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1. Introduction

The aim of this study is to describe the oath formulas that have been
used by the Jews in Egypt, versus the formulas used by Muslims and Christians
(mostly Copts). The formulas have been collected through intensive work with
informants.

Egyptian Jews speak a distinctive Arabic dialect,? differing in a number
of respects from the Arabic spoken by Muslims and Christians. Until recently
the Arabic spoken by the Jews of Egypt in the twentieth century was thought to
have differed very little from that spoken by non-Jews. In a preliminary study
of the Arabic of the Jews of Cairo, Blanc (1974: 207) was careful not to label
the linguistic variety he was describing as “Jewish Cairene”. He was, however,
the one who laid the foundations for a description of modern spoken Egyptian
Judeo-Arabic®. Beyond his pioneering articles, though, the spoken dialect of the
Jews of Egypt has received scant attention, and extremely little has been written
on the basis of data collected from Jewish speakers of Egyptian Arabic. Through

! This article is based on a section from my study on modern spoken Egyptian Judeo-
Arabic (forthcoming); some parts of this study were published in Rosenbaum 2002a, 2002b, 2002c,
2002d, 2008. I wish to express my gratitude to the many Jewish informants (some of whom are no
longer alive) with whom I have been working intensively in the last years, to the many Christian
and Muslim Egyptian informants, to Dr. Laila Nabhan and Dr. Giuseppe Cecere who helped in
collecting Christian oath formulas, and to Mr. Amr Zakariyya who helped in collecting Muslim
and Christian oath formulas.

2 In the beginning of the twenty-first century, there are very few Jews who live in Egypt,
but there are still Jews of Egyptian origin who live outside of Egypt and still speak their distinctive
variety.

3 See also Blanc 1981; 1985.
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my continuous and intensive work with a large number of Jewish informants, it
appeared that the Jews of Egypt share a variety that contains distinct common
elements - in phonology, morphology, and particularly vocabulary - which are
not to be found in the dialects spoken by non-Jews. That variety may thus rightly
be called Egyptian Judeo-Arabic (EJA). As for phonology and morphology, the
unique features of this EJA speech are constant, irrespective of the circumstances
of communication. The distinctive lexical features, on the other hand, usually
appear only in communications among Jews.

Most of the EJA oath formulas described below contain Hebrew lexical
elements that are known to Jews only (only non-Jews who had close contact with
Jews and were exposed to their variety might knew some of these formulas);
they are, therefore, not understood by Muslim and Christian Egyptians.

2. Egyptian oath formulas used by Jews

2.1. Taking oaths and swearing in the Jewish and Egyptian-Jewish tradition

An oath is
A solemn or formal appeal to God (or to a deity or something held
in reverence or regard), in witness of the truth of a statement, or the
binding character of a promise or undertaking; an act of swearing;
a statement or promise corroborated by such an appeal, or the form
of words in which such a statement or promise is made. (Oxford
Dictionary 1933: vol. 7, O: 7).

Many oath words and formulas appear in the Bible, the Mishna and
the Talmud.* In Jewish tradition there are cases mentioned in the Bible, and
later in the Halacha, the Jewish law, in which one must take an oath; in some
circumstances (as in court) it is obligatory. Apart from those cases, however, it
is agreed that oaths should be avoided, and this is also the accepted belief in the
popular Jewish culture. This objection among Jews to taking oaths and swearing
is to a large extent influenced by the Third Commandment:

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord
will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain. (Exodus 20: 7;
repeated in Deuteronomy 5: 11 [King James version]).

The attitude toward making vows is similar to the attitude toward taking
oaths. Although according to the Jewish law and traditions there are cases in which
taking oaths and making vows are permitted, the attitude that disfavors these acts
frequently appears in early Hebrew sources as well as in later commentaries
of the Halacha. A famous and popular book that summarizes the Jewish law

4 For concise surveys on taking oaths, swearing and making vows in Jewish tradition, see,
e.g., Ariel 1960: 411-413; Eisenstein 1917: 390-392; Greenberg et al. 1971: 1295-1302; Rubin et
al. 1988: 390-397.
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that dictates religious and daily behavior, the Kitsur Shulhan Arukh®, contains
a section on vows and oaths, in which it says: “One should avoid making vows
[...]. One should also avoid taking an oath [...]” (Ganzfried 1961, vol. 2: 51).

However, while in theory people regard taking oaths and swearing as an
undesirable action, in practice many tend to take oaths and swear, and Egyptian
Jews are no exception.

During my conversations with Egyptian Jews many of them, following
the mainstream attitude in Judaism, stated that taking an oath or swearing were
reprehensible habits. They also claimed that they themselves did not have the
habit of swearing and refrained from taking oaths. Many said that people should
not, or that it was better, not to swear, because it was prohibited by the Jewish
religion; some of them referred to the Third Commandment as the source of this
prohibition.

Those Egyptian Jews who claimed that they themselves refrained from
taking oaths and swearing, said that only “the others”, who were considered
“simple people”, “uneducated” or “lower class” used to swear. Similar claims
were done by Muslims and Christians, too (see below, 3.1. and 4.1.).

However, although Egyptian Jews were generally against taking oaths and
swearing, in fact it seems that these were very common and on a larger scale than
they were ready to admit.

As mentioned above, the belief that taking oaths and swearing should be
avoided is also expanded to making vows and is reflected in the expression beli
néder (“without a vow”). The formula beli néder is said when someone makes
a promise, but wants to make it clear that he or she does not take an oath to fulfill
that promise. Anyone who has taken a vow but later on realizes that he cannot
fulfill it, has to do hatardt nedarim (“annulment of vows”), arranged by a rabbi
or a rabbinic court, or in the shorter form hatara (“annulment), as in haSmil
hatara, “I shall do annulment [of the vows]”).

2.2. Egyptian Judeo-Arabic oath formulas

Most Egyptian Judeo-Arabic oath formulas consist of Hebrew components
combined with Arabic oath particles and words. The most commonly used Arabic
oath particle is wi (or we; also wu and wa: “by..., | swear by”)®. Another Arabic
oath word is wihyat... (“by the life of..., I swear by the life of...”). The Hebrew
oath particle be is similar to the Arabic oath particle bi; both function similarly
to the oath particle wi, but are less common.

5 Shulhan Arukh (Sulhdn CArup, lit: “The Prepared Table”), the Jewish religious code of
laws compiled in the 16th century by Yoseph Karo (also: Caro), has been accepted in Judaism as the
authoritative book of religious law and behavior; its abridgement (“’kitsir”), written by Shlomo
Ganzfried (first published in 1864), became very popular and a frequently consulted source among Jews.

¢ In Standard Arabic the only version for this oath particle is wa.

451



Gabriel M. Rosenbaum

In EJA the definite article i/ is also used before words of non-Arabic
origin; however, in collocations of Hebrew origin the Hebrew definite article
ha is retained, as in the oath be’emét hatord (“by the truth of the Torah”; see
below, 2.2.1.). In rare cases, the prefixed £a is perceived as part of the succeeding
word and the Arabic definite article may then be attached as well. Two oath
formulas that reflect this phenomenon are wil-harambam and wis-Sehakkol (see
below, 2.2.3.); the latter also contains the subordinating conjunction Se prefixed
to the definite article (the Hebrew s is regarded in Arabic as a “sun letter” and is
therefore geminated).

2.2.1. Swearing by the Torah and Holy Books

The most common and forceful Judeo-Arabic oaths contain words denoting
the Torah: ford (“Torah”) and séfer (lit.: “book”). In Modern Hebrew the word
séfer may refer to any printed book, and also to a Torah scroll written by hand.
In Egyptian Judeo-Arabic, however, this word refers to the Torah scroll only.
A very frequent oath is beZemét hatord (“l swear by the truth of the Torah [that
my words are true]”). The word séfer; in the meaning of a Torah scroll written by
hand, appears in a number of oaths, in both the singular form, wis-séfer (“I swear
by the Torah scroll”) and the plural, wis-sefarim (“l swear by [all] the Torah
scrolls”). Another version mentions both words, séfer and tora: wihyat is-séfer
tord (“I swear by the Torah scroll”).

The strongest and most binding oath is wis-séfer kannidré (“1 swear
by the Torah scroll of Kol Nidrei”). Kannidré in EJA is a distorted version
of “Kol Nidrei”, the prayer recited on the evening of the Day of Atonement
(Yom Kippur). Most of my informants, though not all, knew that the reference
was to the Torah scrolls that are taken out of the Holy Ark at the synagogue
for that prayer. All of them agreed that this was a very strong oath, which
bound its user to telling the truth. Another version of this oath is wis-séfer
kalnidré (kalnidré instead of kannidré). Another reference to this day is the
formula wihyat séfer kippur (“1 swear by the life of the Torah scroll of the
[Day of] Atonement”).

Some people also swear by the book of Psalms: wit-tehillim (“1 swear by
the book of Psalms”).

Another common oath is wil-mushaf (“by the prayer book™). The word
mushaf (with long final vowel) refers to a prayer book, as opposed to either the
word mushaf (with short final vowel), which Muslims use to refer to a copy of
the Quran, or the word séfer, which Jews use to refer to a scroll of the Torah
written by hand on parchment. The oath formula is very common in EJA, for
example: wil-mushaf ma Suftu - “1 swear by the prayer book that I have not seen
him”.
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2.2.2. Swearing by venerated religious figures

The most admired figure in the history of the Jewish people is the patriarch
Moses. A common oath formula is beMosé (“by Moses, I swear by Moses”), or
win-nabi Mosé (‘“by the prophet Moses”).

Another admired figure is Maimonides, called in Hebrew by his acronym,
Rambam, for Rabbenu Moshe ben Maimon (usually with the definite article:
haRambam; in EJA, the Arabic definite article is added to the Hebrew one: il-
harambam). A common oath formula is wihyat il-harambam or wil-harambam
(“by the life of Maimonides™). This formula may also mean: “by the Maimonides
synagogue” (see below, 2.2.3.). Another way to swear by Maimonides is by using
his name preceded with the title »ab (in Standard Hebrew: rav, “rabbi”’): wihyat
ir-rab mosé (“by the life of Rabbi Mose (Moses [Ben Maimon]”). From some
informants I also heard the distorted version rammosé instead of rab mosé.

Several oaths mention other admired figures in Jewish history, great rabbis,
or rabbis who lived in Egypt: wihyat rabbi Meir BaSal han-Nés (“1 swear by
Rabbi Me?1r BaSal san-Nés [The Miracle Maker; lived in the second century]”);
wihyat ir-rabb Hayim or wihyat ir-rabb Hayim Kappusi (“by the life of Rabbi
Haytm Kappiisi [a Rabbi who had a synagogue in his name in the Jewish Quarter;
d. 1631]”). Swearing by rabbis who have synagogues in their names, may also
imply swearing by the name of their synagogues (see below, 2.2.3.).

2.2.3. Swearing by objects

In Jewish tradition there is a practice of taking an oath while holding or
touching a holy object, such as a printed copy of the Torah. This is called in
Hebrew nisbd§ bineqitat héfets (“take an oath while holding an object”). This
has been a common practice among Egyptian Jews, too, and there are a number
of oaths that mention objects of this sort. However, such an oath may be taken
with reference to a certain object which is in the vicinity of the person taking
the oath without touching it or even without seeing it. Examples of such oaths
include the following:

wit-tefillim (“by the phylacteries”); phylacteries are two small black leather
cubes that contain a piece of parchment inscribed with biblical verses and are
worn by men during the morning prayers. These objects play an important role
in the life of religious Jews or Jews who keep the traditions of prayers.

A common oath formula is wil-mushaf (“by the prayer book™; see above,
2.2.1.). Another example is wikyat is-Sehakkol (“1 swear by the drink™). This last
oath has its origin in the Hebrew blessing Sehakkol nihyd bidvaro, (“[Blessed
art Thou, Lord, king of the universe], by whose word everything was created”)
recited before imbibing a drink. This is mostly said when holding a drink, or

7 The phoneme /b/, which in Hebrew is pronounced either as a stop [b] or as a fricative [v],
is always pronounced b (as a voiced bilabial stop) in EJA.
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when there is a drink in the vicinity of the person who is pronouncing the oath.
Jewsalsoswear by names of synagogues: wit-turkiyya (“by the Turkish synagogue”
[a synagogue of Jewish immigrants from Turkey, in the Jewish quarter]); wil-
harambam (“by the Maimonides synagogue” [also: “by Maimonides”; see above,
2.2.2.); wihyat ir-rabb Hayim Kappisi (‘“by the life of the synagogue of Rabbi
Haytm Kapptisi” [also: “by the life of Rabbi Hayim Kappiisi”]).

2.2.4. Common non-Jewish oaths used by the Jews

In addition to the distinctly Judeo-Arabic oath formulas, Jews also swear
by using common oaths in Egyptian Arabic that are not of an explicitly Islamic
nature and thus may be easily adopted by Jews. Such oaths are wirabbina (“By
our Lord™), wallahi (“by God”), win-niSma (“by [God’s] grace), wirahmit 2abiiya
(“by the soul of my father”), etc. (on these oaths see below, 4.2.).

3. Egyptian oath formulas used by Christians

3.1. Taking oaths and swearing in the Egyptian-Christian tradition

Egyptian Christians (most of whom are Copts) believe that taking oaths
and swearing are forbidden by their religion. This belief is based on the following
verses in Matthew:

“But I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God’s
throne: Nor by the earth [...]. Neither shalt thou swear by thy head [...].
But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay [...]. (Matthew 5:
34-37 [King James version]).

This is the reason why many Egyptian Christians, instead of swearing
when trying to convince that they speak the truth, tend to use the phrases
sadda?ni (“believe me”), bil-?amana (“honestly”) and biZamanit rabbina (“by
God’s trust”). These phrases are typical to Christians, and Muslims have told me
that they identify people who use them as Christians.

However, although Christians claim that taking oaths and swearing are
forbidden and therefore they avoid them, they do have their own formulas that
they use. Like the Jews, most of them claim that such oaths are said by the less
educated or the lower classes.

As is the case in EJA, in which the oath formulas are connected to the
Jewish religion and traditions, the Christian oath formulas are likewise connected
to the Christian religion and traditions. The linguistic background of using oath
formulas among the Christians, however, is different. Egyptian Christians speak
Egyptian Arabic; the Coptic language, unlike Hebrew among the Egyptian Jews,
is no longer used for any daily purpose (except for some words which have been
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adopted by Egyptian Arabic and became part of its vocabulary, shared by both
Christians and Muslims), and is no longer known to the Coptic community. Thus,
the Christian formulas can be understood by Muslims but are not known to most
of them, not because of a language barrier, but rather because the Christians use
these formulas between themselves and only rarely when speaking with Muslims
(similarly to the Jewish usage of oath formulas; in the latter case, however, oath
formulas could not be understood by most Muslims and Christians because they
are based on Hebrew components). It should be noted, however, that the word
mari (“saint”, usually written Jw but pronounced mari), used in the Coptic
language (derived from Syriac), is known to most of the Egyptian Muslims.

The formulas below have been collected from Christians who belong to
different sects of the Christians in Egypt (mostly Copts), and also from Muslims
who heard Christians uttering them.

3.2. Egyptian-Christian oath formulas

3.2.1. “Bypassing” taking oaths

The following expressions (mentioned above, 3.1.), said in order to avoid
swearing, are very common among Christians: sadda?ni (“believe me”); bil-
Zamana (“honestly”); wiZamanit rabbina (“by God’s trust”).

3.2.2. Swearing by God

Wallahi -I-Sazim it-talata (“[1 swear] by the Great God three times”).
This formula, similar to a formula said by the Muslims (see below, 4.2.1.), is
understood by some Egyptians (mostly Muslims) as referring to the Holy Trinity
(“by the Great God The Trinity”’); most Christians, however, do not accept this
interpretation.

3.2.3. Swearing by Christ

wihyat il-masih (“by the life of Christ”); wil-masih il-hayy (“by the living
Christ”); wigasad il-masih (“by the body of Christ”); another variation of this
oath is less frequent: wigasad il-masih widammu (“by the body of Christ and
his blood”).

3.2.4. Swearing by the Virgin Mary

wil-Sadra (‘“by the Virgin [Mary]”); a variation that contains the name
Mary is rare, and many Christians claim that this formula does not exist: wil-
Sadra Maryam (“by the Virgin Mary”); wihyat is-sitt il-Sadra (“by the life of the
Lady Virgin”). It should be noted that when Muslims refer to Mary they usually
say sittina Maryam (“Our Lady Maryam”; the name Maryam, however, is not
used in oath formulas said by Muslims); wiPumm il-muhallis (“by the Savior’s
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mother”), or wikyat 2umm il-muhallis (“by the life of the savior’s mother”). Mary
is also called Umm al-Nur (lit.: “Mother of light; she who has the light”), and
Christians also swear by this nickname: wuUmm in-Nir (“by Umm in-Nur”), or
wihyat Umm in-Nur (“by the life of Umm al-Nur”).

3.2.5. Swearing by Angels

wihyat il-malak Miha?il (“by the life of the angel Michael™); wihyat il-
malak it-tahir (“by the life of the pure angel”; possibly the angel Michael is
generally the intended referent here).

3.2.6. Swearing by holy objects or symbols
wil-?ingil (“by the New Testament”); wis-salib (“by the cross”; mostly
used in Upper Egypt).

3.2.7. Swearing by fasting days

The Copts in Egypt have many days of fasting, and this is reflected in
some oath formulas which may be said during (but not only) the days of fasting:
wihyat il-2ayyam it-tahra (“by the pure days [of fasting]); biha?? is-siyam (“by
the truth of fasting™); wisiyami (“by my fasting”).

3.2.8. Swearing by venerated religious figures

wimari Girgis (“by Saint George”) or wihyat il-mari Girgis (“by the life of
Saint George™); wihyat il-baba Korollos (“by the life of patriarch Cyril”). Cyril
of Alexandria is a famous saint admired by the Copts; wil-baba Sniida (“by the
patriarch Seniida”); although many Copts denied the possibility of swearing by
a living person, some others admitted that this oath formula did exit.® In addition
Copts, especially in the villages, may swear by a saint admired in a certain area.

3.2.9. Common non-Christian oaths used by the Christians

In addition to their distinct oath formulas Christians, like Jews, also swear
by using common oaths of Egyptian Arabic that are not of an explicitly Islamic
nature. Thus, Christians, like Jews and Muslims, may use oath formulas such
as wirabbina (“By our Lord”™), wallahi (“by God”) or win-ni¢ma (“by [God’s]
grace), and any common oath that is not of a distinctly Islamic nature; on these
oaths see above, 2.2.4. and below, 4.2.).

3.3. Christian oath formulas in Egyptian literature

Unlike the frequent use of Muslim oath formulas in literature (see below,

8 Pope Seniida I1I, the head of the Egyptian Coptic Orthodox church, died in March 2012,
after those informants have been interviewed.
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4.3.), the use of Christian oath formulas in literature is scarce. The following is
an example of the use of a Muslim oath formula versus a Christian one; the little
Muslim girl is swearing by the formula win-nabi (“by the Prophet”; see below,
4.2.5.), while the Christian man is swearing by the formula wil-$adra (“by the
Virgin™). It is taken from Bab muglag (“Locked Door”), a short story about
a Christian couple who took in the little daughter of their building’s bawwab
(“doorkeeper”) who passed away, but had to send her out of their home due to the
pressure of their Muslim neighbors who suspected that they wanted to convert
the girl to Christianity. At the end of the story, the narrator creates the feeling of
an ongoing dialogue by just repeating the two different oath formulas:

fala 8 alile 5 Ul S AaillS 4deds (@l Qb diaile dadl A el

i Bl Gl 5 G pse g sed SE O sa pel (il (Al AR il
8L paally | S b (3,380 L

_}Mﬁ&*}}@%}b&&}é&ﬂuu\}di\.\j‘}‘\)d&j\}6‘;_\.\“}

The girl is out of the apartment, clinging to the shut door, scratching
it like a cat and crying: Have I made you angry with anything? By the
Prophet, let me in. Let me in, by the Prophet, “uncle” Moris. Moris’
tears are flowing behind the locked door while saying: I can’t, my girl,
by the Virgin I can’t.

By the Prophet, by the Virgin, by the Prophet. And the door is locked
and behind each side there is a lonely person in need of the other. (Al-
HamisT 2010: 44).

4. Egyptian oath formulas used by Muslims

4.1. Taking oaths and swearing in the Muslim and Egyptian-Muslim tradition

According to Islam, as revealed by traditions from the mouth of Prophet
Muhammad (%adit), a Muslim is allowed to swear by God only. Swearing by
other names or objects is forbidden, and is regarded as §irk (idolatry, giving
associates to God). Muslims, like Jews and Christians, tend to claim that it is
better not to swear, but in practice they do swear, not by God only but by other
names and objects, too. There is a large repertory of oath formulas in Egyptian
Arabic which is used in daily speech and also represented in written literature.
Egyptian Muslims use oaths frequently, and as is usual in other Muslim societies,
the most common oath formulas mention God, the Prophet Muhammad, the
religion of Islam and the Quran. They also frequently swear by life: The life of
the Prophet, the life of the speaker or those dear to him - people, eyes, etc.” While

 See also Amin 1999: 385-386; Lane 2003: 114, 277; 304-305.
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in Standard Arabic the particle indicating an oath is wa, in Egyptian Arabic this
particle may be articulated as wi, wa and wu (see above, 2.2.). The most common
oaths involving God use the words A/lah (“God”) and rabbina (“our Lord”);
swearing by the Prophet Muhammmad is usually done by mentioning his title,
in-nabi (“the Prohphet”) or his epithet, il-mustafa (“the Chosen One”). The most
common formulas are described below; there are, however, quite a few other
variations to these formulas.

4.2. Egyptian Muslim oath formulas

4.2.1. Swearing by God

wallahi (“by God”). This formula, sometimes also pronounced walla, is
one of the most common oath formulas; very often it is also used automatically
just to emphasize a phrase; at times it is said in the interrogative: wallahi?
(“really?”); wallahi -I-Sazim (“by the Great God”); wallahi -I-Sazim talata
(“[1 swear] three times by the Great God™); talata bil-lahi -I-Sazim (“[1 swear]
three times by the Great God”); Pugsim bil-lah (“I swear by God”). In this, as
well as in some other formulas borrowed from Standard Arabic, the standard
realization of the consonant ¢ as a uvular stop is preserved (as opposed to its
realization as a glottal stop in Cairo and the cities of Lower Egypt); Pugsim
bil-lahi -I-Sazim (“l swear by the Great God”); qasaman bil-lah (“1 swear by
God”); gasaman Sazaman (“1 swear with a solemn oath”). The latter is often said
as part of a threat, as in gasaman Sazaman law haragti min il-bet min géer 2izn
mantis raga tani (“l swear with a solemn oath that if you go out of the house
without permission you’ll not come back again®), or gasaman Sazaman law ma
Samalti kida latkuni tali? (“1 swear with a solemn oath that if you don’t do that
you’ll be divorced”); gasaman bil-lahi -I-Sazim (“1 swear by the Great God”).
The latter is similar in usage to gasaman Sazaman; wiSizzit il-lah (“by the glory
of God”); wiSizzit galalt il-lah (“by the glory of God’s sublimity”); bil-lahi Salek
(“I exhort you by God”); this oath formula is said in exhortation, as in bil-/aGhi
Salek lanta ?asid titgadda ma$ana (“1 exhort you by God to stay and eat with
us”), or bil-lahi Salek lanta ?ayil 2eh ?illi hasal (“1 exhort you by God that you
tell what happened”); wirabbina (“by our Lord”); wirabbi wima Pa$bud (“by my
Lord and what I worship [i.e. God]”), as in wirabbi wima ?aSbud ?ana ma ruhtis
hinak 2abl-i kida (“by my Lord and what I worship, I never went there before”);
wirabbina -I-ma$bud (“by our Lord who is worshipped”); wirabb ik-kaSba
(“by the Lord of the KaSba™). K is often treated as a “sun-letter” in Egyptian
Arabic, therefore the consonant / of the definite article is not pronounced and
the following consonant is geminated; win-nabi wimin nabba -n-nabi nabi, also
in the less common version win-nabi wi-lli nabba -n-nabi nabi (“by the Prophet
and by Him who made the Prophet a Prophet [i.e. God]”); wiSahd allah (“by
God’s commitment”); wi-Ili gamma$na min gér ma$ad, also in the version wimin
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gammaSna min gér masad (“by Him who made us meet without an appointment
[i.e. God]”). This formula is said by people who meet by chance after not seeing
each other for a long time; wiyamin allah (“[I take an oath] by God”), also in the
less common version wiyamin rabbina (“[1 take an oath] by our Lord”).

4.2.2. Swearing by religion

widini (“by my religion [i.e. Islam]”); widini wi?islami (‘“by my religion
and my Islam]”); widini wima 2a$bud (‘“by my religion and what I worship [i.e.
God]”); wa2aymanat il-muslimin (“by all of the faiths of the Muslims”); Salayya
-I-haram min dini (“[1 swear that] I shall be deprived of my religion [i.e. will
become an infidel”). This is regarded as a very strong oath, since it involves
leaving the Islamic faith, and is meant to show that the speaker is definitely
telling the truth. Another version is Yalayya -I-halal min dini (lit.: [“] swear that]
I shall be allowed to have my religion™) said in order to avoid mentioning the
possibility of leaving Islam, and may also possess a humoristic overtone.

4.2.3 Swearing by the Quran

Swearing by the Quran is often done without holding or touching
it. However, swearing by the Quran while holding it makes the oath more
powerful.

wil-qur 2an (“by the Quran”); wil-mushaf (“by the volume [of the Quran]™).
Compare the formula wil-mushaf said by the Jews (see above, 2.2.1).

When holding or touching the Quran, or when it is in front of the speaker,
the demonstrative da (“this”) may be added to the oath formula.

wil-qur?an da (“by this Quran”); wil-mushaf da (“by this volume [of the
Quran]”); wil-mushaf is-Sarif (“‘by the honorable volume [of the Quran]”); wiktab
il-lah (“by the book of God [i.e. the Quran]”), also in the version wiktab rabbina
(“by the book of our Lord”); wil-hatma [also: wil-hitma] -§-Sarifa (“by the
honorable recitation [of the entire Quran]”). Hatma (or hitma) is the recitation of
the entire Quran from beginning to end, and also the memorization of the whole
Quran by heart. This oath formula is another way of swearing by the Quran.

4.2.4 Swearing by other holy symbols
wik-ka$ba (“by the KaSba”); wik-kaSha -s-sarifa (“by the honorable
kaSba”); wihyat biyut rabbina (“by the houses of our Lord” [i.e. mosques]).

4.2.5. Swearing by the prophet

win-nabi (“by the prophet[Muhammad]”), also often said in exhortation; win-
nabi Muhammad (“by the prophet Muhammad”); wirasul il-lah (“by the messenger
of God [i.e. Prophet Muhammad]”); wil-mustafa (“by the Chosen [i.e. Prophet
Muhammad]”). Other less common versions are wikyat il-mustafa (“by the life of
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the Chosen”) and wa?aymanat il-mustafa (“by all of the faiths of the Chosen”);
win-nabi 2illi hattet ?idi Yala sibbaku (“by the prophet who on his grille [at the
entrance to the Prophet’s tomb] I put my hand”). This is said by people who have
gone on pilgrimage to Mecca and al-Madina (in the Hajj or in the $umra, the minor
pilgrimage), and visited the Prophet’s tomb in the prophetic mosque in al-Madina.
Another version of the latter is win-nabi ?2illi zurtu (“by the prophet whom I have
visited [at the Prophet’s tomb in the prophetic mosque]”); win-nabi wimin nabba
-n-nabinabi(*“‘by the Prophetand by Him whomade the Propheta Prophet[i.e. God]”;
seealsoabove,4.2.1.); wikyat rahmit in-nabi (“by the life of the soul of the prophet™).

4.2.6. Swearing by objects

When swearing by a certain object, one may hold that object, as is sometimes
the case when swearing by the Quran. When holding the object, or when it is in
front of the speaker, the demonstratives da or di (“this”) are added to the oath
formulas, as is the case when swearing by the Quran: win-niSma (“by the grace
of God [i.e. the bread, food or drink that we have]”); win-niSma -s-Sarifa (‘“by
the honorable grace of God”); win-niSma di (“by this grace of God”); win-niSma
-$-Sarifa di (“by this honorable grace of God”); waSalayya -n-niSma min niSmit
rabbi (“1 swear by the grace of my God”); wil-mayya -t-tahra di (“by this pure
water” [said while holding water]); wil-mayya di walla dammi yigri zayyaha (“by
this water or my blood will flow like it”); wis-Say da walla dammi yigri zayyu (“by
this tea or my blood will flow like it”); win-nar di (“by this fire [of the cigarette]”),
said when holding a cigarette; win-nar di walla Pawalla€ fiha (“by this fire [of the
cigarette] or I’ll be burnt by it”), also in the versions win-nar di walla gismi yisbah
zayyaha (“by this fire [of the cigarette] or my body will become like it”), and win-
nar di walla Sadmi yib?a zayyaha (“by this fire [of the cigarette] or my bones will
become like it”). All of these formulas are said while holding a cigarette.

4.2.7. Swearing by family members of the speaker or the addressee

wihyat Zibni (“by the life of my son”); wihyat binti (“by the life of my
daughter”); wihyat wiladi (“by the life of my children”); wikyat wilddak (‘by the life
of your children”); wikyat Siyali (“by the life of my children™); wihyat Siyalak (“by the
life of your children”); wikyat banati (‘by the life of my daughters™); wilyat 2abiiya
(“by the life of my father”); wikyat Pummi (“by the life of my mother”); wihyat
2illi hallifiik (“by the life of those who have procreated you”, i.e. “your parents”).

4.2.8. Swearing by deceased family members of the speaker or the addressee
wirahmit 2abiiya (“by my father’s soul: [lit.: “by my father’s compassion,
mercy’’]); wirahmit Pummi (“by my mother’s soul”); wirahmit il-gali (‘“by the
soul of my [or: your] dear [male relative]”); wirahmit il-galya (“by the soul of
my [or: your] dear [female relative]”); wirahmit ?illi matulak (‘“by the soul of
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your deceased relatives”); witurbit ?abiiya (“by the grave of my father”). This
formula may be said also while mentioning other people, as witurbit Pabuk/
Pummak (“by the grave of your father/mother”).

4.2.9. Swearing by venerated religious figures

In addition to the Prophet Muhammad, there are many religious figures
admired by the Muslims in Egypt who may swear by their names and sometimes
by their ma?am (magam in Standard Arabic, a burial place):

wihyat il-Husén (“by the life of Husayn [the son of AlT and Prophet
Muhammad’s grand-son]”), also in the version wil-Husén (‘“by Husayn); wis-
Sayyid il-Badawi (“by al-Sayyid al-BadawT” [the venerated saint of Tanta]);
wil-Mursi Abu -1-$4bbas (“by al-Mursi Abt al-¢Abbas” [the venerated saint of
Alexandria)); wis-Sayyida Zenab (“by Sayyida Zaynab” [Prophet Muhammad’s
grand-daughter]). Sayyida Zaynab is the most popular and venerated female
saint in Egypt; wit-tahra -s-Sarifa (“by the pure and honorable”, i.e. Sayyida
Zaynab); wis-Sayyida (‘“by Sayyida Zaynab”); wihyat ma?am il-Husén (“by the
grave of al-Husen); wikyat ma?am is-sayyida Zenab (“by the grave of Sayyida
Zaynab”). There are many other local religious figures and saints, in Cairo and
in other placed in Egypt, by whose names oaths are taken.

4.2.10. Swearing by honor

wiSarafi (“by my honor”); bisarafi (“by my honor”); wisarafak (“[I exhort
you] by your honor”); wisaraf 2ummi (“by the honor of my mother”); wisaraf
Pummak (“[1 exhort you] by the honor of your mother”). The latter has been often
used by the late movie actor Farid SawqT in his films.

4.2.11. Swearing by body parts

wil-Sasara dol (“by these ten [fingers]”); said while shaking hands, as in
hat Pidak wil-Sasara dol ma hasals (“give me your hand [to shake it], I swear
by these ten [fingers] that this never happened”); wiras Pabiiya fi turbitu (“by
the head of my father in his grave”); wihyat nur Siyuni (lit.: “by the light of my
eyes”, i.e. “by my sight”).

4.2.12. Swearing by divorce

Salayya -t-tala? (“[1 swear that] I shall divorce [my wife, if so and so does
not happen]”). Another version is $alayya -I-yamin that means the same; $alayya
-t-talag bit-taldta (“[1 swear that] I shall divorce [my wife] by three [times of
saying “you are divorced”, if so and so does not happen]”).

The two following formulas also refer to the relation between husband and
wife: Salayya -I-haram min beti (“[1 swear that] my wife will be forbidden for
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me”). The version Salayya -I-halal min beéti (lit.: [“] swear that] my wife will be
allowed to me”) may be said so that this formula will not be valid.

4.2.13. Swearing by friendship

wil-$es wil-malh (lit.: “by the bread and salt [that we have shared]”, i.e.
“by our long acquaintance and friendship”); wil-isra ?illi benna (“by the long
friendship between us”).

4.2.14. Talking about taking oaths

Some proverbs and idioms refer to taking oaths. The following two
proverbs reflect the notion that taking an oath is easy and does not guarantee that
the person who takes it is telling the truth: ?alu lil-harami ?ihlif ?al galak il-farag
(“they told the thief to swear, and he said: you are saved [because it is very easy
to swear and get away|”); tihlif li Pasadda?ak Pasuf Pumirak Pasta$gib (“when
you swear to me [ believe you, but when I see what you are doing I wonder
[because your deeds contradict your oaths]”).

The following formulas refer to the act of taking an oath: hiliftilak bil-gali
(“I swore to you by the dear person” [any person who is dear to either the speaker or
his addressee)); halliftak bil-gali (“1 exhort you by your dear person” [any person
who is dear to you)); Pahliflak bi?eh Sasan tisadda?ni (“with what should I swear
to you so that you’ll believe me?!”); Pahliflak bifeh (“with what should I swear
to you [so that you’ll believe me]?! law hiliftilak Sala -I-mayya tigmad win-nar
tihmad bardu mis hatsadda ?ni (“even if | would swear to you by the water that will
freeze and the fire that will die out, still you will not believe me”). Another version
is: law hiliftili Sala -I-mayya tigmad win-nar tihmad bardu mis hasadda?ak (“even
if you would swear to me by the water that will freeze and the fire that will die out,
still I shall not believe you™); min gér hilfan (“without swearing”, i.e. “you don’t
have to swear”), said to someone who is swearing or is about to swear, to show
that he is believed without having to swear; wallahi wima lik Salayya hilfan (“1
swear by God although I don’t have to swear to you™); hilif yamin (“took an oath”),
and the version Ahilif mit yamin (lit.: “took one hundred oaths”, i.e. “swore many
times”; said in exaggeration); wihyat/wirahmit... 2illi ma Pahlif bih kidb-i 2abadan
(“by the life/the soul of... by whom I never take a false oath”), also in the version
wilyat/wirahmit... 2illi Sumri ma 2ahlif bih kidb that means the same.

4.2.15. Coarse swearing

wihyat kuss -ummak (“by your mother’s cunt” [in threatening or during
a quarrel, as in wihyat kuss -ummak lawarrik (“by your mother’s cunt I’ll teach
you a lesson”). Milder versions of this formula are wikyat mayyitin 2ummak
(“by your mother’s dead [family members]”) and wihyat din Pummak (“by your
mother’s religion”).
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4.2.16. Oaths in special circumstances

wil-2ayyam il-muftaraga di (“by these joyful days”), said during religious
Feasts and days: the month of Ragab, the month of SaSban, the Feast of Sacrifice,
the Feast of Breaking the Fast, and (mostly) during the month of Ramadan.

Oaths may be adjusted by some people to certain conditions and
circumstances, as in the following: wikyat is-Sidda ?illi ?ana fiha (“by the hardship
which I am going through”), said by people who are going through a difficult
condition; wikyat 2illi f batni (“by the one who is in my belly [womb]”), said by
pregnant women; wikyat it-tari? 2illi bamsi Saleh (“by the road on which I am
going [or driving])”, said mainly by drivers.

4.3. Muslim oath formulas in Egyptian literature

Oath formulas said by the Muslims appear frequently in Egyptian literature.
Usually they appear in the dialogue; sometimes, in the narration there is a report
on the act of swearing. The most common formulas which appear in the literature
are wallahi (“by God”) and win-nabi (“by the Prophet”). Many other formulas
are also used in Egyptian literature. The following are just a few examples:

L 5 ld oli) adla ol 5 (puall Hlie sba s (“Dy the graves of al-Husen and
Umm Hasim [a nick name of Sayyida Zaynab], you are too good for us”; Nigm
2008: 97).

"ﬂ)zm Lo aad iy gl i je La g il dendll 5" |z 55 IS danity @3 anilll (“the
oath that every husband takes: “‘by the honorable God’s grace, I have never
known any girl until I met you’”’; Matatt 2003: 9).

lala o) daals i€ Lo - Cue adlS (ile g5 Aflay Calay U - L) das ) sliag
(“by my father’s soul - he by whose life | swear while he is alive as if he is dead
- I did not understand anything”; $Abd al-$Aziz 2009: 49).

bl e S 7 A5 Ll desae il sy (“by the life of the Prophet
Muhammad, when you go out you shall write down what you have witnessed”;
al-Minsawi 2008: 22).

(i g ol A3 Je Cals g (“and he swore three times [by divorcing

me] that he would leave me and go away”’; Gum¢a 2009: 7).

CM‘ e k_llA}J c_\..d\ “L\l{; &-\AJJ 53 ‘;\.}‘ u\&&; L\h: u.uSSLU Al\} ‘;\A“_I uﬁ)’u
(“you know, my dear, by God, although I don’t have to swear to you, I had a lot
of trouble going with my son to the sheiks”; Garib 2009: 17).

Gl e AL 31 W (33U We (“by my divorce you are not going out of the
house”; Fariiq 2009: 59).

LA Ayl s sandl g adla s Cpeally Slidls <y b (“oh Lord, I have
exhorted you by Husayn and Umm Has1m and Sayyida Nafisa and the Imam al-
Safi¢i”; al-QaSid 1994: 220).

W 5oe Y aadli dle W dhaadl sba s (“by the life of the Chosen [Prophet
Muhammad], all it [the door] needs now is just a bride; al-Halt 1988: 13).
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SN i L Gihadl Cayds (“by the honor of the Chosen [the Prophet]
I didn’t see any tickets”; Higazi 1972: 53).

el La e 7 & Gl e (S35 (“by my religion, you won’t get out of here in
one piece”; al-Tuht 1983: 108).

As in real life, sometimes oaths are improvised or changed in order to
adjust them to certain circumstances or to create humor, as in Ll Gl sba
(“by daddy’s teeth”; SAbd al-SAl 2008: 47). The following monologue, taken
from a satirical short story, contains many oath formulas that do not exist in
Egyptian Arabic; all are improvised by Ibrahim who is talking to Suher while
referring to events in their lives:

Ay Al (A g e e ) ISl e b dllsgilee I IS Bl s b
Los peae iy JS e @y o A JS By 450 (ldie el
Oldie & ha flie 0 Lealin ) dalall 4 6l cililadial sl g | Slildie (i getiadl
g A G Sla b e JS By oS o (dsaie 4l L (e et (sl
o0 by Jhaa (el (e S 4 le il y (g 30l 8 Cle il el e

Mg b (oe2iia | g by eaiid

OK, by the life of everything I have done for you, Suher. By the life of
every bread loaf for which I was standing two hours at the bakery so
that you would taste it. By the life of every liter of kerosine that for you
I looked for in all the gas stations of Egypt [or: Cairo] but did not find.
By the life of the matriculation examinations that I did for the second
time for your sake in order to improve my education and from which
I got crazy imbecility at old age. By the life of each time you exhorted
me to watch variety programs on television while knowing that I do not
lack nonsense. By the life of all of this, you will regret, Suher, you will
regret, Suher!! (Tawfiq 2008: 60).

5. Conclusion

Members of all three religious communities believe that in all or at least
most cases taking oaths and making vows are undesirable or forbidden, but in
practice many of them do swear and use oath formulas in daily life.

All of the Judeo-Arabic oath formulas are connected to the Jewish religion
and tradition; usually they make use of Hebrew words or names, are said among
Jews only, and consequently are not known and not understood by the non-Jews.
Karaite Jews share many of the oath formulas pronounced by the Rabbinic Jews,
but they avoid using formulas that are identified with the Rabbinic tradition, and
thus do not use the formula wit-tefillim (“I swear by the phylacteries™), since
they reject the Rabbinic tradition of putting on the phylacteries. Also, they avoid
swearing by names of Rabbinic rabbis.
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In general, the Christians (most of whom are Copts) are against taking
oaths, too, but still use them in daily life. All of their oath formulas are connected
to religion, but unlike the Hebrew formulas are based on Arabic vocabulary. Still,
most Egyptian Muslims do not know the Christian formulas, or may know just
a few of them, because they are said among Christians only. However, since all
of these oath formulas make use of Arabic vocabulary, Muslims can understand
them upon hearing them.

Muslims are permitted to swear by God only, and do so very often. Many
believe that although swearing by God is permitted, this is undesirable and it
is better not to swear at all. Swearing by anything else, the Prophet included,
is regarded by Islam as Sirk - idolatry, giving associates to God, and this was
mentioned to me many times during my conversations with Muslims. However,
there are many oath formulas of this sort, some of which are very common and
used very often, sometimes even automatically and unconsciously.

Members of the three religious communities use their own oath formulas;
the Jewish formulas and the Christian formulas are not known (or only partly
known) to members of the other communities, while most of the Muslim formulas
are known to all. Some common Muslim oath formulas which are not distinctly
identified with Islam are shared by members of all three religious communities.
Muslims, on the other hand, never use Jewish or Christian oath formulas.

Members of the three religious communities also share a strong objection
to taking oaths and making vows, as well as the practice of taking them in spite
of their attitude against so doing.

The large variety of Muslim oath formulas in the oral tradition is also widely
used in Egyptian literature and has become a common element of its style.
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