (1991)13). More visibly in daily life, the traditional dress of 
the bedouins, their professional activities (rearing small cattle, date palm 
cultivation), as well as their agricultural tools, such as the plough (referred to as 
fard) with the typical funnel-shaped implement (the so-called bûgu) mounted 
on the sole, or the hôgal (or hawgal a "threshing board with sharp stones 
jammed in its underside"), rather than the nôrag ("a threshing sled on iron 
cutting wheels") one finds in the Egyptian Delta, are all clearly not of the 
Egyptian type. The opposition is that between a bedouin and (formerly) (semi-) 
nomadic culture and a rural culture of farmers. 

Also in a linguistic sense, the influence of a more Syro-Palestinian culture 
is already apparent in the Sarqiyyah governorate. Together with Fahmi Abul 
Fadl, Peter Behnstedt and Manfred Woidich state that the dialects of the 
Sarqiyyah are nearer to those of Upper Egypt, and even to those of the Syro-
Palestinian area, than the dialects spoken in other parts of the Delta.15 .This 

BAILEY (1991) is a masterful collection of poems from Sinai and the Negev, and contains 
ample information, much of which is in footnotes to the poems, on almost every thinkable 
aspect of bedouin life. 
This bug pierces the sole of the plough, and through it the ploughman throws a few seeds at 
every two steps he takes. This is referred to as tanglt albizr "(lit.) sprinkling the seed", and 
the technique is applied to sow watermelon seeds. 
ABUL FADL (1961), p. 5. and the remark in BEHNSTEDT/WOIDICH(1983). p. 264: "[...] stehen 
die Dialekte der Sarqiyya denen Oberägyptens, ja sogar denen des syrisch
palästinensischen Raums, näher als denen des übrigen Deltas". 
BEHNSTEDT (1979), p. 63, fn 5, states that (in my translation) "[...] the crux in classifying 
Egyptian dialects are basically the dialects of the Sarqiyyah. Without these one could arrive 
at a smooth classification in northern, central, and southern dialects, corresponding to the 
geographical proportions. It is precisely the entire east of the Delta, however, which shows 
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influence, as we shall see, is even stronger in Sinai, and indeed, there is a 
considerable possibility that the tribal communities inhabiting and passing 
through this area have through the ages actually been the force exerting this 
linguistic influence on the dialects spoken in the eastern Nile Delta.16 

The dialects spoken by the various tribes in Sinai are an integral part of a 
shared cultural identity, and the bedouins of northern Sinai are generally very 
conscious of their common background, but also of the differences that exist 
between their tribes. Murray's remark17 on bedouins in southern Sinai that 
"among themselves, they can distinguish each tribe and subtribe by their looks 
and dialects [...]" holds for bedouins in northern Sinai as well.18 

c. Surrounding dialects. 

An important question in a dialect geography is how the dialects of the 
investigated area link up, or maybe do not link up, to dialects spoken in their 
immediate vicinity. Our knowledge of dialects to the south of the northern Sinai 
littoral is limited. One publication partially filling this hiatus is NTSHIO (1992), 
which gives a basic vocabulary of the dialect of the obâliyyah, a tribe in the 
mountainous south central part of Sinai (known as atjür) near St. Catherine's 
Monastery. 

Publications on dialects which directly link up to dialects spoken in the 
northeast of Sinai are: BLANC (1970), the dialect of the Dullâm in the Negev, and 
STEWART (1987, 1990), the dialect of the Ahaywât (who are found in the central 
eastern part of Sinai) and this publication also contains some information on the 
dialects of other tribes in Sinai, such as the Taràbïn (of the north and of the 
south), the Braykât, and the Safâyhih.19 

Quite a number of publications shed light on dialects spoken directly to 
the east of our area. Apart from older publications BERGSTRÄSSER (1915), a 
dialect atlas of Syria and Palestine, and CANTINEAU (1936, 1937), studies on 

many similarities with Southern Middle Egyptian, and Upper Egyptian, which, in the end, 
is best explained by the intensive bedouin settlement of these areas." 
For the eastern Sarqiyyah, map 552 in BEHNSTEDTAVOIDICH (1985b) provides a measure as 
to how great this influence must have been. SCHÖLCH (1976-7), pp. 49-50, writes that in 
1882 about 11 % of the population of the Sarqiyyah were bedouins. 
Cf. MURRAY (1935), pp. 256-7. 
Comments on the speech of other tribes of informants interviewed for this study, although 
frequently anecdotic, were often particularly accurate. 
Cf. STEWART (1990), preface, p. vii. 

17 
18 
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some dialects of Arab nomads in the Orient, there are the more recent 
publications: CLEVELAND (1964, 1967), PALVA (1976, 1980, 1984a, 1984-86 1989, 
1991), BANI YASIN/OWENS (1984), ROSENHOUSE (1984a, 1984b), SALONEN (1979, 
1980), and YRTTIAHO (1988). 

On dialects spoken directly to the west of northern Sinai, i.e. in Egypt 
proper, the publications at our disposal are ABUL FADL (1961), a PhD study on 
the phonology of the dialects of the Sarqiyyah, WOIDICH (1979), an article on the 
phonology and morphology of il'Awämra, a village in the eastern Sarqiyyah, 
WOIDICH (1980), texts from the same village, and BEHNSTEDTAVOIDICH (1985a, 
1985b, 1987 (and 1988)), a dialect atlas of Egypt. 

Information from these publications has been incorporated in this study to 
place the dialects of northern Sinai in a larger geographical perspective. 

d. Bedouin tribes found in the northern Sinai littoral today. 

Apart from the populations of the regional center of al'Arïs and of Rafah, 
and the mostly newly immigrated Egyptians, bedouins organized in fourteen or 
fifteen tribes populate the northern Sinai littoral, either directly on the coast, or 
just to the south of it. Roughly from east to west the tribes whose dialects were 
researched for this study are: Rmêlât, Sawârkah, northern Tarâbin, Biliy, 
Dawâgrah, Biyyâdiyyah, Axârsah, Samâ'nah, 'Agâylah, Masâ'ïd, and 
'Ayâydah. 

Other tribes in the area, the dialects of which would be a topic for future 
research (preferably soon), are the Riyâsât, who are reported to be living in the 
area near asSêx Zwayyid20, the pariah tribe of Malâlhah, who, I was told, today 
live up in Wâdi al<Ari?~\ the 'Alawiyyah in Gatyah, of whom Murray22 writes 
that they are a branch of the Hwêtàt, whereas atTayyib23 holds that they are 

20 SUQAYR (1916), p. 99, mentions them as a branch of the Sawârkah. Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 
589, however, writes that this is incorrect, and that they are related to Riyâsât found 
elsewhere in the Arab world (Egypt, Palestine, Jordan, the Higâz and Yemen are 
mentioned). 
SUQAYR (1916), p. 124, writes that the Malâlhah live in an area called al'U^rah together 
with the Tarâbin and the Sawârkah, and that they are the lowest of the Hutaym (Htèm) 
tribes. If their social isolation resulting from their lowly status has been as rigorous as in the 
case of the Dawâgrah, their dialect is certainly worth future research. I did not research the 
dialect of the Malâlhah for this study in order not to risk jeopardizing the continuation of 
my field research, since I was told that one cannot simply go up the wâdl without being 
stopped by the authorities. 
Cf. MURRAY (1935), p. 252 (cAlawin and Haweitat in his transcription). 
Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 613. 
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related to the Awläd 'Ali living along the Mediterranean coast west of 
Alexandria, and the Gatâwiyyah, of whom Suqayr writes that they originate 
from the Higäz.24 

e. Present-day distribution and remarks on the history of bedouin tribes in this 
study. 

Most of the tribes researched for this study are settled more or less along 
the main road from the border town of Rafah in the east to the ferry at 
alGantarah (Sarg) on the Suez Canal in the west, which is also roughly the 
route of the old railroad to Palestine. The second map on p. I in the appendix 
shows the approximate distribution of the tribes, the dialects of which were 
researched for this study. 

Starting in the northeast: the Rmêlât inhabit a narrow strip of land on the 
Mediterranean coast between Rafah and asSêx Zwayyid. In the past the Rmëlàt 
lived in a fertile area named alGarärah, north of Xän Yünis (Khan Yunis), in 
what is now known as the Gaza Strip. After their wars with the Tarâbïn25, they 
were pushed south towards the area where they now live. Before they moved to 
alGarärah, where they initially settled, they are reported to have originated 
from alGatif, in the eastern Arab Peninsula, after which they moved to Dânâ in 
northern Jordan.26 BAILEY (1985) estimates their arrival in Sinai to have been in 
the eighteenth century at the latest. 

The Sawârkah live to the south of the Rmêlât, farther west in Wâdî 
al'Arîs, and along the Mediterranean coast towards arRödah. AtTayyib writes 
that the origin of their name is doubtful, but that one theory traces them back to 
Wâdî Sawâlik in the Higâz, from which they are said to originate, hence they 
called themselves Sawâlkah. Later the name changed to Sawârkah, although 
atTayyib is unsure whether this wâdî still exists under the same name. They are 
reported to be the largest tribe in Sinai, who during their wars with several other 

24 The number of fourteen or fifteen tribes is uncertain, since ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 614, also 
mentions the alGatâwiyyah, who today live in the Gatyah oasis (hence their name), and in 
alGantarah Sarg in northern Sinai, as well as in several locations in Daqahliyyah, 
Sarqiyyah, Garbiyyah and Qalyübiyyah in Egypt proper. I have, however, never heard 
any of my informants mention this tribe, or met any of its members. 

25 cf. BAILEY (1981-2), p. 146, where it is reported that the Rmêlât were pushed out of their 
dlrah (Garârah) north of Xän Yünis by the Tarâbln Abu Sittah and emigrated to North 
Sinai between Rafah and Abu Tuwaylah either during the conquest of the Negev in 1799, 
or following the war of Abu Sirhân (1813-1816). Cf. also SUQAYR (1916), p. 582. 

26 Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), pp. 581-8, and SUQAYR (1916), p. 121. 
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tribes in Sinai (Taràbin, Hwêtât) were pushed back to the sandy strip of land 
along the northeastern coast of Sinai, where they live today. In the past, 
however, they were found as far west as Bir al'Abd, and as far south as the 
mountainous region of atTür, both in Sinai." Bailey estimates their arrival in 
Sinai to have been in the eighteenth century at the latest.28 

The small tribe of Biliy (the subsection named alBaradd) are related to 
the tribe of the same name (usually transcribed as Bill or Bali) of the northern 
Higâz, and are reported to have arrived in Sinai before Islam.29 They live to the 
south of the Sawârkah, and are actually not on the Mediterranean coast or the 
southern shore of the Bardawil Lagoon. 

Because of the identified typological similarities of the dialects of these 
tribes with that of the Dulläm in the Negev described in BLANC (1970), and the 
dialect of the Ahaywät™ (in east central Sinai) as appearing in STEWART (1987a, 
1990), the dialects of these tribes have been joined together to form group I, and 
are described in chapter I (in this study the Roman numbers of the groups to 
which the tribes have been assigned correspond to the numbering of the 
descriptive chapters). 

In the middle of northern Sinai, on the peninsula of azZugbah and on the 
southern shore of the Bardawil Lagoon live the Dawâgrah, who are a tribe of 
fishermen. They are considered a pariah tribe, and members of this tribe do not 
intermarry with members of other tribes.31 Since the dialect of this tribe shows 

27 
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Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 572, fn 1. 
Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 49. 
Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 47. Cf. BAILEY (1991), p. 51 (map 3), for the position of the tribal area 
of their relatives in the Higäz in the nineteenth century. 
The Ahaywàt are said (oral communication from several sources in the field) to have 
originally split off from the Masâ'îd as a 'ètah (or 'äylah, "family"). Cf. also MURRAY 
1935), p. 248: "the Laheiwat are a section, which has broken away from the Masacid 
division of the Beni cAtiya, and now forms a tribe of its own, famous for its enterprise and 
ferocity". Cf. also SUQAYR (1916), p. 122, and ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 151. BAILEY (1985), p. 
48, estimates their arrival in central Sinai to have been in the seventeenth century (at the 
latest). ATTAYYIB (1997) , Part 1, p. 222, reports that there are still a few families of the 
Ahaywàt living in "southern Palestine", i.e. the Negev. Cf. ibid. pp. 219-222 for a story on 
how the Ahaywàt came to be a separate tribe. Their name is there said to be derived from 
the word u jAa "spring plant", the leaves and flowers of which were eaten by hungry 
(now so called) Ahaywàt when they first came to Sinai. The same story is reported in 
BATLEY/SHMUELI (1977), p. 29, and the plant is identified as "Launaea nudicaulis". 
The Dawâgrah are said to be Htêm (or Hutaym, cf. E.I.), who are Mtêr (or Mutayr). Cf. 
e.g. OPPENHEIM (1943), p. 140. The story told (by members of other tribes) concerning their 
pariah status is that during the earliest times of Islam, a Dwègriy woman named Oaràdah 
was caught trying to smuggle a message hidden in her hair to warn the unbelievers among 
the Qurays against an oncoming raid by the followers of the Prophet. The Prophet, 
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a great number of typological differences with surrounding dialects, clearly 

setting it apart from these, it is treated separately in chapter IV. 

In and near the oasis of Gatyah32 in the northwest of Sinai live the 

Samâ'nah^. AtTayyib paraphrases Qalqasandi writing that they are a branch of 

the Banii Mahdi, forming a batn^ of the Gudâm, and that together with the 

Sa'adiyyin they were among the first tribes to settle in northern Sinai, after 

which butûn of the Tayyi' arrived from the Sâm (an area roughly covering 

today's Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel), such as the Biyyàdiyyah, Axärsah and 

'Agâylah. 

To the west of the Satnâ'nah live the 'Agâylah, who are reported to be of 

Qahtâni (also Tayyi') origin, as a batn of the Ta'labah. After emigrating from 

the Nagd, they initially lived in Palestine, after which they emigrated to Sinai 

and Egypt proper in Ayyubid times (i.e. under Saladin in the twelfth century 

A.D.)35. Bailey estimates their arrival in Sinai to have been between the tenth 

(perhaps earlier) and thirteenth centuries.36 Although the dialects of the 

Satnâ'nah and 'Agâylah show some notable differences, they do have some 

peculiarities in common justifying their treatment as one group (group II), 

which is described in chapter II. 

however, was warned by the archange! Gabriel, and öarädah was caught in the act. After 
this act of betrayal the whole tribe was from then on denied any type of equal relationship 
with the other tribes. The Qur'ân verses mentioned with respect to this story are Surah 60 : 
1,9, 13 (oral information from several independent sources in the field). ATTAYYIB (1993), 
pp. 743-4 gives the same story, and remarks in a footnote that the lady's name was actually 
Sarah. 
KENNETT (1925), pp. 23-4 gives another unflattering story concerning their lowly status, 
which I shall not repeat here. Whatever the truth behind such stories, the social isolation of 
the Dawägrah has been the result (or perhaps even the other way around; their low social 
status led to such stories), and we shall see that their dialect must have remained largely 
unchanged ever since their arrival in Sinai. 

32 SUQAYR (1916), p. 174, writes that before the opening of the Suez Canal Gatyah was 
administratively part of the Province of Sarqiyyah. 

33 MURRAY (1935), p. 252, reports on the Sam'ana (sic), that "they are said to have come from 
Syria and to be of Jewish origin", but does not reveal his sources. ATTA YYTB (1993), p. 600. 
BAILEY (1985) does not date their arrival in Sinai. 

34 A batn is a subsection, pi. butûn. ATTAYYIB (1997), p. 26 gives an outline of the "layers of 
kinship" with the terms used in this respect (starting with the highest layer) assa'b "the 
people", (each following term is then a subdivision of the preceding:) qabilah (pi. qabail) 
"tribe", 'imârah (pi. 'arnä'ir) "(lit.) structure", batn (pi. butûn) "(lit.) belly / inner 
portion", faxd (pi. fuxüd) "(lit.) thigh", and the lowest subdivision is called afafdah (pi. 
fasâ'il) "(lit.) group/family" or 'asïrah (pi. 'asä'ir) "(lit.) clan, kinsfolk" used in the same 
meaning. 

35 Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 612. 
36 Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 47. 
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To the west of the Dawâgrah and north of Gatyah live the Biyyädiyyah. 
Murray quotes Jarvis, then Governor of Sinai, on the (in Murray's transcription) 
Bayadiyin: "[...] all lusty specimens of six feet or more, with huge patriarchal 
beards. Their origin is unknown, but their insistence on their pure Arab blood, 
and the application of Arab laws and ordinances to the tribe is so marked, that 
one feels that they protest too much", and Jennings Bramly is quoted as having 
said: "They are said to have come from Arabia, but not to be Bedouin."3? Jarvis 
offers the sensational suggestion that they are the descendants of a stray colonial 
Roman legion stranded in Sinai after the Islamic conquests.3» Initially Bailey 
agrees with the theory of their non-bedouin background, and suggests that the 
Biyyädiyyah were not originally bedouins, but that they came as "[...] small 
peasant groups who trickled into Sinai from Egypt in order to cultivate some 
relatively fertile patches along the Mediterranean coast and hence adopted 
certain bedouin trappings".39 In a later article Bailey reconsiders the history of 
the Biyyädiyyah, and gives a somewhat more conservative summary of their 
(Bayyadhïyïn in his transcription) history, basing himself on a mixture of 
written and oral sources (cf. ibid, for references) (paraphrased): The 
Biyyädiyyah were originally part of the larger Qahtanï confederation of Öudäm, 
and are reported to have been "the first tribe to join 'Amr ibn al'Äs in the 
conquest of Egypt. "4o The date of their arrival in Sinai must have been between 
the 7th and 10th centuries A.D., after which they initially settled more to the 
east, near al'Aris, but in the 13th century their presence in the Gatyah oasis is 
attested.*» This means that the Biyyädiyyah are the third oldest tribe living in 
Sinai today, preceded only by Biliy in the north, and the Gbäliyyah in central 
southern Sinai, the latter of whom are reported to have been sent there from 
Egypt and the Balkan by the Emperor Justinian in the 6th century A.D. to serve 
and protect St. Catherine's monastery.« 

To the west of the Biyyädiyyah live the Axàrsah. This tribe is estimated to 
have come to Sinai between the tenth (perhaps earlier) and thirteenth centuries 
A.D.« AtTayyib writes that they, like the 'Agäylah, are of Qahtanï (Tayyi', 
originally from Yemen) origin, and that they are related to the Biyyädiyyah, 

37 Cf. MURRAY ( 1935), p. 252. Jennings Bramly was also a Governor of Sinai. 
38 Cf. JARVIS (1931), p. 17. 
39 BAILEY (1977), p. 29 (+ fn 4). 
40 Cf. ibid. (1985), pp. 1-2. 
41 Cf. ibid. pp. 47 and 21. 
42 Cf. SUQAYR (1916), pp. 114 and 392. 
43 Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 47. 
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with whom they came to Sinai during the times of Salâh adDin44 (or Saladin), 
i.e. in the twelfth century. The dialects of the Biyyädiyyah and Axârsah have 
been joined together in this study to form group III, and are described in chapter 
in. 

Other tribes inhabiting the area are the "northern" Tarâbïn (notes on their 
dialect have been included in chapter I) living to the south of the Sawärkah. The 
Tarâbïn are estimated to have come to Sinai in the sixteenth century.45 

To the west of the Axârsah we find the Masâ'id46, who live in and around 
the village of öilbänah. The Masâ'id of northern Sinai are related to the tribe 
of the same name in the northern Higâz, east of 'Agabah (Aqaba in southern 
Jordan), and today sections of this tribe may be found in Jordan, Syria, and 
Palestine/Israel. The Ahaywâî are reported to have split off as a 'ëlah (or 'âylah, 
lit. "family" or "clan") from the Masâ'ld.41 The Masâ'id are estimated to have 
arrived in northern Sinai in the eighteenth century (at the latest).48 AtTayyib 
writes49 that they are of 'Adnânï origin, and that they, as a 'asirah (clan) of 
Saybân or Bakr (who are now part of the 'Adnânï tribe of 'Anazah), were found 
in the eastern Nagd and the northwest of Iraq until the beginning of the fifth 
century Higrah (appr. the 11th century A.D.), after which they moved to the 
northwestern Higâz with a number of the Mutayr. There they became 
neighbours of the Banu 'Uqbah (of the Qahtânï öudäm) living near 'Aqabah 
with whom they mixed. In the seventh century Higrah (appr. the 13th century 
A.D.) the greater part of the Masâ'id and Band 'Uqbah wandered into Palestine, 
but after the eighth century Higrah (appr. the 14th century A.D.) many of the 
Masâ'id moved back (after a battle) to the northern Higâz (near 'Aqabah), to 
mix again with parts of the Band 'Uqbah who had stayed behind, and with the 
Banu 'Atiyah (or Bani 'Atiye). They closed pacts during the Ottoman era with 
the Huwaytât (or Hwëtât) and Tarâbïn in Sinai, Egypt and Palestine, and were 
paid by the Ottomans to guard the pilgrimage routes to Mecca from Egypt and 
Syria, as well as trade routes between the Higâz and 'Agabah. 

44 Cf. ATTAYYTB (1993), p. 610. 
45 Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 48. The "northern" Tarâbïn are related to the "southern" Tarâbïn 

living in Nwêbi' (i.e. Nuweiba) atTarâbïn and in Wâdï Watïr in the southeast of Sinai 
on the Gulf of Aqaba. 
The Masâ'id (sg. Mas'ùdiy) are known for their judges (the (sg.) mansad) who are 
specialized in matters of honour in cases of the sexual violation of women, cf. BAILEY 
(1991), p. 91, and SUQAYR (1916), p. 398. 

47 Cf. fn 30 in this study. 
48 Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 49. Cf. BAILEY (1991), p. 51 (map 3) for the position of the Masâ'id 

of the northern Higâz in the nineteenth century. 
4 9 What follows is a paraphrase of ATTAYYIB (1997), pp. 137-8. 

46 
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The 'Ayâydah50, who live to the south of the Masâ'ld along the eastern 
bank of the Suez Canal (and also across the canal on its western bank), are 
estimated to have arrived in Sinai in the seventeenth century (at the latest).31 

They are reported to be of Qahtânï origin.52 AtTayyib also reports that they 
lived in central southern Sinai (the Tür region) before moving to where they are 
now after a drought struck the south, and that they had palm groves in the south 
until the beginning of this century53. The dialects of the Masâ'ld and 'Ayäydah 
form a southern continuation (inside northern Sinai, that is) of group I towards 
the west, enveloping groups II, III and IV. Remarks on the dialects of this 
southern branch are therefore included in chapter I of this study. 

As for the settling of bedouin tribes in the Sarqiyyah: CAMMÄR (1944) 
mentions the Qahtânï (or Southern Arab)54 Tayyi' (alternatively transcribed as 
Tayy) subdivisions of öudäm and Laxm, and to a lesser extent the (also 
subdivisions of Tayyi') Sinbis (or Sunbus),*Ta'labah55, Rabi'ah56, and Banü 
Saxri7 as the main tribes to settle in the eastern Nile Delta. These tribes 
originated from the ifigâz or the southwestern Arabian Peninsula. Some of 
these initially moved to the Syrian desert or the northern Nufüd (in what is now 

5 0 The tribe is known for their judge (the mbasSi') executing the biS'ah, i.e. the licking of the 
red-hot iron to establish the accused's innocence or guilt when no (reliable) witnesses are 
available, cf. BAILEY (1991), p. 5, STEWART (1988, glossary: biS'a) and (1990, index: 
Licking the iron), SUQAYR (1916), p. 399, MURRAY (1935), p. 232-4, and for less favourable 
reference to a mbassi' JARVIS (1931), pp. 44-5. Cf. also fn 726 to II, 4.5. 

51 Cf. BAILEY (1985), pp. 48-9. 
52 Cf. BAILEY (1977), p. 29. 
53 Cf. ATTAYYIB (1993), p. 721-2. Cf. also SUQAYR (1916), pp. 109-10, and BAILEY (1977), p. 

30. The tribe is well known for the mbaWi', the judge executing the bis'ah "fire ordeal" or 
"licking of the hot iron" to establish the guilt or innocence of someone accused of a serious 
crime where no (reliable) witnesses are available, cf. SUQAYR (1916), p. 399. 

54 A basic subdivision in the traditional geneology of Arab tribes is that of al'Arab 
al'Äribah "the true Arabs", who originally lived in Southern Arabia (or Yemen) and are 
descendants of Qahtân (son of Säm "Shem, eldest son of Noah") and who are subdivided 
in Himyar and Kahlân, and al'Arab alMusta'ribah "(lit.) the Arabs who have become 
Arabs", who originally inhabited the northern regions of the Arabian Peninsula and 
descend from 'Adnân (also son of Sâm) and Ismâ'îl (Ishmael, son of Ibrahim 
"Abraham"), cf. CAMMÄR (1944), p. 15, and also ATTAYYIB (1997), p. 25. 

55 Cf. Peter Behnstedt, Manfred Woidich "Die Arabisierung Ägyptens" (to appear), maps 2 
and 3 on the movement of bedouin tribes to Egypt in the 12th-15th centuries, and ibid, map 
11 for the large number of place names in the eastern Nile Delta that can be traced back to 
the öudäm. <AMMÄR (1944), Vol. H, maps 6-8, illustrates the same. 

56 MURRAY (1935), pp. 25 and 33, however, mentions the Rabica (Rabi'ah) as an Ismâ'lli 
(i.e. 'Adnänt) tribal confederation. 

57 Cf. CAMMÂR(1944), Vol. I, p, 23. 
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northern Saudi Arabia), but stayed there only temporarily before they came to 
Egypt.58 

Another tribe to reach the Sarqiyyah were al'Äyid (or al'Âyid). cAmmär 
writes that they were a subdivision of the öudäm, but states that their influence 
on the settled population there was less than that of the other tribes.59 We see 
thus that the main Arab element to settle in the province of Sarqiyyah, after 
having arrived there at different times in history, is of the tribal confederation 
of Tayyi', who are Qahtânï through Kahlän. The tribes to have had influence in 
the Sarqiyyah are therefore, far in history, of a relatively homogeneous 
southwestern/fftgäzf origin. Other Arab elements to have exerted their influence 
on the Sarqiyyah are öuhaynah and Biliy, both descendents of Qudâ'ah, a 
branch of the (also Kahlâni) Himyar60, and these öuhaynah and Biliy preceded 
the Tayyi' tribes (in the first Kahlânï wave in the second or third century 
A.D.61) to come to these parts of the Nile Delta, but were later pushed out by 
the conquering Arab tribes who had converted to Islam. 

f. Remarks on the estimated dates of arrival of bedouin tribes in northern Sinai. 

The estimates of the arrival of these bedouin tribes in Sinai in BAILEY 
(1985) and ATTAYYIB (1993) quoted in the preceding paragraphs show a basic 
chronological dichotomy which has its present-day geographical dimension. 
(For illustration of the following remarks the reader is referred to the map 
"Approximate distribution of bedouin tribes in northern Sinai" on p. I in the 
appendix, and MAP 74 "Dialect groups in northern Sinai" on p. XXVI in the 
appendix). 

The tribes of groups II (Samâ'nah and 'Agâylah) and III (Biyyâdiyyah and 
Axärsah) currently settled in the northwest arrived before the thirteenth century, 
whereas tribes of group I today found in the northeast (Rmèlât, Sawàrkah, 
Tarâbïn, except Biliy) and central Sinai (Ahaywât), and to the southwest 
('Ayâydah) and west (Masâ'ïd) of groups II and III arrived in the sixteenth 
century or later. The treatment of the dialects of these tribes in the proposed 
different groups thus has a historical, as well as a geographical dimension, 
although the latter dimension is only limitedly visible; we shall see that the 

3 8 Cf. ibid., p. 18. 
59 Cf. ibid., pp. 33-4. 
6 0 Cf. ibid., p. 17, fn 1, and p. 24, and also MURRAY (1935), p. 24. Both sources add a 

footnote however, that the claimed Qahtânï origin of the Qudâ'ah is not undisputed. 
61 Cf. CAMMÂR ( 1944), Vol. II, map 4. 
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dialects of the tribes who arrived after the sixteenth century and are today found 
in the northwest (i.e. the 'Ayäydah, estimated to have arrived in the seventeenth 
century at the latest, and the Masä'ld, eighteenth century at the latest62) link up 
typologically to group I, rather than to groups II and III. 

The dialect of Biliy, who arrived before Islam, although treated in chapter 
I, occupies a special place within group I. The fact that it is treated in this 
chapter has more to do with its development towards the dialect type of group I, 
very likely due to its relative geographical proximity to the tribes of this 
group63, than with the assumed original typological features. The presumably 
older dialect type shows some important typological peculiarities, some of 
which are reminiscent of features found in group IV. 

The chapters in which the dialects of these tribes are treated are briefly 
prefaced with remarks on their present-day distribution in Sinai, professional 
activities, and estimated numbers (if available). Because of the suspected 
influence of these tribal dialects on the development of the dialect type of the 
eastern Nile Delta64, the distribution of the tribes in this area will also be 
mentioned, although I cannot claim to be exhaustive in this respect. 

The dialect of the regional center of al'Aris, as spoken by its original 
population the Fawaxriyyah, was earlier concluded not to be of a bedouin 
type.65 An outline of the dialect of this town is given in the first part of chapter 
V. The second part of this chapter contains a brief description of the dialect of 
Gazzah (Gaza) primarily based on SALONEN (1979, 1980), with a few additional 
remarks based on BERGSTRÄSSER (1915). Since both dialects are spoken in 
(relatively nearby) towns, and may therefore be expected of a sedentary type, 
and because they are expected to have been exposed to comparable influences 
from bedouin dialects, they are compared in C. I. b. 

A typological characterization of these dialects is provided in the 
conclusions of this study (cf. C. II. The dialects of al'Aris and Gazzah compared 

62 Cf. BAILEY (1985), p. 49. 
63 As TRUDGILL (1986), p. 39, puts it: "The geographical parameter of diffusion models 

becomes relevant because, other things being equal and transport patterns permitting, 
people on average come into contact most often with people who live closest to them and 
least often with people who live furthest away." 

64 As described in ABUL FADL (1961), WOIDICH (1979,1980), and BEHNSTEDT/WOIDICH (1985a, 
1985b, 1988). 

65 Cf. DE JONG (1995), p. 106, and p. 113 (appendix). 
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to dialects of Palestine and Transjordan). The dialect of the town of Rafah 
awaits investigation.66 

g. Research questions and purpose of this study. 

The primary aim of this study is to give a synchronic description of the 
phonology and morphology of the dialects under investigation. These 
descriptions then serve to identify the differences between them, and similarities 
shared by them, as well as to establish their typological position in a larger 
geographical area. 

The original purpose of this study was twofold: to give a description of 
the phonology and morphology of dialects spoken in northern Sinai, and to 
investigate the influences these dialects must have had on the development of 
the dialect type spoken in the eastern part of the Egyptian province of the 
Sarqiyyah (in the eastern Nile Delta) in terms of "dialect contact", along the 
lines of reasoning developed in various publications by Trudgill. However, 
when in the course of the field research the relatively great variety of dialects in 
northern Sinai was uncovered, it became clear that in order to investigate such 
influences, one had to know more exactly which tribes had settled where in the 
Sarqiyyah, when, among whom, in what numbers, etc. This would have 
required much more time for historical research, in order to establish stable 
parameters, than could be afforded. I hope, however, that this study, which is 
now a dialect geography, may provide a solid basis for an investigation in terms 
of dialect contact in the future. 

The study in hand thus aims to find answers to a number of related 
questions. The first one of these was posed by Blanc67: how far does the Negev 
dialectal type extend westward into the Sinaitic Peninsula? 

Remarks quoted by Murray and Bailey on "Egyptian accents, manners, 
and dress", and "their way of talking [which] is not that of true Bedouin"68 

concerning the tribes inhabiting northwestern Sinai, prompt a similar question: 
how far, if at all, does the Egyptian (eastern) Delta dialect type extend eastward 
into northern Sinai? 

66 Due to sensitivities already referred to in the preface of this study, it was deemed wiser not 
to carry out any field work in this border town. 

67 Cf. BLANC (1970), p. 2(113). 
63 Cf. BAILEY (1991), p. 5, and MURRAY (1935), p. 251. 
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Although little was known of the dialects of this area, a certain 

homogeneity is often suggested when various authors refer to "the Sinai 

dialects"69. The next question is therefore: is such homogeneity really to be 

found in Sinai70, or is there perhaps a type of patchwork situation, where each 

patch constitutes a tribal dialect?71 

If there is such a patchwork situation, does northern Sinai today, with its 

historical role as a natural land bridge between the eastern and western Arab 

world, also have the function of a land bridge in a linguistic sense? If we were 

to study the dialect(s) spoken in the area, can we then perhaps identify this part 

of the Arab world as an area of transition between the dialect-type spoken in the 

eastern Nile Delta and that spoken in the Negev and southern Jordan? In other 

69 

70 

For instance in PALVA (1984), p. 16, where the author speaks of "the Sinai dialects". On the 
other hand, PALVA (1991), p.154, offers more nuance when he states that "the most serious 
gaps in the linguistic material available thus far concern the Tuwara in the south of Sinai, 
the small tribes of the Gatya group in the northwestern corner of Sinai, and the Terabin and 
Tiyâhâ tribes living in northern Sinai and to the south of the Gaza strip." 
YRTTIAHO (1988), p. 149 is another example of over-generalization where for Sinai a + is 
listed for (resyllabication of) syllable structure in nouns CVCaCV-* CCVCV. In this case it 
is not only an over-generalization, but also a misrepresentation of the actual situation (cf. 
remarks below in this introduction in A. III. d. Thejahawah-syndrome and resyllabication 
pX£fliT^je^uençes); we shall see that the only dialect spoken in Sinai known so far that 
has such a rule is that of the Dawägrah, and another is that of the Hwëfât (cf. C. VIII. 
Observations on the dialects of the Hwêtât and Bani 'Attye). 
PROCHAZKA (1988), p. 18, remarks: "tansên, tansôn instead of more current Sinaitic tansay, 
tansaw"; the latter two forms may be widespread in Sinai, but we shall see that these are 
definitely not the only forms heard in Sinai. 
PROCHAZKA (1993) (no relation of the afore-mentioned author) on pp. 168, 178-9, 199 and 
250 has a number of remarks on "Sinai", basing himself primarily on STEWART (1990), but 
we shall see that for dialects not appearing in STEWART (1990), the picture may look quite 
different. 
One could imagine several dialect geographical situations. Given the fact that the different 
tribes living in Sinai today are reported to originate from, or at least have spent numerous 
generations in, various parts of the Arab world, passing through different areas, and 
arriving in Sinai at different times in history (cf. BAILEY (1985)), one might have expected a 
type of patchwork situation in which every tribe speaks its own dialect, and in which the 
differences between these dialects are unrelated to the geographical spread of the tribes. We 
shall see that, to a considerable extent, this is the case with the dialect of the Dawägrah, 
which is quite different from the surrounding dialects, which are tinged more evenly in 
relation to each other. 
The basic assumption is that a given tribal community will speak its own dialect. This 
should not be understood to mean that other tribal comunities cannot speak the same, or a 
similar dialect, nor should it mean that differences would not exist within one such tribal 
community (cf., for instance, the different reflexes katir and kitir for *katlr, which are 
reported for different subsections of the Biyyâtfiyyah (cf. chapter III, 3.1.1.1.1.). 
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words: if there are "patches", are they then interrelated in such a way that they 
constitute a continuum? And if so, in how far can these dialects be concluded to 
form a western branch of the Northwestern group of bedouin dialects (referred 
to here as NWA) proposed in PALVA (1991)? Could we perhaps add to the criteria 
mentioned there to identify such dialects, or do some of these criteria need to be 
modified? 

II. Fieldwork methodology. 

a. Infrastructural arrangements. 

Dialect research in Egypt, as in many Arab countries, is often done by 
non-Arabs and generally not viewed favourably. The main reason appears to be 
that in most cases the authorities fail to see any direct relevance for such 
explorations, and will almost automatically assume that to investigate a certain 
dialect cannot be the "real" reason that a foreigner wishes to visit a given area. 
Suspicions as to the hidden agenda behind such activities are only amplified 
when the region happens to be in an area highly sensitive due to its strategic 
importance, such as Sinai. 

The difficulties involved in conducting the necessary field research had 
therefore kept northern Sinai free from any recent systematic linguistic inquiry, 
and thus preserved a blind spot between the better researched areas of the Negev 
and southern Jordan to the east, and the Egyptian Delta dialects to the west. 

It was to colour in this blind spot that official permission was requested 
through highly regarded channels from the relevant authorities in Cairo to 
conduct linguistic fieldwork in northern Sinai. These official requests were 
turned down twice. Since I never received a negative reply to the third request, 
however, I concluded that there were no longer any official objections against 
my proposed activities, and felt free to continue. Maintaining a low profile, 
being entirely open about my intentions to the people I dealt with, and 
restricting actual field visits to an acceptable minimum - while not engaging in 
any spying - ensured my access to the area. 

For the field trips I used to hire a taxi to go from al'Aris to the tribes of 
my choice. I was usually accompanied by a taxi driver, Sâlim, who is a member 
of a respected bedouin family himself, and who is, also as a result of his 
profession, well-known throughout the area. A distinct advantage of employing 
his services was that he could introduce me to members of the different tribes. 
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Being accompanied by a bedouin, rather than anybody else, I was also much 
more easily accepted by prospective informants than if I had gone without this 
respected intermediary.72 

Sâlim also knew quite precisely where members of the various tribes 
could be found, and he would take me to several locations not indicated on any 
of the maps that I had seen of the area. His knowledge of the area and its people 
proved to be indispensable for the type of research conducted. 

Most of the interviews were recorded on (regular size) C-90 compact 
cassettes, and the recording equipment used was usually a Sony memo-recorder. 
The principle advantage of these memo-recorders is their limited size, which 
minimizes any intimidating effect that electronic equipment may have on 
informants, combined with the quite acceptable quality of (speech) sound.73 

b. Selecting targets for field research. 

A general assumption in Arabic dialect studies is that the dialect of 
members of the same tribe will not differ substantially from one location to 
another within the same tribal area.74 The result is that if one draws isogloss 
bundles, these will coincide with the borders of the tribal territories. This basic 
assumption of uniformity of the dialect within a given social entity of a tribe 
was adopted as a working hypothesis during the research for this study as well, 
while at the same time it was put to the test by selecting (different) informants 
from different locations within one tribal area. 

The tribes listed in EUROCONSULT (1992) - the most recent publication 
with an inventory of the tribes present in northern Sinai today, and a map 

72 One day a session with the Sawärkah in Rödah went wrong after little over an hour of 
interviewing: the members of the mag'ad collectively decided not to answer my questions 
any longer. It was only later that I realized that part of the reason must have been that I was 
accompanied by an Egyptian teacher, who had hitched a ride from me from Balawiy 
territory - not a place where you would refuse someone a ride - and who had decided that, 
since he had nothing else planned, his presence during my visit to this Swêrkiy mag'ad 
was an excellent idea. In addition to this. I had hired another taxi driver from al'Arls that 
day, since the car of my regular taxi driver was in repairs. 

73 A disadvantage is their sensitivity to sand. I therefore always brought two memo-recorders 
on field trips. Nevertheless, on some occasions I still found myself jotting down notes after 
both recorders had stopped functioning. 

74 Cf. remarks in INGHAM (1979), p. 25, and remarks on "social dialects" in BLANC (1964), pp. 
12-4. 


