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Preface 

The idea for this book arose from one of the research seminars on Semitic 
dialectology organised in the Department of Semitic Studies, Heidelberg 
University. After some heated discussion, we came to the conclusion that 
there is a need to share our own experiences from the field, but also to talk 
about the methodology used in our discipline and research. The aim of this 
volume was to look at field research and its methodology from different 
perspectives and angles, narrated by active researchers with various back-
grounds. That is why we invited both experienced and young researchers. 

Obviously, many books and handbooks are used to prepare for linguistic 
fieldwork (e.g., Kibrik 1977; Werlen 1984; Vaux and Cooper 1999; Newman 
and Ratliff 2001; Crowley 2007; Sakel and Everett 2012; Thieberger 2012; 
Bowern 2015). However, these do not describe the specific intricacies of 
fieldwork within Semitic dialectology and the regions of its concern, especial-
ly the Middle East and North Africa. The existing literature in our discipline, 
on the other hand, often omits the author’s own experiences and difficulties 
they faced during their fieldwork, which keeps the fieldwork methodology 
out of discussion. But as we review the work of our colleagues, it becomes 
obvious that their fieldwork methods vary from each another significantly. 

Valuable information on fieldwork in Arabic countries can be found in 
the book Arabische Dialektgeographie. Eine Einführung (Behnstedt and Woi-
dich 2005) or some introductions to grammatical descriptions of Arabic dia-
lects. However, a real focus would be more useful. Recordings in Arabic dia-
lects are available at the SemArch. Semitisches Tonarchiv or CORVAM. Cor-
pus oral de variedades magrebíes/Speech corpus of Maghrebi varieties, but 
many are not available at all.1 Also, questionnaires, which are prepared by 
researchers before they leave for field studies, are usually unpublished.2 It 
can, therefore, be concluded that field research resources, tools and materi-
als are not readily available for Arabic dialectologists. 

The present volume consists of three parts, which have been separated 
thematically. The first part Field Research: Practical Experience contains arti-
cles that focus on field research in Arabic-speaking countries. The authors 
not only talk about methods they use but also quote from memories, some-

 
1 SemArch. Semitisches Tonarchiv. http://semarch.ub.uni-heidelberg.de; CORVAM. Cor-

pus oral de variedades magrebíes/Speech corpus of Maghrebi varieties. http://corvam. 
unizar.es. 

2 Dominique Caubet (2000) has published a questionnaire to study North African dialects. 
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Preface VIII 

times quite vividly of the problems they had to face. Sharing one’s own field 
experience, although important, is not easy for many researchers. 

Peter Behnstedt, known for his light-hearted style, describes a number of 
stories he encountered in his fieldwork, in Yemen, Syria and Egypt. He con-
cludes by stating that field research as a result of the political situation in 
the Middle East and North Africa can also be conducted in Europe or the 
United States. Werner Arnold continues this topic and writes about his 
fieldwork in Germany on Arabic dialects of the Turkish Hatay Province. Ma-
ria Lipnicka and Maciej Klimiuk deal in their article with their current dia-
lectological research on Gozo, the second island of the Maltese archipelago. 
The article focuses on methodology understood as soft skills. Emilie Zuniga, 
who conducted research in Syria, Lebanon and Southern Turkey, touches on 
ethical and social issues from the point of view of the female researcher. 
Judith Rosenhouse looks at her research through the prism of her own expe-
riences and discusses in her article, e.g., the difficulties encountered by re-
searchers in field research on Arabic dialects in Israel. Aharon Geva-Klein-
berger, who besides his fieldwork in Israel and Palestine, describes more 
broadly the research on Arabic dialects of Jews. Thomas Leddy-Cecere deals 
with the topic of field research among members of transnational popula-
tions on the example of his research with the Sudanese expatriate communi-
ty of Cairo and Syrian and Egyptian residents of the United States as an ex-
ample. This part ends with a study by Janet C.E. Watson, Miranda J. Morris, 
Abdullah al-Mahri, Munira A. al-Azraqi, Saeed al-Mahri and Ali al-Mahri on 
field research with speakers of the Modern South Arabian languages (MSAL) 
in southern Oman, eastern Yemen and eastern Saudi Arabia. 

The second part of the volume, entitled Tools, Methods and Historical 
Sources, begins with a text by Assaf Bar-Moshe on phonetic analysis of the 
Jewish dialect of Baghdad, which allowed that author to solve problems 
with the phonetic system of this dialect. Stefano Manfredi and Suat Istan-
bullu discuss in their article new solutions for annotating and analyzing plu-
rilingual corpora by means of a multilayered annotation system based on 
JAXE. Jonathan Owens describes in his text a quantitative treatment of dis-
course a corpus of Emirati Arabic and argues that the future of the study of 
spoken Arabic discourse lies in the analysis of large corpora. The article by 
Jason Schroepfer is a great introduction to the use of some basic tools to 
start a fieldwork project, conduct interviews, and create maps. The second 
part ends with Liesbeth Zack’s article on the interpretation of historical 
sources in Arabic dialectology. The author looks at sources in Egyptian Ara-
bic and Judeo-Arabic. 

The third part contains samples of questionnaires that have already been 
used in field research. Peter Behnstedt compiled them and Maciej Klimiuk 
rewrote them from Behnstedt’s notes/sheets, edited and corrected them. The 
first questionnaire was used in Syria to prepare a dialect atlas, which was 
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Preface IX 

published in 1997 (Behnstedt 1997), and the second one was aimed to gath-
er material for a language atlas of Morocco. Unfortunately, the Moroccan at-
las has not been released because the project still is in progress. The last 
questionnaire in the volume was created to gather vocabulary for the 
Wortatlas der arabischen Dialekte (Behnstedt and Woidich 2011–2014). We 
are grateful to Peter Behnstedt for providing us with this valuable material 
and for his consent to its releasing. 

At the end of the volume, three indices follow (‘Index of Names’, ‘Index 
of Places’, ‘Index of Subjects and Languages’), prepared by Maciej Klimiuk. 

The publication of the volume has been supported by the German Feder-
al Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) under the programme Kleine 
Fächer – Große Potenziale through the project GozoDia: Gemeinschaftsorien-
tierte dialektologische Studien zur Sprachdynamik der Insel Gozo (Malta), grant 
no. 01UL1834X. 

Maciej Klimiuk and Werner Arnold 
Heidelberg, June 2019 
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The Research-Permit or: faydítu ʾē? 

Peter Behnstedt 

 

 

This article deals with one of the crucial problems in Arabic dialec-
tology, namely the research-permit. In Arabic countries you need an 
official permit if you want to ask people whether they say a or o. It 
deals with other problems which can arise during fieldwork such as 
distrust of the informants, drug addiction, an attempted rape, E.T., 
and a dialectologist who is a lousy driver. 

When Werner Arnold asked me to write a contribution for this book, I re-
fused arguing that writing in English is too time-consuming for me and that 
I could only tell anecdotes. He told me that I could write in German and 
that anecdotes would be the salt in the soup. 

As for anecdotes, some of them have already been told in the prefaces for 
the dialect atlases of Egypt and Syria (Behnstedt 1997; Behnstedt and Woidich 
1985). This is also true as for the technical side of the enquiries, namely in-
terview techniques, the subjects to be dealt with, the elaboration of a ques-
tionnaire, etc. As for smut or filth, Manfred Woidich and me, we have never 
enquired about it.1

 
One of our inspiring examples at the time was Alexander 

Winkler’s Ägyptische Volkskunde (1936). He had enquired about the designa-
tions of all the details of the female sex (pubic hair, mons veneris, clitoris, la-
biae majores, labiae minores, etc.), about body excretions like earwax (ceru-
men), the silent fart (flatus) and the loud fart (crepitus). He had forgotten the 
‘flutter fart’ (Flatterfurz in German, no English translation available online. 
This is a kind of staccato fart like machine gun fire, one shot after the other). 
As usual at the time he gave the translations not in German but in Latin. Cer-
tainly sometimes I was told that I had forgotten to ask for some body parts, 
but I did not insist. Anyway, Otto Jastrow commented that my questionnaire 
for Yemen was pornographic enough with a whole page for indirect object suf-
fixes like: ‘he showed it to her, he showed it to them (F), they (M) showed 
them (M) to them (F), she showed it to him, etc.’ 

 
1 But meanwhile Manfred Woidich has turned out to be a proctologist. See his article on 

the designations of the ass in Arabic dialects (Woidich 2018). 
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When I visited an exhibition on folklore art of the world in Frankfurt and 
passed by the booth of Egypt, I saw wicker works and ceramics from the oa-
ses and told that to the exhibitor in Egyptian Arabic. Then I enumerated all 
the oases dialect words for these objects. He asked me why I knew that and 
I answered ‘I have studied the dialects of the oases.’ He asked me faydítu ʾē? 
(‘what is it good for?’). This faydítu ʾē? repeated to me at almost each en-
quiry has haunted me and got on my nerves during my five years in Egypt. 
The sense of dialectological research is not communicable to an Egyptian 
and especially not to an Egyptian authority like the police or the secret ser-
vice. This has to do with the ‘dialect—Classical Arabic complex’ of most Ar-
abs. If there is such a beautiful language like Classical Arabic, why do for-
eigners deal with dialects which are considered to be a kind of corrupted 
Arabic? There must be another reason behind this interest for Arabic dia-
lects. It is impossible in Egypt to get a permit for research on dialects. The 
only person until now who had managed to get a research-permit for Sinai 
is Rudolf de Jong. The condition, however, was that he should not get in 
touch with the local population. He was allowed to consult the library of a 
local folklore museum which contained forty books. The researcher of Ara-
bic dialects must be a spy who visits the villages in order to sound out the 
stupid peasants for secret arms factories or military airports. When one day 
we came back from a field trip in Upper Egypt one of my travel companions 
in the evening filmed a kitschy oriental scene with the Nile, the sun going 
down behind palm trees and camels passing in front of the palm trees. Some 
kilometres later we were stopped by a police roadblock with the commen-
tary ‘You have filmed in that and that place, this is forbidden!’ We coun-
tered that we had only filmed some camels, the sunset and some palm trees. 
We were told that hidden behind the palm trees there was a power plant. 
Our video was confiscated. There once was a photo competition in Egypt 
about ‘The Achievements of the Revolution’. A student had photographed 
all the new bridges. He was arrested as a spy and in jail for a whole week. 
Also, one of my student collaborators had spent a week in jail because he 
had interviewed farmers about their traditional ploughs. When we were in 
ʿAmrān/Yemen on a local market for agricultural tools, I asked a guy for the 
designation of a local harrow (mušabbar) made of a wooden board to which 
long nails were attached and wanted to make a drawing. The seller got an-
gry because he thought this was industrial espionage and that I wanted to 
copy this device in Germany. The dialectologist is not only a spy; he could 
also give a wrong impression on Egypt abroad. When I once did an inter-
view with farmers in a village near Damanhūr, of course without a research-
permit, some of the persons present during the interview denounced me at 
the local secret service. Then there came two secret service men. They al-
ways come in pairs. They wanted to accompany me to the coroner in Da-
manhūr. The motor of my car did not start, and I asked them to help me 
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push-starting the car. They did it. If I really had been a spy I could have fled 
leaving Azrael and Asrafil behind me. The coroner in Damanhūr listened to 
my recordings and confiscated them. He told me that I should not record 
certain themes, namely such which show the backwardness of the Egyptian 
peasantry, ʿašān ṣūrit Maṣri ̊fil-xārig (‘because of the image of Egypt abroad’). 
The stumbling block were the marriage customs described by the aborigi-
nes, especially the fact that the bride can be deflorated in two ways: natu-
rally by the husband (bil-ḥiǧr) or by the midwife (id-dāya) who does it with 
her forefinger wrapped in a cloth (biṣ-ṣōbaʿ) and then shows the bloody 
cloth to the wedding company which then starts ululating.   

The alpha and omega of fieldwork in Arab countries is the research-
permit. As said above, in Egypt it is not possible to get one. But it is also 
possible to do it without such a permit. I will talk about that later. As for 
Morocco, I have tried to get one through diverse contacts with three univer-
sities and different indigenous professors. Getting a research-permit is only 
possible in the frame of a common official project between a German and a 
Moroccan university and the financing of course by the German side. One of 
the counterparts of the first university requested a car and a monthly salary 
of 1,000 euros (at the time 2,000 Deutsche Marks). When he knew that I did 
not want to make research in the Western Sahara for political reasons2 he 
accused me of calling into question the territorial unity of Morocco and 
threatened to denounce me at the police, to sue me and put me into jail if I 
would not start the research on the dialects of Western Sahara with him 
immediately. I then cut down the contact and gave up the project with the 
University of El Jadida, a cooperation project which had already been ap-
proved by the senate of the University of Hamburg. After the contacts with 
two other Moroccan counterparts who could not provide me a research-
permit I asked for it at the Ministry of Education. I sent them all kind of 
documentation and a copy of my contract with the University of Hamburg. 
They never answered. By the way, many years ago when working for the 
TAVO I already had got the funds for a six weeks’ field trip to Oman. The 
head of my department, Prof. Dr. Joseph van Ess, made an application (of 
course in Arabic) at the responsible authority in Oman. He never got an an-
swer. German politics vis-à-vis Arab countries like for example Saudi Arabia 
are much too lax: ‘If you want to buy our tanks and other weapons, then 
build churches and give a research-permit to our dialectologists!’ 

Let’s go back to Morocco. I finally called the cultural attaché at the Mo-
roccan embassy in Madrid. I only got his secretary. I explained to her my 
concern. She asked me about the machinery I was using, whether I intended 
to dig out antiques or to take soil samples. I told her that I used a question-
naire and a tape-recorder and wanted to dig out unknown dialects. I was 

 
2 Annected by Morocco. 
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told that with my machinery it was not necessary to have a research-permit. 
As a matter of fact one can do fieldwork in Morocco without a research-
permit. The country is so used to tourists that a dialectologist does not at-
tract the attention. I was asked only twice by some semi-educated idiots to 
show a research-permit and had to interrupt my research. 

As for Tunisia you need a research-permit, and you get one in Tunis at 
the Ministry of Education. My mistake at the time when I wanted to make a 
dialect atlas of Tunisia was to ask for a permit for the whole country for five 
years. I was asked to present a plan for five years with all the towns and vil-
lages I wanted to visit and the exact dates of each visit. This was too much, 
and I gave up Tunisia and switched to Morocco. It would have been wise to 
ask for a permit for some places, do the research and ask for a permit for 
other localities. This is the way I got my permit for Djerba and some towns 
in southern Tunisia. The only condition was to provide the ministry a copy 
of the respective publication(s). The problem in Syria was to convince the 
relevant authority, namely the university, of the fact that research on Arabic 
dialects is not directed against the unity of the Arabic language (hāḏihi l-
ʾabḥāṯu muwaǧǧahatun ḍidda wiḥdati l-luġati l-ʿarabiyya). This has to do with 
the complex created by Lebanese poet Saʿīd ʿAql who had proposed to abol-
ish Classical Arabic and to replace it by dialect written in Latin letters. This 
complex has also to do with al-mustašriqīn al-muġriḍīn, the Orientalists with 
bad intentions who deal with Arabic and Islam in order to refute the Quran 
or who want to foster the use of dialect instead of Classical Arabic (which 
no Arab uses in everyday life and speech). Anyway, I could convince the 
university of my honourable intentions and after three months I had my re-
search-permit. I never had problems in Syria and almost never was obliged 
to show my permit. This certainly had to do, too, with the fact that all my 
Syrian student friends worked for the secret service and that one very soon 
had realized that I was completely harmless.  

As for Yemen in the frame of the ‘Yemen Project’ of the universities of 
Tübingen and Ṣanʿāʾ, we all had a research-permit but only rarely had to 
show it to the people. When I was alone on the way in most places I asked 
for the local qāt market either at the police station or somewhere else. When 
people had learned that I was from Western Germany and not from Eastern 
Germany or the United States, that means that I came from a friendly and 
honourable country, then I was asked: bitxazzin? kayf al-gāt? al-gāt 
muxaddir? ‘do you chew qāt? How is the qāt? Is qāt a drug?’ I always denied 
the last question and called it munaššiṭ (‘stimulating’) and soon I found my-
self amongst people in a qāt session and could do the interviews. The Yeme-
nis obviously think that we western alcoholics are experts for drugs. Apro-
pos alcohol, in Oujda, in the part of Morocco which a French colonial mas-
ter had designated as le Maroc inutile (‘the useless Morocco’), I always stayed 
in the hotel ‘Ibis’ near the railway station. In the evenings the local elite of 
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businessmen came to have beer in the hotel bar. The average Moroccan 
consumer of alcohol in reality is not a gourmet or epicure; he is a binge 
drinker who leaves the empty beer bottles on his table just like hunters who 
at the end of the hunt line up all the deer they have killed.   

Once, it was in the month of Šaʿbān all the beer drinkers of Oujda had 
tea in small teapots. In the month of Šaʿbān, the sale of alcohol is forbidden 
in Morocco. In the teapots and the teacups, there was no green tea, there 
was beer! 

Qāt in Yemen was so to speak my entry drug. I was never obliged to ex-
plain to the Yemenis the fāyda of my dialect research. ‘I investigate Yemeni 
dialects because in Yemen they speak the best Arabic’ was one of my argu-
ments. It was approved with ʾiḥnā l-ʾaṣl ‘we are the origin!’ Another argu-
ment was that in dialects you can find many old words which might help to 
decipher the Ḥimyaritic and Sabaeic inscriptions. And especially in Yemen 
as a German I had ‘the Hitler bonus’ and therefore a certain entertaining 
quality for my informants. It was a win win situation. Very often I was 
asked ‘Is Hitler still alive?’ or was told ‘He was a great warrior’ (kān muḥārib 
ʿaḏ̣īm!). Even the Kyffhäuser saga3 had found its way to Yemen. ‘Is it true 
that Hitler is hidden with a million soldiers within a mountain and just 
waits for the occasion to strike again?’ In north-eastern Syria I had a Bedou-
in informant who presented himself to me with ‘Hitler’. I first thought he 
made fun of me because I was German. This was really his name as I could 
see from his identity card. He told me that in the neighbouring village there 
was one called ‘Bismarck’ and another one ‘Berlin’. 

One of our Egyptian informants also turned out to be a murderer. 
Manfred Woidich has published texts of this informant in ‘Semitica Viva’ 
(Drop and Woidich 2007). For greed of money he killed a guy for 1,000 
Egyptian pounds with his hoe (baṛwa in his dialect). He was caught and 
spent eleven years in jail. 

When I was in the region of Ṣaʿdah in the village of im-Maṯṯ̣ạh one of my 
informants was wary. He asked me where Germany was to be found. I drew 
a rough map of the world and showed him the way to Germany through 
Saudi Arabia, Italy, etc. but not through the Balkan route. His sceptical 
commentary was hāḏā yaʿrif yixaṭṭiṭ ‘this one knows how to draw maps’. 
That means he thought I was a kind of spy scouting out ways and roads. 
When in the evening we, him and others, sat in front of TV and watched the 
news from Saudi Arabia at the beginning of the news the globe appeared 
with al-ʾaxbār ‘the news’ as a subtitle. I showed it to the sceptic and showed 
him the different countries on the globe. ‘We always have thought that this 
is a football!’ the audience commented, ‘but if the earth is round, those at 

 
3 According to this saga the emperor Barbarossa (Frederick I) sleeps in a mountain and 

one day will wake up to restore the glory of the German ‘Reich’. 
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the bottom will fall from the earth!’ they objected. I then explained to them 
earth’s gravity by letting fall a matchbox. Then they offered me to stay in 
their village and be their local primary school teacher, also because my Eng-
lish was better than the English of the two Egyptian teachers they had. They 
had told the children that talāta is sree in English. I corrected this in three, a 
pronunciation with which they have no problem because in their dialect 
there is a correct th. The Egyptian teachers in the village behaved like 
members of the master race. Everyday one of the families of the village had 
to cook for them: ʿayzīn faṛxa innahaṛda! (‘today we want a chicken!’). 

Figure 1.1: Saudi Arabian newspaper  
and the article on ar-raǧul aṯ-ṯuʿbān ‘the snake man’ 

As for another story I could not convince the people of the region of Ṣaʿdah of 
its being a fake. The following had happened in 1985. A Yemeni had bought a 
house in Saudi Arabia. Officially this is not possible. You need as an official 
owner a Saudi straw man. This Saudi straw man cheated the Yemeni and kept 
the house for himself. The Yemeni sued him and the Saudi committed per-
jury. At the moment he raised his hand for the oath his lower part of his body 
was transformed into the body of a snake and he bit off the fingers of his oath 
hand. The whole region talked about it. I did not believe the people. ‘It is 
true, in any copy shop you can buy pictures of ‘the snake man’ (ar-raǧul aṯ-
ṯuʿbān)!’ I was told. I went to a copy shop and asked for a picture of ‘the snake 
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man’. I was shown the copy of an article in a Saudi Arabian newspaper in 
which the history of ‘the snake man’ was described as nonsense. 

Figure 1.2: The drawing of ‘the snake man’ 

Then I asked for the picture of ‘the snake man’ himself and was shown a 
copy of a drawing. At the margin was written in Arabic ‘This is the man 
who committed perjury and whom God has transformed into a snake. Praise 
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the Creator!’ The drawing showed a little man whose lower part of the body 
was as snake’s tail, he held up his hand with three fingers bitten off, but his 
face was the face of E.T., the extraterrestrial! 

I tried in vain to explain to the people that somebody had made a joke. I 
could not impart who was E.T. since I did not know what ‘science fiction’ 
and ‘extraterrestrial’ meant in Arabic. In the German-Arabic dictionary of 
Götz Schregle (1974) there is nothing about science fiction, extraterrestrials 
and aliens. In the dictionary of Federico Corriente (2004) for ‘extraterrestre’ 
we find nāšiʾ ʾaw qāʾim xāriǧ al-ʾarḍ and for ‘ciencia ficción’ xayālun ʿilmī. If 
you re-translate it according to Hans Wehr this means ‘phantastic ~ imagi-
nary science’. Manfred Woidich was so kind to search for translations and 
found ʾaflām xayāl ʿilmī for ‘science fiction movies’ and in the Dutch-Arabic 
dictionary (Hoogland 2003) an extraterrestrial is kāʾin ġayr ʾarḍī which the-
oretically could also be an angel. 

The interviews in Yemen were always successful because qāt makes you 
communicative and talkative. It is also good against a hangover because of 
too much ‘red whisky’ (wiskī ʾaḥmar) or ‘white whisky’ (wiskī ʾabyaḏ̣ = ‘gin’). 

A well-known German dialectologist had eliticited all possible verb 
forms with the word for ‘to kill’ = qatal. At the end of the interview the in-
formant dryly commented al-yawm qatalnā kaṯīr min an-nās ‘today we have 
killed many people’. 

Once in Yemen I myself had to ask the question faydítu ʾē?, namely during 
a campaign with the botanists of our project in the escarpment area of the Ti-
hāmah near aṭ-Ṭōṛ. For the botanists I interviewed the villagers for the use of 
the different plants. One evening several of the villagers came to our camp 
with a pregnant woman and asked us to determine whether the child would 
be a boy or a girl. They had heard that foreign doctors are able to do that. We 
explained to them that we were not medical doctors. And furthermore I did 
not know what ‘ultra sound’ means in Arabic. Such words are not taught in 
the Arabic classes in Tübingen University and are not found in the Chrestoma-
thie of Brünnow and Fischer (1913). In a Yemeni Arabic textbook for clinic 
personnel ‘gynaecologist’ is translated by doktōr min taḥt ‘doctor for beneath’. 

The villagers anyway every evening came to our camp with some ail-
ments. The consumption of qāt causes amongst others constipation, diarrhea 
(taktaktak in their dialect) and impotence. We always distributed aspirin, 
valerian drops and vitamin C. 

In the region of Mārib, I was accompanied by a young man from the 
tourist police. In several Bedouin tents I did all my interviews with female 
informants since their husbands were working in Saudi Arabia. My travel 
companion made a very direct proposal to one of the ladies and as a com-
pensation he promised her a new dress. He wanted to meet her at ten 
o’clock in the night behind a dune. She whispered to him that he should not 
talk about that in my presence. He countered: ‘He does not understand our 
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dialect! Why do you think he is eliciting words? He still has to learn Arabic!’ 
Why he took me with him to the dune at ten o’clock in the night, I do not 
remember anymore. We waited for the lady for an hour. She did not show 
up. In his police station we slept al fresco on the roof. Because of the failed 
date my companion got a nervous breakdown and wept. I gave him my 
stomach drops which contained 50% of ethanol as a tranquillizer. He emp-
tied the whole bottle. Probably the alcohol had calmed him down.  

In Ṣaʿdah at the time, there was a hotel run by Chinese. When I was in 
Ṣaʿdah together with my French friend Nicole (platonic at that time) she did 
not want to sleep in my Yemeni flophouse nor in the Toyota (where one 
could sleep on the bench, the car is long enough). So we went to the rather 
expensive Chinese hotel to get a room for her. The Chinese at the reception 
only knew two words in Arabic which they repeated: sadīgu sadīgu, nōmu 
nōmu = ‘friend friend, sleep sleep’. This means ‘Friend, do you need a 
room?’ I confirmed with nōmu nōmu! Then they informed the tourist police, 
because a tourist has to be registered. A young man came with a Kalashni-
kov and accompanied Nicole to her room. After half an hour they still were 
not back, and I was afraid that he might have raped her. I tried to com-
municate my apprehension to the Chinese—who only knew Chinese and 
two words of Arabic—by drawing a comic strip of a rape. I first drew a 
woman and a Yemeni with a Kalashnikov, then I drew the two how they 
went upstairs, I made a drawing of her sitting on the bed and the Yemeni 
holding his Kalashnikov onto her breast, then the guy lying on the woman. 
The Chinese commented this with sadīgu sadīgu, nōmu nōmu! This can be 
understood also as ‘she has slept with her boyfriend’. They finally came 
down. Of course he had proposed something indecent to her. But since he 
did not get a chance and could not score, he explained to her his other gun, 
the Kalashnikov, disassembled it and reassembled it. How they linguistically 
got along is mysterious. She only knew a few scraps of Moroccan Arabic, 
and he did not know French.  

Finding informants in Egypt, in the country where dialectology is con-
sidered something useless, was different from say the situation in Yemen. 
How to get informants and information on their dialect in Egypt? It does not 
work with connections. The vice-president of the Technical Faculty of Alex-
andria University who was a former minister had written for me a com-
mendatory letter for the governor of Bani Swēf province. The governor read 
the letter and sent me to the ḥikimdār. This is a kind of police officer. He 
read the letter and sent me to the ẓabṭ il-mabāḥis, the security officer. He 
read the letter and told me that Cairo had to decide whether I could do my 
research or not. He asked me whether I had already done research in the ar-
ea and I told him that I did some in the neighbouring Fayyūm province. I 
had to tell him the names of all the villages I had visited. Then I was told to 
come next morning. The day after the ẓabṭ il-mabāḥis told me that Cairo had 
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said that my matter has to be decided by the mabāḥis of Alexandria and that 
I should return to Alexandria. In Alexandria the mabāḥis told me that the 
matter has to be decided in Bani Swēf. I did the shuttle between Bani Swēf 
and Alexandria three times and finally gave it up. There is another possibil-
ity, namely to employ indigenous collaborators and pay money for dialects. 
For a recording I paid my students I do not remember how many guineas. 
After each campaign in the Delta (which was not accessible for foreigners at 
the time) my students came back with bags full of tapes and left my house 
with thick, dirty and stinking bundles of money. Money in Arab countries 
like Egypt and Syria is dirty, worn and stinks. It should be laundered in the 
true meaning of the word. My students gave up smoking local Kilubaṭra (‘Cle-
opatra’) or Ṣōbar (‘Super’) cigarettes and smoked Rosman’s and Winéston. 

In Alexandria there was a popular quarter where mainly people from 
Upper Egypt lived. I knew a bawwāb (Boab in the speech of expats, ‘a door-
keeper’) from this quarter and agreed with him that for every ṣaʿīdi he 
brought to my house I would pay him two pounds and the ṣaʿīdi one pound. 
But the informants had to be ‘fresh’, i.e. having come to Alexandria only re-
cently or being there just for a visit.  

The dialect of the fishermen of Burg Miġīzil was discovered by my friend 
Yūsuf, a taxi driver. When on the rear seat of his taxi he heard two people 
always saying qalli, qultílu he directly drove them to my house. During the 
many sessions with crews from different ships, about 20 tapes could be rec-
orded. The fishermen were excellent informants but lousy seamen. In each 
story they told a ship capsized, or somebody fell into the water. The village 
of Burg Miġīzil I could only see it during an excursion on the Nile near Ro-
setta but I was not allowed to visit the place. After all and after a while, the 
Nile Valley and the oases were open to foreigners. During the illegal field 
trips the following tricks were used. All over the country there are to be 
found ancient ruins guarded by local watchmen, e.g. in il-Ašmunēn (Her-
mopolis Magna). One starts a conversation with them, realizes that they are 
from the neighbouring village. Perhaps one is seated under a palm tree and 
lets them describe the different parts of the tree and asks them about polli-
nation. In order not to forget the words elicited one asks them to be allowed 
to record the whole interview. Botanists and dialectologists only know that 
there is a male and a female palm tree. Due to my stay in Egypt, I was so 
fixed on palm trees that in Syria for the first time I dialectologically really 
felt at home when I was in Palmyra. Sitting under the palm tree one certain-
ly is offered tea and some bread perhaps with old cheese. Old cheese in 
Egypt (mišš) is rich in proteins abounding in form of maggots within the 
cheese. What I hated in Egypt was muluxiyya (corchorus olitorius), this 
slimy soup which reminds a certain body excretion. Another horrible and 
slimy soup was wēka in Upper Egypt. This is a green soup made of gumbos 
(abelmoschus esculentus). In order to avoid the consumption of these soups 
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and tough and rubbery meat, I had my doctor write me a report in Arabic 
about my stomach problems which I showed to the villagers and in which 
all the things I did not like were forbidden. So I was always offered vegeta-
bles, bread and fresh cheese. Let’s come back to the palm tree. When offered 
cheese and bread under it, this lead to the subject ‘baking bread and the 
baking oven’. Of course themes like agriculture, and all type of material cul-
ture followed. This part of the enquiry should be done in situ and not in a 
hotel, unless one has a questionnaire with drawings. Once the informants 
are used to being interviewed, grammatical questions can follow. Of course 
some of the informants are hard of understanding as for grammar. ‘How do 
you say “he threw”?’—‘I say ṛama!’ And ‘How do you say “she threw”?’ ‘She 
also says ṛama “he threw”!’, ‘We all say ṛama!’ 

Figure 1.3: Fieldwork in Wādī Mawr 

Another trick is just driving across the country with obviously no aim or 
place to go. The first hitchhiker who comes along, normally a farmer who 
wants to go to his village and not a western hippy, is picked up und is told 
that one wants to go to exactly the same village and one already has one’s 
first informant. I did that once also in Yemen in the Nihm area. The hitch-
hiker was heavily armed, asked me for the price of the four-by-four, opened 
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the glove box and fiddled about at the car’s papers. I did not feel at ease and 
asked whether we were near his village and wanted to get rid of him. His 
answer was garrabnā ‘we are near to it’. He repeated this during five hours. 
When finally arrived I did my interview there, slept in a room with about 
twenty heavily armed informants, could not sleep because of the qāt which 
causes insomnia and because all day long people were talking in a dialect of 
which I only understood sayyārah ‘car’. I left the village next day, was hap-
py to still have my car and finally knew what was happening in the area. 
The villagers mutually stole their cars! 

Another possibility is to have a travelling companion from the area who 
knows a lot of people, and who has relatives everywhere. 

I have not only sunk a car in the Wādī Mawr in Yemen; I have also al-
most derailed a train in Egypt. When I was in the region of Luxor on the 
west bank of the Nile together with Maḥmūd il-Gumʿ, the main informant of 
Manfred Woidich for the Bʿēri dialect, we wanted to cross a railway track 
and drove over the rails. We got stuck and were not able to lift out the car. 
There was a village near to the rails and we thought we could get some 
people there in order to help us. When I told Maḥmūd ‘If now there comes a 
train, we will have a problem’ I heard the train coming. I ran up to a hill 
saw the train coming waved about with the arms and made the stop sign. 
The train perhaps stopped five metres in front of the car. The two train con-
ductors got out and helped us to lift the car out, had a big laugh and said 
goodbye to us with maʿa ʾalfi ̊salāma ya bēh! ‘with thousand greetings Mr. le 
comte!’ In Germany I would have been accused of traffic obstruction and 
certainly be fined if not put to jail. Maḥmūd commented that a saint whose 
grave was on the hill had saved us. 

Getting informants in Syria was insofar easy as during my German 
courses in Aleppo University one of my first questions was ‘What’s your 
name?’ (in German), ‘Where do you come from?’ (in German). One student 
answered the last question with ‘From Albū Kmāl’ (in German). He was de-
tached to my home. I found out that he spoke a qǝltu-dialect. But I have also 
visited the place later and did some more research there. Of course one can 
do fieldwork also in a hotel. In il-Minya, where I spent several days in the 
hotel ‘Lotus’ I have interviewed the whole personnel from the surrounding 
villages. Once I was there together with Manfred Woidich. For breakfast, we 
already had potato chips. Under one of Manfred’s chips lay a big dead cock-
roach. When I was in the Fayyūm with my student Yaḥya il-Gidēli I discov-
ered the ‘bukaṛa syndrome’ (the denomination is from Manfred Woidich). 
Under my bed in the hotel, the fleas were dancing. Yaḥya heard some 
strange noise in his cupboard, opened it and looked into the eyes of a rat. 
He was so frightened that he slammed the door shut and decapitated the 
rat. He could not sleep anymore.  
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